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      For Larry W.,

      

      You devoted yourself to fidelity, integrity, and bravery, and demonstrated the meanings well. We’ve laughed and we’ve cried together. Never forget that for every moment in the present, there is a past you cannot change but only accept, and a future that is yours for the making. Make all the happiness you can, and know that I’ll share some of mine with you if you feel clouds closing in. You know how to reach me.

      And I promise: I’ll stay off the chandelier.
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      Operation Assassination is the second book in The Unit series. It is highly recommended that you read the first book, Camp Chaos prior to reading this book, as many of the items discussed in this and future books in The Unit series will build upon the prior ones.
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      The unit personnel were all gathered in the cafeteria, a meeting having been called to assess future needs in view of the last completed mission. Such after action meetings were routine for the unit, and essential to keeping the unit functioning at peak performance, given the difficulty of their missions. Every aspect of the past mission was being discussed, and every success or failure evaluated to determine how failures could be avoided and successes made more efficient. The entire unit’s personnel were present to discuss their observations of what worked and what didn’t during the latest mission.

      “I have a proposal,” Hank said.

      “Hank is recognized,” said Doc Rich, presiding over the meeting.

      “I propose that we move our headquarters to the former Camp Chaos complex in Nebraska. The complex has far more space than we have here at Quantico, is more centrally located, and is more remote than Quantico – meaning we wouldn’t have to be as secretive about our comings and goings. There’s a nearby airport at York, and military capability at Lincoln to support our air operations. There are a number of small communities in the area that could easily accommodate all of the unit’s personnel, and I even know of a good architect with a construction outfit who can modify the location to meet our specific needs. Our own Lockridge facility is nearby and already operating as a working farm. We could simply ask Gilbert Pizzo, our guy at Lockridge, if he’d like to work on a dairy farm.”

      “What kind of budget do you think we’d need for that?” Spud asked.

      “My expertise is firearms, not accounting. But I’m sure we could get some estimates on that for submitting the proposal.”

      “What do we do with our building here?” Edge asked.

      “Keep it. It’s a given that we’ll have east coast assignments, so we’ll still need a remote base of operations in this area.”

      “How much space does the Camp Chaos complex have?” Doc Rich asked.

      “Between the old missile silo structures and the additional structures that were built, there’s five acres of footprint,” Edge said. “And many of the underground structures have multiple floors.”

      Some of the unit personnel whistled. “That’s a lot of space,” someone remarked.

      “Exactly,” Hank said. “Plenty of space for our medical facilities, warehousing, living quarters – you name it. Plus, we would even have the ability to provide some things for relatively little cost that we now have to purchase. Namely, food. The area is already a working dairy farm and has a milking barn. We could add some beef cattle and other animals, and have Gil plant some of the fields in produce. Which should make you happy, Doc Rich, as you could directly see the farming methods.”

      “How many acres of farm land are we talking about?”

      “The camp has a square mile. That’s six hundred and forty acres.”

      “It all sounds intriguing.”

      “We’d also be only a little over three hours’ flight via our Citation Latitudes to anywhere in the United States, with the exception of Alaska and Hawaii,” Crow noted. “About the only objection I could see from an air operations standpoint is that the only runway at York is roughly north-south. We could use an east-west runway for when winds shift.”

      “We might want to investigate how much would be needed to build a second runway,” Doc Rich said. “I’m sure a community of that size would welcome the additional resources. Who operates the airport?”

      “The City of York,” Crow replied.

      “And how big is the City of York?”

      “About eight thousand souls.”

      “The airport is only a twenty-minute drive from the Camp Chaos facility as well,” Voice observed. “No more time than it takes us to get from the Marine Corps Air Station to the BEQ here.”

      “Of course, this means that everyone who is here would have to relocate,” Spud said. “It will obviously be a big change from where we are now. The nearest large city is Lincoln, and after that, Omaha. To get to any place of any size is about a four-hour drive to Kansas City. That’s something you’d have to take into consideration if you like going out on the town.”

      “What would we do with the Lockridge facility?” Cloud asked.

      “There are several options,” Hank replied. “One would be to get the same architect and construction crew to convert it into a luxury home and sell it. Another would be to convert it into luxury condominiums and do the same. Yet a third would be to convert it into a unique hotel, perhaps associated with a resort of some kind, and keep it to generate income to offset our own construction and operation costs. It’s pretty conveniently located – not far off I-80. And being underground, it’s already easy to keep heated and cooled. If left with only the water pumps running to keep it dry, it maintains about fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit year-round.”

      “I can see this is going to be a major undertaking and take some time to accomplish,” Doc Rich said. “Whether it’s feasible will have to be determined, as will costs. But with the success of the Camp Chaos mission, now is the time to make the request if that’s what we want to do. So, in the manner we always make votes that affect all personnel, each of you has a black marble and a white one. We’ll pass around the can and everyone can place either a white marble for ‘aye’ or a black one for ‘nay’ in the can.”

      The can in question, really just a one-pound coffee can with a small hole cut in the plastic lid, went around the room with each person shielding the hole as they dropped their marble inside. “For all the high-tech stuff this unit has,” Crow observed, “we still make important decisions with a coffee can and some marbles” The gathered personnel all chuckled as the can continued around the room.

      Making its way back to Doc Rich, she pulled the lid from the can and looked inside. “I wouldn’t have expected this,” she began, “but we have a unanimous decision to relocated to the Camp Chaos complex.”

      “Maybe some of us would prefer seclusion to having our hair cut and dressing in cammies all the time,” Janet, one of the unit’s nurses, said.

      “Don’t you like your short hair, Love?” Spud asked Hank.

      “Actually, I kind-of do,” she said. “It’s easy to take care of, and it doesn’t get in my face when I’m shooting. You won’t mind if I leave it short, will you?”

      “Not at all,” Spud said. “It looks good on you. Cute.”

      The rest of the unit’s personnel all laughed. Hank wasn’t exactly known for being cute as she was for eating – a fact not betrayed by her slight frame, and cursing. With martial arts training gained prior to her acceptance as a unit operative and knife handling taught to her by Edge, the team’s hand-to-hand combat expert, she was also known to be a formidable person to be reckoned with. It was well-known to unit members that she carried two teeth in a small medicine pouch around her neck that she had personally knocked out of the mouth of a man who had once tried to rape her.

      “This little interaction,” Voice said, pointing at Spud and Hank, “reminds me that I’d like the unit to consider a change to one of our rules.”

      “Voice is recognized,” Doc Rich said.

      “I propose that we eliminate Paragraph Five of the rule entitled ‘Prohibition Against Fraternization.’ For those not familiar, that paragraph reads, ‘The spousal unit will agree to refrain from manifestations of affection while in the presence of other unit members.’”

      “You believe that eliminating that paragraph is wise?” Doc Andy asked.

      “You know, Doc Andy,” Voice began, “those of us in the Field Team live down here, underground. Everyone in the team, and for that matter, the entire unit are our family. But up until we changed the fraternization rule to allow Hank and Spud to, basically, get married, we all lived a pretty sterile life. Those of us in the Field Team can’t get into relationships with anyone outside the unit, and it’s impractical for us to even have a relationship with someone in the support team. Living like moles doesn’t exactly make for a situation lacking in stress, unless you’re another one of the moles.

      “So, we have two people who fell in love, and it’s been a shot in the arm for the rest of us. It reminds of us who we’ve made our sacrifices for: people who love each other and who don’t deserve a world of hatreds and tragedies around them. Good American people. Spud and Hank are mature enough to not let things go too far in public, and I trust that any similar situation the unit comes across in the future will be no different simply because of the caliber of people the unit employs. It won’t bother me one iota if they want to hug and kiss each other around me. At the risk of sounding like a softie, that kind-a warms my heart a bit.

      “Besides, every single person in here ignores that rule. If Spud gives Hank a kiss, we all just let it happen and then pretend that there was something bad in the food and it’s made us go temporarily blind.”

      The entire room erupted in laughter, remembering the day Spud proposed to Hank prior to their Marine Corps wedding when that was the excuse.

      Doc Rich was smiling. “Do we need to pass around the can again, or can we make this rule change by acclamation? Those in favor of vote by acclamation, raise your hand.”

      A forest of raised hands appeared in the room.

      “Acclamation it is. All in favor?”

      “Aye,” came the overwhelming response.

      “Any opposed?”

      Silence.

      “Paragraph Five of the rule prohibiting fraternization is eliminated,” Doc Rich intoned.

      Spud leaned over and kissed Hank.

      “And that was predictable,” Doc Rich said to the laughter of the gathered unit personnel. “If there is no other business?”

      Again, silence greeted her question.

      “Very well. I’ll remind all unit personnel to check your schedules as semi-annual physical and psychological assessments are once again upon us. Please be sure to be your usual punctual selves, as those of us in Medical have all nineteen unit members to assess, which includes those of us on the medical team as well. Those of you who are scheduled for tomorrow, please remember to change into your PT shirts and shorts prior to arriving in Medical.

      “Have a good evening, everyone.”
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        * * *

      

      The Field Team members sat in the library, lamenting that one of the first items on the agenda that day for their physical evaluations would be routine bloodwork, meaning they were prohibited from consuming anything other than water. Not wanting the smell of food in the cafeteria to have them craving a full stomach until after blood was drawn, they had opted to convene as far as practical away from the cafeteria while still being in proximity to the lab. Even though the day would be consumed with medical and psychological procedures, they availed themselves of the opportunity to either read or pull information from the unit’s mainframe computers.

      “Are you still reading that essay?” Cloud asked Hank, noting the copy of Henry David Thoreau’s “Resistance to Civil Government” in her hands.

      “Not ‘still.’ Again.” She flipped to a portion of the text. “Here he says that government loses its integrity with each attempt to pass itself on to posterity. This is the kind of thought that prompts a man like Roger Sesogo to expend his wealth on the creation of fear in an attempt to gain power.”

      “Landed him in jail, though,” Voice observed.

      Amigo walked into the library. “Bled me dry... again. James is waiting for you, Cloud.”

      “At least I get to eat soon.”

      “And I wish my name was ‘Ank,’” Hank remarked.

      “I get to eat before Hank gets there and wipes the cafeteria out, too,” Cloud said, disappearing out the door and getting the other team members chuckling.

      “Are you thinking our next mission will be similar to this one?” Edge asked.

      “No idea. But one thing we don’t have in our group of merry team members is a profiler,” Hank said. “If we’re to have any idea of how the next perp or perps might be thinking, and therefore have a means of narrowing them down, then I figure reading everything I can get my hands on is going to be the ticket.” She settled back into reading the essay.

      “Next,” Cloud said, coming back in the room.

      “Guess that means me,” Crew said, getting up and making his way out the door.

      “The one saving grace of having to go through this crap every six months is that at least they skip the damned bowel prep and only do that once every five years,” Cloud remarked.

      “If they had told me I was going to have to go through that again so soon after having had it done, I’d have given them my letter of resignation,” Amigo remarked.

      “I keep telling you guys: wait ‘til they decide you’ve got to have a camera up your ass,” Spud remarked.

      “I guess there’s no dignity in being the grand old man of this outfit, eh, Spud?” Cloud chuckled.

      “I just wish I knew why Janet always gives me a funny look when she sees me. She’s done that ever since I had the camera-up-the-butt routine,” Spud said.

      “I’m not looking forward to that one myself,” Edge said.

      “That’s right. You turn forty next year,” Cloud remarked.

      “Rub it in. But with Spud getting funny looks, I’m tempted to tell them not to give me that drug that makes you forget.”

      “The way Janet looks at me, I think maybe you’ll want to forget,” Spud said.

      “You’re up, Edge,” Crow said, coming back into the room. “Try not to pass out this time.”

      “Oh, fuck you,” Edge said to the snickers of the other team members.

      “It’s the big, bad Krav Maga guy who passes out all the time,” Voice explained to Amigo.

      Amigo chuckled. “So I’ve heard.”

      “You know, Amigo, you could go eat.”

      “I could. But I figure we can all commiserate together.”

      Edge walked back into the room. “You’re up, Hank.”

      “You’re back quick. I gather you didn’t end up on the floor this time?” Voice asked.

      “Nope.”

      Hank stood up, and walking over to Edge, quietly remarked, “Told you it would work.”

      Walking over to the lab, she had to smile a bit. Being poked by needles never seemed to bother her, and the last time she had had blood work done was, for her, a non-event. James was waiting for her just inside the door. Handing her two plastic cups and a couple of sterile wipes, he said, “You know where, you know what, and you hopefully still know how.”

      Hank sighed. “The least you could do is get some magazines in there that would give a woman some motivation.”

      James laughed. “What the men need the motivation for is nothing relevant to you.”

      “Just a waste of a good orgasm if you ask me.”

      James laughed again. “Only you and Spud would consider that a problem.”

      Hank sighed and walked off to the restroom. One of these will be easy enough, but shitting on demand is not something this butt of mine is ever up for. Sigh.

      Having accomplished the task, she walked back, handed James the two samples, and sat down in the room where blood would be drawn.

      When James returned, he asked Hank, “What did you tell Edge that kept him in the chair this time?”

      “I told him to just make a fist, like he was going to punch you, and then imagine doing it.”

      “Gee, thanks,” James said. “I’m glad, at least, that he didn’t carry through with it, or I’d have been the one on the floor.” He donned gloves and then held up the catheter he’d be using to do the multiple blood draws required for the bloodwork. “Ready?”

      “You know I don’t faint.”

      “Yes, I do,” he said, sliding the needle into her arm and filling the tubes for the bloodwork.

      “All done. Send your hubby in for me.”

      Walking back into the library, she told Spud, “You’re next. And I didn’t notice any new magazines in there.”

      Spud turned a little red and said, “Do I need a magazine this time?”

      “Want me to go in there with you?”

      “It’s the thought that counts,” he remarked to the snickers of the rest of the team.

      Hank sat back down and pulled out another book.

      “Which one this time?” Amigo asked.

      She held it up. “Jack Levin. Domestic Terrorism.”

      “You’re intent on reading up on the topic as much as you can, I see,” Edge said.

      “My degree is in criminal justice,” she said. “But the field changes all the time. In looking at the cases we’re likely to encounter, it stands to reason that the cases we’ll get are ones that will involve those changes. You can’t know where you’re going unless you know where you’ve been.”

      “Make it quick, Voice. We’re all hungry,” Spud said, coming back into the library. He sat down next to Hank. She leaned over and whispered so the comm link in her ear could relay what she was saying to the comm link in his. “Spud, any difficulties?” She smiled.

      “Hank, nope. I just thought about what you did last night.” He smiled back at her and she chuckled.

      “What are you reading?”

      She held out the book to him.

      “Are you intent on reading every book in the library?”

      “Pretty much,” she replied, opening the book up and reading.

      “Oh, almost forgot,” Crow began. “Edge, don’t forget to get Doc Rich or Doc Wright, whichever one you get for your medical exam, to make out a student pilot certificate for you. They’re both aviation medical examiners. The two of you are getting close to solo, and Cloud and I can’t solo you without it. It requires our endorsement for you to do the solo portion of your training.”

      “Hank doesn’t need one?” Edge asked.

      “She got hers while we were in Nebraska on the Camp Chaos mission.”

      “How long do you figure it’s going to take us to get to the point where we can fly first officer on the Citations?” Edge asked, knowing the two pilots in the unit were anxious to be able to take both aircraft at once.

      “You’ve got to finish private pilot, then get your instrument ratings. After that, there’s some required flight time to get commercial pilot, which is really just a requirement of the government. I figure we can combine the commercial pilot with a multiengine rating given you have to fly an aircraft with retractable landing gear for the commercial. Just make that plane the multi. Even combine that checkride with the multiengine instrument rating. After that, it’s a matter of gaining some experience and getting our instructor friends from Advanced Flight out to get you type-rated on the Latitudes.”

      “Sounds like you’re fast-tracking them,” Spud observed.

      “Works for me,” Edge said with a grin. “Bet it works for Hank, too.”

      “The main thing is to have the capability of taking both the Latitudes if need be,” Crow said.

      “Who’s ready for breakfast?” Voice asked from the door of the library.

      Spud glanced at Hank. “Silly question,” he muttered as she jumped to her feet.

      The team rose and made their way to the cafeteria. Grabbing food, they sat and mulled over the evaluations they would be going through over the next few days, with each team member first seeing the medical doctors and then the unit’s psychiatrist.

      “Bloodwork goes alphabetical, exams go by team designation, I see,” Crow remarked. “Edge and Voice get tomorrow morning, then psych in the afternoon; then Amigo and myself in the afternoon and psych the next morning. What’s the stuff with you and Hank, Spud?”

      “They want to see us both separately, then both together. I guess there’s something about married life that we get the privilege, if you want to call it that, of being seen twice.”

      “That will give you time to get your stories straight,” Voice said to the laughter of the rest of the team.

      “They probably want to know what your love life is like,” Amigo said, smiling.

      “They already know what our love life is like,” Hank remarked, tapping her left breast over her bum ticker. “You guys can’t see what’s going on with our bum tickers while we’re in quarters, but they can, remember?”

      “Yeah, the bum ticker’s an amazing device, but I guess it does have its drawbacks,” Amigo said.
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        * * *

      

      “Everything looks fine, Hank,” Doc Rich said. “Your labs should be back tomorrow, and if it’s acceptable to you I can discuss those when you and Spud come in together.”

      “We don’t hide things from each other,” Hank said.

      “I would like you to have a CT, though.”

      “What?” Hank exclaimed. “I’m not going to have to go through another bowel prep, am I? Because if that’s the case, I resign.”

      Doc Rich laughed. “No, Hank. I’d just like to get a look at your lower abdomen and pelvis. Since the sterilization procedures you and Spud were required to have in order to cohabit and remain part of the unit, I’d just like to make sure the tubal ligation hasn’t managed to reverse. It’s very rare, but it does happen.”

      “And if it has?” Hank asked.

      “Then we’ll have to repeat the procedure.”

      “Oh, Spud will love that. Although I’m not sure which of us would go crazier over a week without sex.”

      Doc Rich shook her head. “Two rabbits.”

      Hank shrugged. “With no fear of pregnancy, why not have a good time?”

      “You’ve got a point,” Doc Rich observed. “At any rate, you can head on down to Imaging right now for the CT. Janet’s waiting for you.”

      Hank walked across the hall to Imaging to find Janet waiting, as promised.

      “Take off all removable metals,” Janet said.

      Hank pulled out her earpiece and took off her watch, handing them to Janet.

      “The bum ticker’s not going to be a problem, is it?”

      “Actually, none of it’s a problem for a CT. You’ll see where the devices are, but the way the CT works, they don’t create shadows that would obstruct the ability to see everything else. The issue is actually with the radiation messing up your hardware. If we were going to do a CT of your chest, it could potentially be a problem for the bum ticker, but when we know we’re going to hit it, we try to go with the lowest effective dose to get good images. So, removing your watch and earpiece is really just a precaution.”

      “One of these days, I’m going to have to read up on how this thing works,” Hank said. “But for now, at least I don’t have to go through the shit – literally – that I had to go through the first time.”

      “Just once every five years, Hank.”

      “Oh, fuck that! I’m resigning. I swear, I thought I was going to die drinking that shit! And shitting that shit!”

      Janet laughed. “You learn a few things each time. Like, drink your fluids. You still end up glued to a toilet, but at least you don’t tend to feel like puking. Or passing out.”

      “People pass out from the bowel prep?”

      “Every so often,” Janet said. “It can seriously disrupt some people’s electrolytes.” She patted the table on the CT machine. “Lie down here for me.”

      As Hank was lying down, Doc Rich walked into the room. “I figured I could just get a look at the images as Janet gets them.”

      “I’ve got to ask you two,” Hank began. “Spud tells me he’s had to have an actual colonoscopy, given he’s over forty. He says you gave him some sort of drug so he’d forget everything?”

      “Midazolam,” Doc Rich said. “It isn’t actually for making a patient forget, it’s just to get you nice and sedated. But amnesia while it’s being administered is a side effect. Like most sedatives, it makes you a little loopy, too.”

      “He says he can’t remember anything, but that Janet here gives him a funny look every time she sees him.”

      Janet and Doc Rich both laughed.

      “Do we dare tell her?” Janet asked.

      “She says they don’t hide things from each other,” Doc Rich said, smiling.

      “Do you know what’s involved in a typical colonoscopy?” Janet asked Hank.

      “Only vaguely.”

      “Well, there’s a reason why we like a patient squeaky clean internally when we do a colonoscopy,” Doc Rich explained. “It’s due to the fact that to get a good look, we inflate the colon, so we don’t want... stuff flying out while we’re doing that.”

      Hank suppressed laughter. “Ok. And did something like that happen?”

      “No, he did a good prep for it.” Doc Rich and Janet both looked at each other and laughed a bit.

      Hank looked at them quizzically.

      Janet giggled and said, “As his colon was being inflated, he turned to me and said, ‘Baby, that’s not how you do a blow job.’”

      Hank guffawed. “I don’t know what would embarrass him more: knowing what he said, or just putting up with getting a funny look.”

      “Ok. Try not to laugh anymore so we get good images,” Doc Rich said. “This won’t be a whole-body scan, so we should be done in just a few minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      “Now that we’ve all been declared paragons of good health and mental well-being, I guess we can get back to physical training and mission exercises,” Amigo said, taking a drink of his coffee while the team chatted over breakfast.

      “Everyone except our married couple,” Crow observed.

      “They’ve been declared fit individually, but now the docs want to see if they’re just too warped working as a team,” Cloud chuckled.

      “What would any of you guys know about us being warped?” Hank asked innocently. “It’s not like we’ve ever pranked any of you.”

      “Oh, no. Not you two,” Cloud said sarcastically. The rest of the team all laughed out loud, given Hank and Spud were infamous for their pranks - especially of a sexual nature. “For instance, you’ve never been known to stick a dildo down your boxers to make it look like you’ve got a giant hard-on...”

      “You should have predicted something would happen by sending Amigo down to my quarters when you saw me take Hank down there after our wedding,” Spud replied innocently.

      “Well, I knew the two of you weren’t... engaged at the time,” Cloud objected.

      “Yeah, ‘cuz you’d been listening in with a glass against the wall,” Edge observed, turning Cloud red and getting the others laughing.

      “I guess it’s time for us to find out what they want with both of us,” Spud said, getting up.

      Hank finished her coffee and stood as well. “Wish us luck, guys.”

      Crossing the hall, they walked into Doc Rich’s office.

      “Have a seat.” Doc Rich woke her monitor. “Hal, display medical records, Hank.” The mainframes responding to her request, Hank’s medical records appeared on the screen.

      “There’s nothing but good news, Hank,” Doc Rich said. “All your lab work came back well within normal parameters. You’re still showing a little serum lead, but it’s a microgram per deciliter less than when you joined the unit, so that’s a good thing. With your role being as our firearms expert, we can tolerate seeing a little lead, and the fact that it’s dropped from five to four micrograms is good. Just keep taking the calcium supplement, and I’ll expect that to perhaps drop a little more. And the weight I wanted you to gain is there as well. You’re now at a hundred and twenty-two pounds, which is still on the low side for a woman who’s five-foot-seven, but it’s at least in the normal range.”

      “Where did she put it?” Spud asked.

      “It’s additional muscle mass, Spud, so what she gained in weight she also gained in muscle tone.” She looked back at Hank. “So, all the women in the unit are still going to hate you, because now not only can you eat like a horse and not gain weight, any weight you gain doesn’t show.

      “The other good news is that the CT showed that your tubal ligation has not reversed. I didn’t expect it to, but better safe than sorry. It’s very unlikely if it didn’t reverse already that it never will.”

      “So, no more CTs?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Doc Rich said. “There is still the CT that we do every five years just to make sure we don’t see any pathological changes.”

      The look on Hank’s face spoke of protest.

      “Everyone goes through it, Hank,” Doc Rich said admonishingly. “You all get to suffer together.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “Hal, display medical records, Spud.” Hank’s records disappeared, replaced by Spud’s.

      “Nothing but good news for you, too, Spud. All your lab work is well within normal parameters as well. And the additional good news for you is that your semen sample shows no sperm present, so your vasectomy hasn’t reversed, either.”

      Hank looked at Doc Rich and laughed.

      “Hank?”

      “Nothing, Doc Rich.” Hank laughed again.

      Doc Rich looked at her, her demeanor asking for an explanation.

      “It’s just...” Hank laughed again. She walked over and whispered in Doc Rich’s ear. “It’s just he said he didn’t have any problem with giving the sample, because...” Hank broke down laughing uncontrollably. “He says it’s because he just thought about what I did the other night. I guess if he thinks Janet doesn’t know how to do it right, he feels I do.”

      Doc Rich got wide-eyed, then chuckled.

      Hank just shrugged. “Anything goes,” she said by way of explanation and laughed again.

      “Oh my.” Doc Rich looked over at Spud and broke out laughing herself.

      Spud’s puzzled look transformed into narrowing eyes. “You two women are hiding something from me,” he said.

      “Yes, we are,” Hank and Doc Rich said simultaneously.

      He looked at Hank. “We’re going to have a chat once we get home.”

      Hank pressed her lips together to keep from laughing and shook her head. “No, we’re not!”

      Doc Rich shook her head, smiling. “That does it for me,” she said, still chuckling. “Medical 3, they’re headed your way,” she said, communicating through her earpiece and bum ticker to Doc Andy.

      Spud gave Hank another look as they got up. Once outside the door, he took her hand. “Want to have some fun with Doc Andy?”

      “What have you got in mind?”

      He took her hand and put it against one of the cargo pockets in his cammie pants.

      She stopped walking. “What did you bring that for?”

      He smiled and shrugged. “Why not? I’d love to spoof the old lecher, wouldn’t you? He is Freudian schooled. Just play along – it’ll be fun. Besides, you got the thing from him in the first place, so it’s his fault.”

      They grinned at each other and walked into Doc Andy’s office.

      “You can both have a seat on the couch,” Doc Andy said as they arrived. He did his usual and placed a glass of water in front of each of them, then took a chair himself.

      “I used to find it useful to occasionally meet with married couples together back when I had my practice outside the unit,” he explained. “Just to get an idea of how things are going and head off any problems before they become insurmountable.”

      “Are we having any problems?” Spud asked, turning to Hank.

      “I wouldn’t say so,” she replied.

      “I wouldn’t say so, either,” Spud said, leaning over and kissing her. He continued to kiss her, turning to face her. “Help me with this,” he whispered, taking her big dildo from his cargo pocket and working to stuff it down his boxers.

      Not able to see exactly what was going on, Doc Andy sat in his chair watching the two apparently struggling with Spud’s pants. I think about now, Doc Rich would be saying, ‘Oh, my.’

      Hank was trying not to laugh as Spud kissed and caressed her like an anxious teenager. “Let me help you with that,” she said, and unzipped his fly.

      Doc Andy got wide-eyed. Definitely oh my.

      “Doc Andy,” Spud said, feigning breathlessness, “Can you leave?”

      “It’s his office, Spud,” Hank said with a sigh, still trying her best not to laugh.

      “I don’t care. He’s got to leave.”

      “Not yet, not yet,” Hank sighed, winking at Spud. “We’re going to need some lube. He’s got some in his drawer full of sex toys.”

      “You’re right,” Spud breathed. He turned toward the doctor, the dildo still hidden in his pants. To Doc Andy, it looked like Spud was sporting a huge erection. Emphatically oh my.

      “Doc Andy, can you lube this for us?”

      YOU ASKED ME TO DO WHAT?!

      Spud readjusted the object and grabbed it, then tossed it to the psychiatrist, who bobbled it as he caught it. Looking down at it, he turned bright red.

      “Oh my God, Spud! You are so wicked!” Hank said, and broke out laughing, slapping her knees and literally falling off the couch and onto the floor at the expression on the doctor’s face. Spud broke out laughing as well. Standing and helping Hank to her feet, they both slapped their thighs, hugged each other, and laughed so hard that they cried.

      “Oh, God, I wish there were security cameras in here,” Spud said, wiping tears from his eyes. “We could have gotten Voice to record it.”

      “Oh, damn! Too bad we didn’t think of it earlier! We could have borrowed one of his little drones!” Hank replied, and they both broke out laughing again. “Hey, Doc, mind if we do a second take?” Again, they broke out laughing.

      Doc Andy’s eyes narrowed. “The two of you are insane,” he said in measured tones.

      “You’re the one who’d know!” Spud said, bursting out laughing again. “Oh, we got him good,” he said to Hank, hugging and kissing her.

      Hank walked up to Doc Andy. “All of you who are in Medical A,” she began, “are privy to the biometric readouts when we’re in quarters. Are we having any problems?”

      Doc Andy just looked at her.

      “Give that back,” she said, grabbing the dildo. “We need it. We have too much fun with it.” She turned and walked out of the office, the dildo in her hand, Spud on her heels.

      Doc Andy stewed a moment, then got thoughtful. I wonder what varieties of fun they’re talking about?

      Hank and Spud walked into the cafeteria, where the rest of the Field Team sat drinking coffee at the team table. She sat, and dropping the sex toy in front of her said, “Someone pass me a cup of coffee.”

      “Uh,” Edge started, staring at the object. “Hank?”

      “Oh, sorry,” she said. She took the dildo and stuffed it into one of her own cargo pockets.

      “I gotta ask what that’s all about,” Voice said.

      “I bet I know,” Amigo said. “They just spoofed Doc Andy.”

      “You’re kidding!”  Voice said. “You should have let me know! I would have sent one of the mouse drones in there to record it!”

      Spud put a cup of coffee in front of Hank and they both started laughing again. “You should have seen how red he got,” Spud said.

      “Spud tossed it to him. You should have seen how he bobbled it when he tried to catch it!” Hank erupted in laughter, and Spud involuntarily spit a mouthful of coffee, spraying the table.

      “Oh my God... and the look on his face when I had it in my pants and asked him if he could lube it for us...” This time Spud’s laughter took him off his chair, and he laid on the floor, laughing and pounding his fist on the floor while Hank broke out in renewed laughter, rocking back in her chair and causing Cloud to catch her before she fell backwards.

      “I think we’d all just better watch out for these two,” Cloud remarked. Then he, too, broke out laughing, joined by the rest of the team.

      Hearing the laughter, Doc Rich walked out of her office and peered into the cafeteria. Spud was still lying face down on the floor, his face on his crossed arms, shoulders heaving with laughter, while the others all laughed and slapped the table. Making her way over to Doc Andy’s office, she asked, “What’s going on?”

      “Psychologically, they’re fine,” Doc Andy said, trying not to sound embarrassed, but turning red nonetheless.

      Doc Rich looked at him knowingly. Looks like the children had some fun with the doctor, she thought as she turned to leave.

      For his part, Doc Andy thought, I’ll have a hard time having a serious conversation with any of them from now on.
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      Spud sat finishing his breakfast coffee, watching the news on his tablet. The news anchor was reporting on a press conference held by the President the evening before. Spud’s forehead was furrowed while he listened to the President speak.  “What the hell did he just say?” he asked to no one in particular.

      “I gather you’re watching our illustrious Chief Executive’s press conference from last night,” Crow remarked.

      “He got just a little off the teleprompter again, didn’t he?” Cloud said.

      “I’ll say,” Spud replied. “I saw a lot of odd things when I was in the Secret Service, even given my time with the Presidential Protective Division. Most of it occurred in the White House residence, though – not in front of cameras.”

      “I’ll bet it was interesting being a fly on the wall in the White House residence,” Edge said.

      “Fishing for a good story?” Spud asked.

      Edge shrugged. “When you live in a hole and don’t get out much, anything can be interesting.”

      Hank laughed. “In other words, yes. He’s fishing for a good story.” She mused a bit. “I’ve got to admit: this President is odd. One moment, he’s perfectly coherent, the next he’s babbling like a drunk with the DTs.” She downed the rest of her coffee. “Well. Odd as he may seem, he still has a popular following. And politics aside, this isn’t getting Edge and I up in the air for flight training. Am I with you today, Crow, or with Cloud?”

      Crow produced a quarter and turned to Cloud. “Call it,” he said, flipping it in the air with his thumb.

      “Heads.”

      Crow slapped the quarter down on the table. “Tails. Looks like you’re with me today, Hank.”

      “Let me grab my logbook and student pilot certificate and I’ll be right with you.”

      Once Hank was out of earshot, Spud asked Crow, “Is today going to be the big day?”

      “Never can tell, Spud,” Crow said. “If the weather doesn’t suddenly turn to crap, which it isn’t forecast to do, and she doesn’t get a case of the heebie jeebies, then there’s a good possibility she’ll solo today. But,” he continued, “I don’t want you anywhere she can see you. That would likely be a sure-fire way to get the heebie jeebies going.”

      Spud smiled. “She hasn’t seen me hiding out there yet.”

      “Ready to go,” Hank announced, returning to the cafeteria.

      She stood while Crow finished his coffee and joined her. “It still seems weird to travel in a sedan without six guys and a bunch of mission gear,” she said.

      Crow laughed. “Sometimes you just have to blend in. It’s hard to do that with a sniper rifle case along with you.”

      “I’ve never asked you what your pilot’s license looks like.”

      He laughed again as they left the BEQ that sits atop the unit’s underground complex and climbed into a car. “Ok, I’ll show it to you as long as you don’t laugh too hard.” He pulled out his wallet and extracted the document.

      “Steven Crow? That’s the name they put on your certificate?”

      “Did you look at your student pilot certificate?”

      “Not really,” she said, handing his pilot’s license back to him. “I didn’t want to get all starry-eyed over it before it was endorsed and became worthy of attention.”

      He started the car and began to drive off. “Why don’t you take a look?”

      She opened her pilot log book and took the certificate out from the envelope she’d pasted inside a cover to hold it. She laughed. “Katie Hank? Really?”

      “You make a fine flight attendant when we’re recruiting, Katie.” Crow shrugged. “It’s as good a name as any, isn’t it?”

      “So, what happens if and when I retire and I get a different name?”

      “You file a change of name document, and they issue you a new pilot’s license with the new name, I guess.”

      “And my excuse for doing this is?”

      “You just hate ‘Katie Hank.’” He turned and smiled. “Anyone can change their name to anything, you know. As long as the government knows what to put on your income tax bill, they don’t care.” He gave her a nudge. “Besides, you’ll change your name anyway, won’t you? I mean, aren’t you and Spud planning on getting married for real when you retire from the unit?”

      “I never even thought about it,” she said. “I guess I just figured that after a fancy Marine Corps wedding, complete with rings,” she said, holding up her left hand displaying the mokume engagement and wedding band on her ring finger, “that we were already married enough.”

      “I’m making a bet that Spud will decide you need to get married again.”

      “So, it’s not enough that I agreed to being a ‘spousal unit’ with him to the extent of even being surgically sterilized for the privilege and then getting smacked on the ass with a sword by Edge in a Marine Corps wedding, I have to make three times the charm.”

      “He did go through the same process, right down to the surgical sterilization,” Crow observed. “Well, minus the smack on the ass with the broad side of a sword. I’m still guessing that he’s going to want to make it official with a piece of paper, though.”

      He parked the car next to a hangar at the Stafford Regional Airport and the two of them got out. “Ok, let’s get eight zero Quebec out of the hangar. We’ll head out to the southwest the way we usually do, and then back for some touch-and-goes. I’d like to get a look at your slow flight and stalls today. Winds are two two zero at six knots.”

      “Runway 15 will give me a headwind.”

      “Do your preflight check and let’s get airborne.”

      Hank grabbed the checklist and began to check the aircraft for everything from the condition of the tires to oil levels in the engine and fuel levels in the wing tanks, following the checklist to ensure each applicable item was checked. Leaning down to check the blade that possessed openings for the pitot/static system, she found a small bit of clear tape covering the static port.

      “I’m gathering you left this for me?” she asked.

      Crow smiled.

      “It’s always something. Do you have a screw for the one that’s missing off the tail faring as well?”

      “You got both of them.”

      “Assuming you only left me two surprises,” she said.

      “Trust me. I only left two surprises.”

      “I don’t trust you for one second,” she said, continuing with the checklist.

      After replacing the missing fastener and satisfied that the plane was in condition for flight, she cleared the area and started the engine, then made a call to announce to other traffic that she was taxiing out to runway 15. Calling on the radio again, she advised other aircraft that she was departing.

      Watching the plane climb and the ground seemingly fall away beneath her, she marveled once again at the physics that keeps an airplane aloft and did a little mental shudder at the thought that even something seemingly minor going wrong could take an airplane uncontrolled to the ground. Aside from learning the mechanics of what to do to get the airplane to fly as she wanted it to, a good portion of the training had also covered what to do when the plane wasn’t doing what you wanted it to. Both Crow and Cloud made it a regular habit to throw some sort of surmountable monkey wrench into a flight: everything from simulating an engine failure by pulling the throttle to idle to simulating control failures and instrument malfunctions. She now felt confident that if something went wrong and it could be resolved, she could resolve it. And her knowledge of the rigorous inspection procedures required of aircraft, both prior to each flight by a pilot and at least annually by a qualified mechanic, gave her confidence in Crow’s Piper Archer that she would not have in a road vehicle on the ground. But then, you don’t just roll to the side of the road when things go tits up in a plane, she thought.

      “You know how I like to see slow flight,” Crow told her. “The new standards say to keep the airspeed so the stall warning doesn’t go off, and we’ll practice that for your checkride, but eight zero Quebec is perfectly controllable when the stall warning is blaring. So slow ‘er down for me.” As she slowed the aircraft, he added, “You know, this used to be the standard. I’m still not quite sure why they changed it.”

      She went through the paces he outlined for her, maintaining altitude at minimal airspeed as well as doing the same in turns to both left and right.

      “Good job,” he announced, satisfied with her performance. “Now let me see some stalls and stall recoveries.”

      Again, she went through the maneuvers he outlined for her, and she was again rewarded for successfully completing each task.

      “Do you have an idea why I wanted to see slow flight and stalls today?”

      “It might have something to do with my being able to kick your ass out of this plane and go do a few landings on my own,” she said.

      “Do you feel ready?”

      “I’ve felt ready for the past three flights. You’re the one who hasn’t been ready.”

      “Well... it is my airplane,” he said, smiling at her.

      She made her radio calls to return to the airport, landed, and then taxied back to the run-up area at the end of runway 15.

      “Hand me your logbook and student pilot certificate,” Crow said. Doing so, he took both documents and made the endorsement in each that would grant her the ability to conduct solo flights as a student pilot. Handing them back, he opened the door, stepped out on the wing, and dropping his headset in the seat he’d been sitting in, shouted over the sound of the engine, “Two touch and goes and a full stop landing. And don’t make me walk back to the hangar. I’ll be walking down the runway so you won’t have to taxi back to pick me up.”

      ‘Bout time. And I ought to make you walk in.

      Looking to make sure Crow had walked to the side of the runway, she took off and climbed to pattern altitude. Turning downwind in the traffic pattern, she looked down and forward into the hangar area and saw what she expected to see: Spud sitting on the hood of a car he’d driven in, with a pair of binoculars, watching. I wonder if he knows I’ve seen him down there the last five times I’ve been out to fly? She was actually pleased that he’d taken an interest in her flight training, and was determined to show off her newly-acquired skills. The happiness she felt had her both mentally excited and physically relaxed as she flew the pattern, made her radio calls, landed and took off again for another trip around the pattern, landed and took off, then around again to come in to land. Seeing Crow waiting at the side of the runway ahead of her, she briefly considered just taxiing on past him and returning to the hangar, but thought better of it and brought the plane to a stop so he could get back aboard.

      “Nice job, Hank. How did it feel to you?”

      “Felt great.” She grinned at him. Then she said, initiating a communication link with Spud through her earpiece and bum ticker, “Spud, we’re going to hangar A3 if you’d like to join us.”

      “You saw him?”

      Pfft! “I’ve seen him down there for the last five flights, for Chrissake.”

      “And here I thought he’d make you nervous.”

      After shutting down the airplane and putting it back into its hangar, Crow turned to Hank and said, “There’s a little tradition we need to go through right now.” He pulled out a pair of scissors. “Turn around.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I need to cut off the back of your shirt.”

      “The fuck you say.”

      “I have another shirt for you. But this is a tradition, and as someone with a flight instructor’s certificate, it’s a tradition I uphold.” Crow took the scissors and cut a rectangular piece out of the back of Hank’s shirt from the shirt tail to her shoulders. Laying it out on the hood of the car they’d driven to the airport in, he took a marker and wrote on it: ‘First Solo, Katie Hank, Stafford Regional Airport, N4380Q’ and dated it. Then he handed her a new shirt. She unabashedly shucked off the one with the back missing and replaced it with the shirt Crow handed her.

      “So, why is cutting the back off a student’s shirt on the day of their solo a tradition?” she asked.

      “It goes back to the days of planes with no intercoms and open cockpits. The student would sit in the front of the plane, and the instructor would sit behind them. When the instructor wanted to say something to the student, he’d yank on the back of their shirt to get their attention and holler over the engine noise so the student could hear them. When the student soloed, it was considered that they no longer needed the back of the shirt because there’d be no instructor behind them to yank it.”

      She smiled. “Kind-of a neat tradition.”

      Spud walked up and said, “What’s this? Cutting off my wife’s clothes?”

      Hank went to explain, but Spud held up a hand. “Crow told me about the tradition and where it comes from.” He gave her a hug and a kiss. “Congratulations, Love. How did you know I was here?”

      “The same way I’ve known you were here for the last five flights,” she said.

      “I’m telling you, Crow: she’s got spidie sense.”
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      “How did it go today, Hank?” Edge asked during dinner.

      She grinned and showed off the shirt Crow had given her. It was emblazoned with the words “First Solo” and had a visual flight rules map of the area around the Stafford Regional Airport printed on it upside-down.

      “It’s nice that you soloed,” Edge said, “but the map is upside-down.”

      “Not really,” Hank said. “Crow had it printed that way on purpose.” She stretched the shirt out and observed, “If I get lost and hold it like this, I see the map as right side up.”

      “That’s cleaver. I’m going to steal that idea,” Cloud said.

      “How’s your training going?”

      “Still playing catch-up,” Edge replied to Hank.

      “I had flight hours before I got bumped off to join the unit,” Hank said. “You don’t get a lot of time to get out and fly when you work for the FBI, though. Unless you’re in the flight wing, of course.”

      “I didn’t realize the FBI had a flight wing,” Cloud said.

      “I don’t know why you didn’t,” Hank said. “The flight school I was going to had their office between our flight wing and DEAs.”

      “The FBI doesn’t train their pilots?”

      “I wasn’t trying for flight wing. I was just wanting to learn how to fly because I thought it would be a neat challenge,” Hank replied. “I was interested in drug cartel taskforce and was actually trying to get transferred to El Paso to be a part of it when I fell from a helicopter here at Quantico.”

      “Messy.”

      “Yup. Probably why all they put in the casket was bags of gravel.”

      The rest of the group chuckled, remembering their own “deaths” and the actual funerals held for them by those who believed the contrived demises were real.

      “What name ended up on your student pilot certificate?” Edge asked.

      “Katie Hank.”

      “They put Edward Gearing on mine. Get it? E-D-ward G-E-aring?”

      “Then we retire, and we have to get new certificates with our new names on them. Even ‘Steven Crow’ over there has to do it.”

      “It’s really not as complicated as you think,” Crow said. “Like I’ve said before: we have a ‘gunny’ at the FAA.”

      “Maybe if I can get through all of the training, I can think about doing corporate piloting when I decide I’ve had enough of the unit,” Edge said.

      “How close are you to soloing?” Hank asked.

      “Closer than he thinks,” Cloud said. “Edge is really sort-of a natural.”

      “On a completely different topic,” Spud began, “I think maybe we all need to have a talk with Doc Andy.”

      “Why?” Edge asked.

      “That little event Hank and I staged on him I think might be making him a little gun shy around us.”

      “You really think so?” Hank asked.

      “You all know about Doc Andy, right?” Spud asked.

      “You mean, the fact that he’s gay?” Cloud asked.

      “And that we’re all, with the exception of Voice over there, either ex-military or ex-law enforcement. Not occupations typically thought of as tolerant of gays.”

      “You really think Doc Andy might have taken offense?” Edge asked.

      Spud tapped his fingers on the table. “I think it’s a good bet he did.”

      “Can’t have that,” Crow said. “I’ve told that guy things I’d never tell anyone else.”

      “Well, I think if he’s still here, we should head to the library and then get him to join us for a chat.”

      “I haven’t seen him leave,” Cloud said.

      “No time like the present, then,” Spud said, getting up. “We can clean up the cafeteria and kitchen when we’re done.”

      The team headed out the door, giving a glance to Doc Andy’s office as they passed it, and headed through Honor Way on the way to the library, taking a moment to tap each of the niches that contained the urns of the unit’s fallen as they passed. Once they’d taken seats in the library, Spud called Doc Andy over the comm link. “Medical 3, could the team ask you to join us in the library?”

      There was no answer, but in a couple of minutes the doctor appeared at the door.

      “Some kind of ‘come to Jesus’ meeting?”

      “Maybe for us. Not for you,” Hank said.

      Doc Andy gave her his usual one eyebrow raised, but otherwise emotionless look.

      “We’re feeling a little guilty about the other day.”

      “Why?”

      “Well... You know that we all know you’re gay, right? We got to thinking that maybe you took offense at what Spud and I did.”

      Atypically, the doctor’s face expressed surprise. “I didn’t realize any of you knew that I’m gay.”

      “We don’t mention it to you because it doesn’t matter to us,” Edge said.

      “We all appreciate you for the professional that you are,” Cloud added. “And we recognize that there are a lot of odd things about being the psychiatrist who cares for us. Our situation is a bit... unique.”

      “He’s trying to say we’re all just a seven-member dysfunctional family,” Edge said, getting the team members laughing.

      “With a couple of the kids being a bit more dysfunctional than the others,” Crow added, pointing at Hank and Spud.

      “It’s not my fault,” Spud protested.

      “The fuck you say!” Hank protested in return. “Every one of those pranks has been your idea.”

      “Including going down to the cafeteria to flash your scanty panties after we got approved as a spousal unit?” Spud asked.

      “That was their fault for honing in on our biometric readouts while we were... enjoying each other after recovering from our surgeries.”

      The other team members laughed.

      “And then, what happened next? You,” she emphasized to Spud, “had to go grab coffee even though we already had some. Of course, why you other guys believed for one minute that I could possibly allow my quarters to run out of coffee is beyond me.”

      “I did think that odd at the time,” Cloud said. “And ‘once a king, always a king, but once a night isn’t enough for her’? Takes two to tango, Spud.”

      The team laughed again.

      Doc Andy then added, a hint of a grin on his face but the tone in his voice not betraying his amusement, “The biometrics actually indicated that Hank was not the one who initiated most of the evening’s marathon activities, either.”

      Spud turned distinctly red.

      “Ah ha!” the team members all exclaimed simultaneously.

      “Turns out the grand old man is just a dirty old man,” Cloud grinned.

      “That, too, is not my fault.”

      “Now he’s going to blame that on me, too,” Hank pouted.

      “You’re the one who parades around naked every time the door closes.”

      “Maybe we should be having this conversation in Doc Andy’s office,” Cloud remarked, “in case the rest of us need to replenish from his special drawer.”

      “Which we appreciate, Doc Andy,” Crow said. “Ain’t none of us taken a vow of celibacy, and Spud isn’t sharing.”

      “Dios mío,” Amigo chuckled. “The man with the demeanor to stand next to a President as a Secret Service agent would bust the jaw of anyone who tried to propose that.”

      “You’re damned right,” Spud said. “Besides, Voice has got a girl, too,” he jabbed. “She’s inflatable, but that’s another story.”

      “That’s his fault,” Voice said, pointing at Doc Andy.

      “I may have placed it in the drawer,” Doc Andy began by way of a calm and measured protest, “but I am not the one who removed it.”

      “He’s got you there,” Cloud said.

      “I am also not the one who removed the rather substantial object that has been the source of so many pranks,” the doctor added, looking squarely at Hank.

      It was Hank’s turn to turn red. “Hey. They all know about it. I told them, for Chrissake.”

      “In a fit of anger,” Crow observed.

      “More like...” she began, “...sexual frustration,” she muttered.

      “That, and having dropped it on the team table in the cafeteria the other day...” Crow added.

      “I guess I haven’t heard all of this story,” Amigo said, curious.

      “And you can just stay in the dark,” Spud said. The men who had been in the unit at the time grew serious, eyeing Spud to see if he was truly annoyed. Seeing a little smile on his face, they relaxed.

      “Mistakes were certainly made in the past,” Doc Andy observed. “Hopefully, similar mistakes won’t be made in the future.”

      “Well... we just wanted to make sure we didn’t make a mistake the other day,” Spud said with sincerity.

      “In retrospect, it really was pretty funny,” Doc Andy admitted. “And you know, it’s a simple fact that humans are one of the few animals that engage in sex simply for the pleasure of it. I try to keep that in mind by not only keeping a well-stocked drawer, but encouraging those of you who have no human companionship to utilize its contents. But just the same, when you believe that a couple before you are about to have sexual relations on your couch and in your presence, and they have, as a prank, made it seem to appear that the male half of the couple is well-equipped and prepared for the event, being asked if you can do the honor of lubricating the appropriate portion of his anatomy – or so you believe - can naturally come as a shock.”

      The entire team collapsed in laughter.

      “You were quite correct, Edge,” Doc Andy continued, “when you said you are a seven-member dysfunctional family. Even more correct when Crow pointed out the two most dysfunctional members of the group, if you want to call it dysfunctionality. But then, I’d concluded that all of you are completely insane a long time ago. Absolutely batshit crazy.” He smiled at them.

      “It goes with the territory, Doc,” Edge said, his tone serious. “Before I’m done with this sentence, we could get a call to complete a mission that could leave one or more of us dead. That’s our reality. So, if we have a couple of pranksters, they just serve to remind us to live it up while we can. And frankly, seeing how much that man loves that woman and how much that woman loves him in return brings a little warmth into the very cold part of the world that we’re asked to deal with. If our missions were all we got to see, we’d probably each burn out after the first one. Just look at the last mission. We had to deal with a man so power-hungry he was willing to spend millions to get others to kill. Five hundred and seventy-three people died just to make people afraid enough to think handing him control of the country would be a solution. And it would have been more if we hadn’t brought him to justice. Plus, he would have, in the end and in all likelihood, killed the over six hundred people he’d recruited to kill for him as well.”

      “Five hundred and seventy-five dead,” Hank said. Tears formed in her eyes. “One swallowed cyanide in front of me.” Her voice faltered, and choking, she said, “And I had to shoot one of them,” tears brimming over her eyes and running down her cheeks.

      The team sat, somber, Edge’s words striking a cord in each of them, Hank’s tears reminding them of their own personal demons over past events.

      And I was afraid I’d never have a serious conversation with them again.

      “I think at this point it would be a good idea for all of you to stay here and see if Hal can find a good comedy for you to watch. Don’t worry about cleaning up in the cafeteria. I’ll do that for you. Then I think I’ll head home. I’m sure my partner is waiting for me.” Doc Andy stood and walked over to Hank. Leaning over close to her ear, he quietly said, “Come see me.” Then he walked from the library. As he turned to walk down Honor Way, he heard Voice remark, “Doc Andy’s a good guy.” “Amen,” the rest of the team answered. Smiling, he headed to the cafeteria to do the dishes.
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      “Ok,” Voice began as he sat down with the team to discuss mission training. “I’ve been working on a new routine for Hal for handling communications.”

      “What’s wrong with the old one?” Edge asked.

      “My biggest hate about it is that if you want to have a continuing conversation with someone, you still have to say either their name or their unit designation first. So, say I want to talk to you, Edge. I have to say, ‘Edge, do you have an eye on our perp?’ And then you have to say, ‘Voice, I have him in sight.’ And then I have to say, ‘Edge, blah blah blah.’ It would be a lot simpler if we could do what I’m trying to get Hal to do right now. Which is this: when I want to have that conversation, I say, ‘Hal, Voice with Edge,’ and then we both just converse the way we’re conversing now. ‘Do you have an eye on our perp?’ ‘I have him in sight.’ Blah blah blah.”

      “How hard a task is that?” Cloud asked.

      “Not hard if there’s only one conversation going on, but the trick comes in when there are multiple conversations. Say, I want to talk to Edge, and you want to talk to Crow. Right now, Hal knows which of us to isolate a comm link to because we tell Hal which one to isolate it to. Hal interprets a pause as being the end of a conversation. So, what I have to get Hal to do is ignore a pause, or at least not interpret it as an end to a conversation. And then comes the hard part: I have to get Hal to know our voices. Which is where I’m going to need you guys to give me help. I’ve written a voice recognition learning program for Hal, that includes learning what our voices sound like when we’re under duress, shouting, etc. Once Hal knows which voice goes with which team member, then I have to get it to be able to do the voice identification quickly enough so that comm isn’t delayed.”

      “What do we need to do for Hal to learn our voices?” Spud asked.

      “For the program I’ve written, it’s as simple as talking to it. Go to the library and read from a book or something. All you do is say, ‘Hal, learn Spud.’ Hal will respond via comm link by saying, ‘I’m listening, Spud.’ I have the program respond back with your name so you know Hal is actually learning you and not someone else. Then the next time you do a learning session, ask first: ‘Hal, who am I?’ If Hal calls you Edge, then you know it’s not done learning you yet.” Voice shrugged. “And for all I know, my program won’t work and Hal will never know who’s talking to it.”

      “Voice, this could have applications beyond just simplifying our communications,” Hank said.

      “I don’t follow you,” Voice replied.

      “We could get Hal to learn one or more perps as well. Last mission, we had phone conversations going on with the perps using burners, so we couldn’t track them by tracking phone numbers. But if Hal could learn their voices, then we could feed Hal the NSA data and it could go through the recordings and pick up the ones with matching voices.”

      Voice sighed. “Maybe. But with three hundred and twenty-eight million citizens in the United States, there’s a good possibility that Hal will suffer some cases of mistaken identity as well.”

      “So, we have to sort through some of the conversations. It’s no different than what the NSA already has to do. But I think it’s a given that we’d have far fewer conversations to weed through than looking for words or phrases that might include lots of irrelevant conversations,” Edge said.

      “The priority right now though, is to see if I can write the correct code that will allow Hal to learn all of our voices. Once I can get Hal to correctly recognize all of us, then I can see about writing code to allow continuous conversations. After that, I can experiment with routines that would allow Hal to track perps.”

      “We keep telling you that you’re a fucking genius, Voice,” Edge said, eliciting grins from the rest of the team. “I figure if you can make surveillance drones out of the graphene scraps left over from making bullet-proof vests, this ought to be easy.”

      “That’s all I’ve got,” Voice said. “I think Crow is next?”

      “Just an update on the pilot training going on so we’ll be able to take both of the Latitudes if need be,” Crow said. “Hank is getting ready for the fun stuff: cross-country flying, and then we’ll get our FAA gunny in here for her checkride. Or rather, into Stafford, given the MCAS is within the DC Special Flight Rules Area. Edge is right on her heels, and Cloud and I expect him to solo soon.”

      “Which Edge can’t wait for,” Edge interjected.

      “Another thing Cloud and I have been considering is that, once we make the move to Nebraska, it will probably be a good idea to get another person on the support team. We’re going to need a mechanic.”

      “This is a bit of a different personnel request. Do you have someone in mind?” Voice asked.

      “Actually, yes,” Crow answered. “We had a guy who worked for us when I was in the DEA flight wing. He’s a fairly young guy with a real good set of hands, and doing work for the DEA knows the concept of ‘don’t talk.’ His name’s Frank Hughes.”

      “Do we want to ask that he get in here early so he’s completely on board when we go to make the move, even though the move isn’t for at least another year?” Voice asked.

      “I don’t see how it could hurt,” Cloud said. “He’s got a wife, but they’ve moved before so I doubt it would be an issue for him.”

      “Is he currently in the local area?”

      “No. He’s at El Paso, Texas. El Paso International. Working for the DHS.”

      “Does this mean a trip out to El Paso to see if he wants the job?” Amigo asked.

      “That’s what it means,” Voice said, “once we get authorization to make the hire.”

      “This one shouldn’t require the whole works, I’d imagine,” Spud said. “I imagine the two of you can do the recruiting task, especially as Crow apparently knows him.”

      “Only problem with that is, neither of us has ever done any recruiting. I’d feel better with someone a bit more experienced along,” Crow said. “Plus, he can’t know about me until he signs on, my being dead and all.”

      “He’s got a wife. I’m going to suggest we skip the hat this time and just send our married couple,” Voice said.

      “I’m game,” Spud said. “How ‘bout you, Hank? After all, Cloud won’t have to put a glass up against the wall if we decide we want to join the Mile High Club.”

      Hank turned red while the rest of the team snickered.

      “First hurdle to clear is getting approval from those above,” Voice remarked. “Once we know we can make the hire and have it done sooner rather than later, then we can plan the rest of it.”
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        * * *

      

      Amigo and Hank hauled their gear from the back of the SUV they’d driven to Quantico’s Range 15 and proceeded to set up at the firing point. Their regular routine when practicing had evolved to setting up both sniper rifles with a spotting scope between them and then alternating who would shoot and who would spot.

      “Call it,” Amigo said, taking out a quarter and flipping it in the air.

      “Heads.”

      He caught the flipped coin and slapped it on the back of his hand. “Heads it is. You shoot first.”

      They sat back and waited while Luigi came back up range after setting out the challenge of the day.

      “What’s down there for us, Luigi?” Hank asked as Luigi walked to the firing point.

      “You’ve got a loverly bunch of coconuts,” Luigi said, grinning.

      “You’re sadistic, Luigi. Just had to give us something that neither the shooter nor the spotter can find in all the brown grass and earth.”

      “You forget. I’m out here with you two every time you decide that it’s time to practice snipin’. Cans of peas with green labels in the green grass doesn’t bother you. Besides, I get tired of havin’ to run back down there and collect up all the cans.”

      “We can’t just leave a bunch of broken coconuts down there, either,” Amigo said.

      “Why not?” Luigi asked. “The minute this range goes inactive, all the little critters that live out in the trees on either side of the target area will come out and have some coconut pie. They’ll probably carry off the shells, too.”

      “You may be a top-notch gunsmith, Luigi, but you’re going to piss off the Marine Range Control people and make it so we can’t practice out here anymore,” Hank said. “Then where will we go so you can tell if your latest tweaks have worked?”

      “You’ve got a point, but I’m not goin’ to go pick ‘em up. They’re biodegradable. Ain’t nobody goin’ down there to see them anyways. Besides, the Marines get pissed we’ll just have to make our way out to Nebraska a little sooner.”

      “You know, I hadn’t even thought about having a firing range built out in Nebraska. But the guy I know who I’m hoping will get the project for converting the old Camp Chaos complex into our new digs is pretty familiar with them. I’ll bet he could do a nice job for us. Then Luigi can go schlep downrange and set snowball targets during the winter months for us.”

      Amigo was peering through the spotting scope. “Pretty sure I’ve got one of your coconuts.”

      Hank settled down with her rifle. “Tell me.”

      “You see your infantry targets down there. Look at the front row, third from the left, a little less than half way from it to the next one to the right.”

      Hank scanned the ground with her rifle scope. “Ok. I think I have it.”

      “Firing solution...” Amigo began. They both pulled out ballistics charts and studied them, Hank merely for confirmation as Amigo seldom got a firing solution incorrect. “Eight point six MOA drop, wind drift isn’t even worth worrying about. Spotter ready.”

      Hank adjusted her scope, counting the clicks that would result in the correction needed, never taking her eye off her intended target. “Shooter ready.”

      “Send it.”

      Hank watched as the rifle steadied, then gave a smooth, light touch to her Sako’s sensitive trigger. The pop of the round as it exited the silencer on the barrel was never her cue to take her cheek off the rifle’s stock. Rather, she watched until she saw the coconut jump and spray coconut milk.

      “Nice shot. Dead center,” Amigo confirmed.

      “Now if Luigi had just put a pineapple and a bottle of white rum down there, we could have had piña coladas.”

      “An’ then got all our asses tossed for breaking the ‘no alcohol’ rule,” Luigi chuckled.

      “I said we could have them. I didn’t say we could drink them,” Hank said to the amusement of the other two.

      “Ok. I’ve got another one of your coconuts.”

      The sniper team continued to work at identifying the coconuts Luigi had placed on the range bottom and shoot them, Amigo and Hank alternating between being the shooter or being the spotter.

      When they had completed shooting ten coconuts, Hank asked Luigi, “Are there any more? Or did we get them all?”

      “The critters will be happy that the two of you made all the coconuts into coconut pie for them.”

      Hank sat up, and sitting cross-legged stared downrange. “I’m bored,” she announced. “This range is only a thousand yards deep, and that’s just not much of a challenge for either my gun or me. Maybe if I could go for smaller targets, but then you can’t see them, even with a spotting scope.”

      “You just have to learn how to jitter a little,” Amigo said with a laugh. “Then the range will be challenge enough.”

      Luigi laughed. “You should have seen the medical team run in the first time she took a few shots in the range down in our facility. They can get pretty excited when someone’s heart stops beatin’.”

      Amigo looked at Hank quizzically.

      “A bit of a story best left for another time,” she said.

      “No need to do any tweakin’,” Luigi said. “Both rifles are shootin’ as well as the ammunition can fly.”

      “Still, we have to find a way to do some more challenging and creative practice,” Hank said. “This is getting too easy.”

      “We should go down to the border where we can run through arroyos and up through the mountains,” Amigo said. “I had to do that enough chasing drug runners while I was in the Border Patrol. That’s a challenge.”

      “That might be a bit of a bad thing to do, though,” Hank observed. “Both of us were stationed close enough to the border that someone might recognize us. And we’re supposed to be dead.”

      “You can maybe get just a little bit off of the border,” Luigi said.

      “How?” Amigo asked.

      “Go to the remote base in Roswell.”

      “We have another remote site?” Hank asked.

      “We got a bunch-a them,” Luigi said. “That one’s another old Atlas site, just like the one you were at in Nebraska. You’ve got a good airport there in Roswell, and its near enough to the mountains. You could get in some good snipin’ exercises there. I think the committee in D.C. that funds the unit would like to keep us here just because Quantico is close enough to D.C. that they feel their hides are being protected, but the two of you know full well now that terrorists strike all around the country. So, we’ve got bases all over the place.”

      “And they just sit unused most of the time?”

      “Not really. The team will go out to one of them every so often just to train.”

      “I think I’m going to need a chat with the rest of the team,” Hank said. “If, for no other reason than I’m sure Amigo and I could both use the opportunity to sneak into El Paso for some decent Tex-Mex.”
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        * * *

      

      “Cloud and Crow are trying to figure out how to get the Archer over to Roswell,” Edge said, coming in from having completed a flight lesson with Crow. “They’re saying they don’t want us to transition to another aircraft at this point in our training, and the flight school at Roswell flies Cessnas.” He sat down next to Hank and Spud after grabbing a cup of coffee.

      Spud looked at his shirt. “I thought you were soloing today.”

      With a huge grin, Edge yanked off his green t-shirt to reveal his first solo shirt. Hank reached over and gave him a “high five.” “OORAH! Way to go, Edge!”

      “We’re thinking about having our two student pilots leap frog the Archer over to Roswell,” Crow said.

      “They both need cross-country time,” Cloud added.

      “They can’t fly together?” Voice asked.

      “No,” Crow said. “Student pilots can’t carry passengers. It’s either go with an instructor, or go solo.”

      “So, let me get this straight. You want my wife to handle half of a trip from Virginia to New Mexico flying solo?” Spud asked.

      “Your point is?” Hank asked.

      “My point is, you’re a student pilot.”

      “And my point is, I have to get the cross-country time in anyway, as well as minimum time for commercial pilot later on. And the FAA doesn’t say that time has to be acquired after I get my pilot’s license. This is a great opportunity for Edge and me to get some serious flight time in.”

      “I think we’re about to see Spud and Hank’s first marital spat,” Amigo said, joining them at the team’s table.

      “I see the advantage of not having a wife,” Edge observed. “No one to argue with me on this one.”

      “Either Cloud or I will meet them at each point. We can slip down to the El Paso area and rent a twin from a little airport in Santa Teresa, New Mexico. Or, if the powers that be allow, we can just ferry the two of them along the route with the Latitude we’ll be taking to Roswell.”

      “Why rent a twin when you’ve got the Latitude?” Edge asked.

      “It has to do with how maintenance intervals are computed for piston versus turbine aircraft. Pistons have required maintenance based solely on flight hours. Turbines take into account landings as well. You’ll learn all of that when you get into your type rating for the Latitude, Edge. Which reminds me: we got the go-ahead to make an offer to Frank Hughes.”

      “I gather that flight will go before the move to Roswell for mission training?” Edge asked.

      “Yeah, but it shouldn’t be more than just the typical one-day affair,” Cloud said. “Flight time is about four hours, and El Paso is in Mountain time so we pick up two hours on the way out. We can leave here at 0600, Spud and Hank can eat breakfast on the plane. That puts us meeting with Frank at 0800 Mountain time. We’ll need to get our DHS gunny to let him off work to talk with us, but that’s the easy part. The hard part will be convincing him to take up residence first in Virginia and then in Nebraska. He’s so Texan he thinks the Cowboys play good football.”

      “In my humble opinion,” Edge began, “if twenty-two guys want to fight over a ball that isn’t even round, I’ll buy them each one of their own so I can watch something more interesting. Like hockey.”

      “Oh, here we go,” Voice muttered.

      “What’s so special about hockey?” Hank asked.

      “For one thing, Edge thinks it’s ok if a bunch of guys start knocking each other’s teeth out with big sticks,” Spud explained.

      The team members all laughed.

      “Although Hank is the one who seems to be the expert on knocking out teeth,” Spud added.

      The team laughed again as Hank yanked out and waved the small, leather medicine pouch that contained the two teeth she knocked out of Spot’s mouth when he attempted to rape her.

      “One day, we’ll catch up with that sonuvabitch and I’ll help her fill that little pouch with a few more teeth,” Spud said, fire in his eyes.

      “I didn’t see it on the camera feed like the rest of you did,” Amigo said. “But from everything Hank’s told me, I think I’ll help you with that.”

      “Enough,” Hank said, rubbing Spud’s back. “I’ll kick out his fucking teeth myself.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Spud said, regaining his composure. “Spot ran, just like the dog he is. And we’re not the only dog catchers looking for him.” He put his hands behind his neck and stretched. “I’ve got my suit, but I’m not sure what Hank has for this, unless we’re going to have her play the flight attendant part again.”

      “I still have my ‘come to Jesus meeting’ suit.”

      “I thought we buried you in that,” Voice said, smiling as he recalled her mock funeral.

      “After I rose from the dead, I had it dry cleaned. It’s in my closet.”

      “That’ll work as long as Mike doesn’t get wind of it. If he does, the flight out to Texas will be delayed a week while he insists on alterations.”

      “What I really need to do to keep him happy is have him make me a wardrobe that will anticipate mission requirements,” Hank said.

      “Seems like we’re pretty much set, then,” Cloud said. “We’ll make sure the Latitude is ready, and Spud and Hank can get some sleep. For a change.” Knowing what he was referring to, the rest of the team laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Hank came back to the cabin of the Citation Latitude after taking Crow and Cloud some coffee and pastries from the galley. Sitting down across from Spud, she said, “It seems weird to be wearing this suit again. And if I recall, you were wearing that one when we first met aboard the DOJ’s Gulfstream 550.”

      Spud smiled. “It seems I recall someone telling a bunch of guys that you’ve always loved me in this suit.”

      She smiled back. “What can I say? I have a good eye.” She leaned over and gave him a kiss. “I love you out of it even better.”

      Spud chuckled. “I know.”

      In the cockpit, Cloud leaned over to Crow and said, “Make you a bet.” Whispering the challenge to Crow, he took a quarter from his pocket and set it in a depression in the instrument console between them.

      “You’re on,” Crow said, putting a quarter of his own along with it.

      “This is going to be a long day,” Spud reflected. “Four hours to El Paso, woo this guy Frank Hughes, then another four hours back.”

      Hank shrugged. “Even on mission training exercises, sometimes we do days a lot longer than that. Sometimes we do days and days a lot longer. This will be a piece of cake, assuming Hughes isn’t a hard sell.”

      “I have to agree with Crow, though. He certainly has the experience we could use, and it will be better to have our own mechanic who knows enough not to ask questions when we make the move to Nebraska.”

      “We’ll be asking him to do a lot of moving, though. First to Virginia, then to Nebraska. And I’m not sure if he’s going to like the snow in either place, given he’s spent so much time in El Paso. Then there’s his wife. Remember what I’ve said before: If the woman ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy. If she decides she hates Nebraska, we might be making another flight to woo a different mechanic.”

      “Thirty minutes out,” Crow announced from the cockpit.

      Hank got up and went forward to collect up dishes from the cockpit, then returned to the cabin and did the same, stowing everything in the galley. “It’s nice that we’ll be parked at Atlantic,” she said, sitting back down with Spud. “We can get the linemen to do the dishes for us and have catering delivered for the trip back. Plus, I understand they’re going to have a rental car for us right there waiting on the ramp.” She stood. “I think I want to move up to the bench. I’d like to listen in on the cockpit communications. El Paso is a Class C airspace, and I’ve never experienced anything other than a Class D when I did my takeoffs and landings at a towered field. El Paso has a radar approach control.”

      Walking forward, Hank popped her head into the cockpit. “Any chance I can listen in on communications?”

      “Sure.” Cloud indicated a flight case behind his seat. “There’s a hand-held radio in there, and also a spare headset. Hand the radio up here and I’ll get the Center frequency in for you. Then you can just retune things as you hear the controllers instruct us.”

      She handed up the radio, and Cloud put the Center frequency in for her. Handing it back, he said, “Just don’t forget, Hank. We observe sterile cockpit under 10,000 feet above ground level.”

      “Fine by me,” she said. “I’ll be too busy listening, anyway.”

      Hank listened with fascination to the communications between the Latitude and the ground, the aircraft getting its handoffs to the various controllers. She wished the Latitude had a jump seat the way the G550 did so she could compare what she was hearing with what she was seeing as the Latitude was cleared to land on El Paso’s 12,020-foot-long runway 22. Clearing the runway, they took the taxi route around the t-hangar area and past what was known as the “Winnebago hangar.”

      “There’s our guy,” Crow said, pointing out the right side window. “Thin guy with the blond hair.” Leaning back, he told Hank, “We deliberately requested the scenic route so we could show off the Latitude to the guy we’re hoping to get on board with us. Also, doesn’t hurt for you to know what he looks like.”

      “What are you guys going to do while Spud and I are trying to get him to sign?” Hank asked.

      “See if we can find some Mexican food to take back with us. We’d both like to know if that little butt-hole-scalding we got from your enchiladas is typical or if you deliberately spiced things up a bit.”

      Hank laughed. “I fed you Albuquerque Mexican. You’re going to find out – maybe the hard way – that El Paso Mexican is a whole lot hotter.”

      Once the Latitude was shut down, Hank opened the airstair and climbed out, Spud and the two pilots on her heels. They stopped briefly on the ramp while Crow put in a fuel order, then proceeded inside where Crow asked about the catering they’d ordered for the return trip and arranged to have the dirty dishes from the galley washed.

      “We should have two rental cars waiting for us as well.”

      Contracts signed and keys handed over, Spud asked, “Can you tell us how to get from here to the Winnebago hangar?”

      “Sure, said the girl at the desk, who brought out a local area map and traced the route for them.

      As Spud and Hank headed to their rental car, she heard Cloud ask, “Where’s a place we can eat?” Hank wondered if they intended to eat Mexican food for lunch and were planning out their trip to a restaurant, thinking, This could be bad news on the way back to Quantico.

      Arriving at the Winnebago hangar, they walked in and were greeted by a man who introduced himself as the director of maintenance. “We were told to expect you. Let me take you out to the hangar.”

      As they approached the hangar door, Hank heard a man inside curse out, “Damned fucking French helicopter!”

      Hank put her hand over her mouth, then laughed. “That guy sounds just like my father! Only for my dad, it was a damned fucking French airplane.”

      “That would be Frank,” the maintenance director said. “And just to warn you of two things. First, we don’t want to lose him, so we’re hoping he doesn’t take you up on your offer. Second, if you do manage to snatch him away from us, expect a lot more of that. That aside, we’ve been told to cooperate with you fully, so let me make the introductions and then I’ll let you see if you can make him an offer he can’t refuse.”

      Walking into the hangar, they noticed the man that had been pointed out to them during their taxi to the fixed base operation climb off the bottom of a ladder that stood next to one of the helicopters being worked on and head toward a mechanic’s tool box.

      “Frank, you’ve got visitors,” the maintenance director said.

      Frank put a tool back into a drawer of the box and looked around. Hank stood, smiling at him, with Spud observing over her shoulder.

      “Mind if I take a look in your tool box?” she asked.

      “Have at it.”

      Hank slid open the drawers and noted that each tool had a place, and each place held its tool. Neat and organized. The sign of a man good with his hands, she recalled her father always saying.

      “I didn’t realize there were ladies present,” Frank said.

      Hank laughed. “For what it’s worth, my dad was an aviation mechanic, so I know all the damned fucking phrases.”

      He laughed.

      “Sounds like you just found your soulmate,” one of the other mechanics nearby said to Frank.

      “Yeah, and you’re Number One,” Frank replied, holding up his middle finger.

      Hank laughed and slapped her thighs. “I love this guy,” she said, turning to Spud. “Let’s pay him whatever he wants.”

      “Only if you understand that you’re already taken,” Spud said.

      “My hubby isn’t really jealous,” she told Frank. “He knows where my heart is. But you’re so much like my father it isn’t funny. Right down to the blond hair. That’s where I got mine,” she added, ruffling the waves of short-cut sandy blond hair on the top of her head.

      “I didn’t realize when they told me a couple of agents would be coming to talk with me that the two of you would be husband and wife.” He took them in. “Mr. and Mrs.?”

      “Smith,” Spud said. “You can call me Jim, though. And my wife is Katie. Care to take a walk?”

      “If it gets me away from this damned AStar, sure.”

      The three walked out through the air side door onto the ramp where more helicopters and a few smaller, fixed-wing aircraft were parked.

      “I’m working on my pilot’s license now,” Hank said. “But I’ve never flown into or out of an airport this large myself.”

      “My wife has her pilot’s license,” Frank said. Turning to Spud, he asked, “And you’re not by chance a mechanic yourself?”

      Spud laughed. “I’m afraid not. The closest I get to aviation is riding in the back of the Latitude.”

      “Was that your plane I saw taxi by earlier?”

      “Not my personal airplane, but it does belong to the organization I work for. Would you like to get a closer look?”

      “Sure. Am I wrong, or is that plane pretty much fresh off the floor in Wichita?”

      “The only hours on it are the ones we’ve put on it.”

      “Nice. It must be nice for your mechanics to work on a new plane and not be trying to get an older one to keep limping along.”

      “Well, that’s our problem. We currently don’t have a mechanic and have to rely on the services of others. It would benefit us to have our own guy.” Spud swept his hand back in the direction of the maintenance hangar. “We’ve got a car here and would be happy to take you for a peek.”

      Spud walked ahead with Frank. Holding back a bit, Hank whispered, “Crow, if you’re still in the FBO, go hide somewhere. We’re bringing Frank over.”

      “Hank, roger,” she heard Crow say in her earpiece.

      Driving back to the FBO, they arrived to find Cloud sitting in the pilot’s lounge.

      “This is Chuck. He’s one of our pilots,” Spud told Frank by way of introduction.

      Cloud stood and extended his hand. “Nice meeting you. The airstair is open, Katie. Katie knows her way around the plane, so I’ll let her give you the grand tour.”

      Hank led the way out onto the ramp and over to the Latitude.

      “November 101UN,” Frank said, reading off the aircraft registration number. “Is this the plane I’ll be working on?”

      Hank walked up the airstair and turned to face him. “This and its sister ship, 102UN. Plus, we have a helicopter and a Piper Archer that belongs to one of the pilots.”

      “A mixed bag. No boredom there,” Frank said.

      “We never know when we’ll get authorization for another aircraft as well,” Spud said from behind Frank.

      “Not a problem for me,” Frank said. “I have my own maintenance business on the side and have worked on all kinds.”

      “Have a seat,” Hank said, “and I’ll go see what we’ve got in the galley. I understand you’re Texan all the way through, so I can guess what you want to drink.” Spud and Frank sat across from each other while Hank went off to the galley. Coming back, she pulled out the table that sat between Frank and Spud, putting coffee down in front of Spud and a can of Dr. Pepper along with a glass of ice in front of Frank. “It was either Dr. Pepper or a Shiner Bock, and I’m afraid our organization has a ‘no alcohol’ rule, so Dr. Pepper it is.”

      “You must be from Texas, too,” Frank said.

      “Actually, no. But I was located in Albuquerque in my previous job.”

      “Really? What did you do?” Frank asked.

      Hank looked questioningly at Spud. We didn’t plan for that question, she thought.

      Spud gave her a little nod.

      “FBI,” she said.

      “Were you in the FBI, too?” Frank asked Spud.

      Spud swallowed the coffee he had in his mouth and said, “Secret Service.”

      “Really! Did you guard the President?”

      “As a matter of fact...”

      “Wow. I wouldn’t think anyone would leave that job,” Frank said.

      “What I do now is a better job,” Spud said. “And the icing is that it’s how I met my wife.”

      “So, the question now,” Hank began, setting a plate of pastries in front of the two men and taking a seat across the aisle with her own cup of coffee and a bagel, “is whether you’ll think the job we’re offering is a better one than the one you have, Frank.”

      “It depends on what’s involved.”

      “Two things: keep the aircraft in the air, and keep knowledge of our organization out of the air.”

      “What about my wife?”

      “She doesn’t get to know specifics. Currently, we’re at Quantico. But our organization is preparing for a move to Nebraska in perhaps a year. All of your relocation expenses will be paid. For your wife, you can tell her you work at Quantico while we’re still there, and once the move is made to Nebraska, you can tell her you work at the airport. Unless,” Hank said, “we have a need for her and she’s qualified to be hired. Then, of course, she’ll be under the same restrictions as you’ll be.”

      “What does she do now?” Spud asked.

      “She’s my partner in my maintenance business.”

      “I don’t think there will be objections to you continuing your business,” Spud said. “It would actually probably be good cover, as our aircraft would just be another customer as far as your private customers are concerned. Just cover up our N-numbers when you have the aircraft in to be worked on. Tell your other customers you’re doing some paint or something.” Spud shrugged. “Heck, tell them the truth. Your customer doesn’t want others to know you’re working on their aircraft.”

      “Having them see the N-numbers is a problem?” Frank asked.

      “If they get curious and try running the N-numbers, yes. Because an N-number search won’t come up with anything.”

      “It all sounds a bit mysterious.”

      “We’re willing to explain the whole thing if you can sign a document for us,” Hank said. She reached behind her seat and picked up a briefcase that was sitting on the floor. Opening it, she took out a sheet of paper. “Nondisclosure agreement,” she explained. “Sign this, and we can tell you everything. Just make sure you read it first, because violating the terms of this agreement entails very severe penalties.”

      Frank took the paper and read it over carefully. “I talk, I go to prison for the rest of my life,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      He shrugged. “Working for the DHS isn’t quite so strict.”

      “And for us, working for the DHS isn’t quite so dangerous. What you have to decide is if you want a job that helps people who do a very dangerous job or if you want to stick with working for the DHS,” Spud said.

      “I guess I should ask what it pays.”

      Spud wrote a figure on a piece of paper, placed it face down, and slid it across the table.

      Frank lifted one corner and got a peek at the figure. Both Spud and Hank could see that he considered it an attractive offer.

      “Plus, you keep whatever you get from your other customers as well,” Hank said.

      “And using your business as a cover for what you’ll be doing for our organization will mean you can be up front with your wife. You just tell her the same thing you tell your other customers. The customer with the covered N-numbers doesn’t want their movements known. I’m sure there are plenty of celebrities who work the same way,” Spud said. “So, what do you say? Do you want a new job?”

      Frank thought a moment, then read the nondisclosure agreement again. “Got a pen?”

      Hank smiled. “I knew I liked you.”

      Frank took the pen from her hand and signed the paper.

      “Now we can talk,” Hank said. “And if you thought it sounded odd before, it’s going to get even more odd. Because this organization we’re part of has no name. And neither do we.”

      “You’re not Jim and Katie Smith?”

      “Not even close. I go by Hank.”

      “You’re not a guy.”

      Hank laughed. “It’s a long story. He goes by Spud,” she added.

      “Codenames.”

      “Codenames. Each of us who are part of the mission team gave up our real identities to be part of this unit.” She took out another sheet of paper. “Are you ready to sign a release to let us get a look at your criminal records?”

      Frank laughed. “If I had a criminal record, I wouldn’t be working where I am now.”

      “It’s a formality, but we have to have it.” She slid the paper over to him. He read it over and signed.

      “And this last one is your employment contract. It details your pay, benefits, retirement plan, medical plan, etc. I think you’ll find it as generous as the yearly salary Spud showed you.”

      Frank took the pen and held it poised in the air while he read over the contract. “It’s a sight better than I get now,” he said, and signed.

      “Welcome aboard, Frank.”

      “I get to keep my name?”

      “Because you’ll be on our support team, yes,” Spud said.

      “Is this contract the same as the one you both signed?”

      “No. We had to become non-persons to be part of the mission team. Technically, the people we were are dead. We don’t exist. That’s why we’re codenamed. And for you, there’s only one other thing you’re going to need to consent to.” Spud took off his jacket and tie and undid his shirt. “You have to consent to having one of these implanted,” he said, pointing to the incision in his shoulder and the outline of the bum ticker.

      “What is it?”

      “A communications and data relay device. We call it a ‘bum ticker.’ It’s made to look like a pacemaker. You, Frank, are going to explain to your wife that you have atrial fibrillation and this is needed to keep your heart beating regularly. But it won’t interfere with your heart at all. This surgery will be done by our doctors in Quantico, Virginia. So right off the bat, you’re going to get about a month’s paid leave to recover. Our doctors take care of all your medical needs, so basically your medical plan will simply cover your wife.”

      “And there’s no risk involved in having this thing in me?”

      “There’s risk in everything, Frank,” Hank said. “There could be a meteor headed here that will punch through this plane and kill you while we’re talking. I’ll simply tell you that the doctor we have who does the surgery hasn’t goofed yet.”

      “You have one of these, too?”

      Hank laughed. “Yes, but I’m not going to show you my surgical scar. If I did, Spud would punch you, and possibly divorce me. They put a woman’s under her left breast.”

      “So, he really is your husband.”

      “That much is very true,” Spud said. “And I did meet her working for the unit. I was the one who recruited her.”
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        * * *

      

      “That was a successful recruiting job, Hank,” Spud remarked as the Latitude coursed back toward Quantico.

      “The reunion between Crow and Frank was interesting, too,” Hank said. “The fact that they know each other should make the transition to the unit easier for Frank, and the fact that Frank’s wife never met Crow is good as well.”

      The two of them sat silently for a moment. Then a grin started to spread across Spud’s face.

      “You know something?” he said, leaning close to Hank and taking a glance up toward the cockpit. “They’ve got the cockpit curtain drawn.”

      “This is important because?”

      “Because it means our pilots are concentrating on flying.”

      “They always do, Spud.”

      “True enough, but they’re doing so even while we’re back here.”

      Hank looked at him, an incredulous expression on her face. “Just what are you suggesting?”

      “I’m suggesting,” Spud said, leaning and kissing her neck, “that they can’t see anything, and if we move back to the back of the plane, they won’t be able to hear over the engines, either. Especially with headsets on.”

      “You weren’t really serious about joining the Mile High Club, were you?”

      “I was joking, but hey. Opportunity awaits.” He ran his hand under the jacket of her pantsuit.

      “Spud, don’t make me crazy.”

      “I’m just checking to make sure your bum ticker hasn’t shifted,” he grinned, caressing her breast.

      “Stop that!” she whispered.

      “Ok. I’ll just go back and sit in one of the rear seats.” He got up and moved to the rear of the cabin.

      Hank sat for a few seconds and noted how erect her nipples were. Damn, all he has to do is touch me. She got up and followed him.

      In the cockpit, Cloud noticed the aircraft pitch up slightly, then the autopilot make a slight adjustment to the aircraft’s trim, moving it a little further nose down to maintain level flight. Moving the cockpit curtain aside a little, he noted his passengers had relocated and snickered a bit.

      “What?” Crow asked, slipping his headset off his left ear.

      “George just had to do a little trim correction,” he said, referring to the autopilot. “Spud and Hank just went to the back of the plane,” he added, chuckling and slipping his headset off his right ear. “I think we might be in for a little turbulence soon.”

      Crow snickered as well. “Lav?”

      “No. They’re in one of the rear seats.”

      “Both of them? In one seat?”

      Cloud took another look and snickered again. “I guess you could say ‘kind of.’ All I can see at the moment is the back of Spud’s head.”

      “Those two seats face forward.”

      “I know.”

      “Does he look like he’s... busy?”

      From the cabin, they both heard Spud say, “SHHH!” followed by a muffled cry from Hank. The two pilots chuckled and shook their heads. “Guess that answers that,” Crow said.

      “I told you if we closed the curtain they’d be tempted,” Cloud said. “And I guess you didn’t notice he’s wearing the suit Mike made him.”

      “Yeah, I shouldn’t have taken that bet,” Crow admitted. “I hope they put something in the seat. That can really mess up the leather.”

      They both laughed out loud.

      “Wonder what they’re finding so funny?” Spud said, hearing them as he was helping Hank get her pants back on.

      In the cockpit, Crow was saying, “Double or nothing?”

      “What the heck. I’m already a quarter up on you, so you paid half the bet.”

      “Bet I can get them turning red when I give them these.” He pulled two Mile High Club Wings pins from his pocket.

      Cloud laughed. “I don’t know if I should take the bet. But, on the other hand, we’re talking about a couple that didn’t think anything of dropping a dildo on the team table in front of everyone, so maybe they don’t get embarrassed that easily.” He pulled two quarters from his pocket, and they both dropped their quarters in the depression at the rear of the center console.

      Arriving back at Quantico, Crow scooped up the four quarters and stuck them in his pocket along with the Mile High pins. Hank was gathering the dirty cups, her jacket draped on the bench seat by the galley. Crow discretely pointed it out to Cloud.

      “Not wearing your jacket?” Cloud asked.

      “Nah. It was a little warm back in the cabin.”

      Stepping down the airstair with Crow, he remarked quietly, “I’d say it was downright hot back there,” getting Crow laughing.

      Reaching the bottom of the airstair, they heard Spud say to Hank, “I’m going to have to figure out how to get this dry cleaned.” Looking back, Spud was examining Hank’s jacket.

      “I guess we don’t have to worry about the leather on the seat,” Cloud remarked, getting the two pilots laughing out loud again.

      “Glad they’re enjoying themselves while we clean up the cabin and the galley,” Hank groused. She grabbed the dish tray with dirty coffee cups and leftover catering items in it and headed for the unit’s van for the trip back to the BEQ.

      As they rode back, Hank and Spud sat silently, their hands in their laps, a little smile on their faces, looking straight ahead. Crow gave a glance back to where they were sitting, and they both just looked innocently at him.

      Looking forward again, he whispered over the comm link, “Cloud, we’ve got two little innocent school kids back there.”

      From the driver’s seat, Cloud took a look in the rearview mirror. He chuckled, then whispered, smiling, “Crow, Spud says, ‘I didn’t do it.’”

      “Cloud, Oh yes, Spud, you did it!” Crow whispered, getting both of them laughing again.

      Spud and Hank both looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hey, Doc Andy,” Cloud said, walking into his office. “Would you like to stay for dinner tonight? The team would like you to eat with us.”

      “Is this still by way of some sort of unnecessary apology?” Doc Andy asked.

      “Nope. It’s karma time for Spud and Hank.”

      Doc Andy smiled, and with a few keystrokes closed out the file he was working on. “I’ll go with you.”

      Walking into the cafeteria, he took a chair at the team table alongside Crow. “I take it you’re here for the fun,” Crow said.

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “We had a successful recruiting mission today,” Crow announced to the rest of the team and the few unit support personnel eating in the cafeteria for dinner. “As soon as we can get him, his wife, and their belongings here, the support team will be joined by Frank Hughes. Frank will be our aviation mechanic. Crow actually knows him from when he was in the DEA.”

      Crow then went and stood behind where Spud and Hank were sitting. “We owe a lot to these two for the success of this recruitment,” he said. “And we’d especially like to commend them and award them these wings for successfully joining the Mile High Club on the trip back.”

      Doc Andy put his hand over his mouth but couldn’t quite suppress his laughter.

      Spud and Hank both turned bright red. Hiding her face in her hands, Hank muttered, “Spud, I’m going to kill you,” as Crow and Cloud pinned the wings on them and everyone present laughed, clapped, and shook their heads.

      Crow took the four quarters from his pocket and giving them a little toss in his hand, said, “I guess I get to keep these as well.” Then he and Cloud pointed their fingers at Spud and Hank and said, “GOTCHA!”
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      Amigo stood in the library to brief the rest of the team on the newest miniature drone capability that Voice was working on. As the drone operator as well as Hank’s spotter, Amigo was perhaps more knowledgeable than even Voice when it came to the small drones’ capabilities.

      “We’re familiar with these guys from the Camp Chaos mission,” he said. As the rest of the team watched, a very realistic looking mouse scurried across the library floor and proceeded to climb up Amigo’s pants leg.

      “Here’s a little something new Voice has programmed Jerry to do. It has been programmed to find and return a key to its handler.”

      The rest of the team watched as the mechanical mouse stopped midway up Amigo’s pants leg, scanned above itself, then continued to climb until it reached Amigo’s pocket. Disappearing inside, it emerged a few seconds later with a key in its mouth. Dropping to the floor and landing on its back, the key dislodging from its mouth, it first rolled over, then scanned around itself. Locating the key, it picked it back up in its mouth, readjusted its grip, then scurried off, disappearing out the library door. A couple of minutes later, Voice came through the door, the mouse in one hand and the key in the other.

      “It completes its retrieval mission completely by autonomous programming. I don’t have to guide it,” Amigo added. “The autonomous search capability was especially useful at Camp Chaos, allowing us to nearly completely map the facility without ever having to step foot inside.

      “We also have this little guy.” Picking up a box from the table, he took a small, mechanical cricket. Turning it over and pressing a small button on its underside with the tip of a pencil, he then set it on the floor.

      “Unlike our mouse that has to have its recorded data downloaded, Jimmy can send video back to us.” He took up his tablet and turned it so the others could see the images being sent back by the tiny drone. “It also has graspers on its feet, and can identify footholds it can use.” The rest of the team watched as the cricket hopped over to a leg of the table they were seated at and proceeded to climb.

      “Here’s where we had a problem with Jimmy at Camp Chaos. If it couldn’t find a foothold, it would simply drop off and try again. We could direct it to try at a different spot, but again if it failed, we’d have to start all over. So Voice gave Jimmy this new capability.”

      They watched as the images from the cricket showed it trying to find a foothold. Failing, it placed a foot and squirted a tiny dot of clear liquid, then proceeded to use the spot as a foothold to climb higher.

      “Voice calls that what it looks like: goo. It’s sticky, and has enough adhesive properties to support the weight of the cricket without having the cricket get stuck in it. It just pulls itself loose with its other legs.”

      They watched as the cricket gained the table top and proceeded to hop across.

      “Like all the mini-drones, it’s made principally of graphene. So it can simply hop off the edge of the table, right itself if it’s upside-down, and go on its merry way.”

      He retrieved the cricket and took another drone from the box.

      “This was our first drone: the dragonfly. You used to control it with a simple controller that looks like a game controller. But Voice now has it programmed through Hal, so all we need to do is give it voice commands.” He set the dragonfly on the table after turning it on with another press of a small button with his pencil. Sitting still, it looked very much like the real thing. “Hal, dragonfly one, free flight, avoid objects,” Amigo said, getting the drone’s wings beating and flying around the room.

      “The neat thing about this guy is that its two eyes are two different cameras: one an ordinary camera, the other a zoom lens. We can perch it,” he began, sending it up to a light fixture and having it grasp the edge of the fixture with its legs, “and then get it to send us back videos or stills from its vantage point. Like the cricket, it’s principally graphene, so you can even swat it with a fly swatter and it comes up tickin’. The new thing this guy can do, other than be able to be commanded by verbal commands through Hal, is see infrared.” He rotated the dragonfly in flight, switching visual modes from natural to infrared and showing the infrared images on his tablet.

      “Notice this image is color gradient, so we can tell the very hot spots from the merely hot spots, etc.”

      “And now for Voice’s next surprise, we have this.” Amigo took an elongated object from the box.

      “A nightcrawler,” Edge said.

      “We didn’t have that at Camp Chaos. What does it do?” Hank asked.

      “Just what you might think,” Amigo said. “It has a graphene tunneling bore at one end and can grind its way through concrete or burrow through earth. A...” he chuckled. “I’m not trying to be funny with this, it’s what they’re called. A worm screw runs its length, and it passes the broken material through a passageway and...” he shrugged, “craps it out the other end – just like a real nightcrawler. It can also store bits of material it encounters and bring it back to us. Recall we had canisters of a grainy material at Camp Chaos that we, correctly as it turns out, assumed was potassium cyanide. With this little guy, we could have bored through the canisters we were observing and brought back a sample. It’s a little slow, but assuming we have time for it to do its thing, it could give us truly valuable information. Is that bucket of stuff ammonium nitrate? Or is it just table salt?”

      “Voice, we always end up saying this,” Crow said, turning to him. “You’re a fucking genius.”

      “And I always take that as the compliment it is,” Voice said with a little bow. “That concludes our presentation on the drone upgrades.”

      Cloud stood up. “There’s not a lot to report on the aviation front. Frank Hughes is on his way here. His tools and his wife’s airplane have already arrived by military transport. We managed to rent a hangar at Stafford for her, given the airfield here is in the DC Special Flight Rules Area. We’ve also got Frank set up in a hangar there as well – a good-size corporate hangar, so he’ll have plenty of space for working on the planes until we’re ready for the move. We’ll continue to operate out of here, but when we need maintenance we’ll drop whatever aircraft it is that requires it at Stafford. The only time he’ll need to be at Quantico is if we get an ‘oh shit’ right on the Quantico ramp. He won’t be running his aviation maintenance business out of Stafford – except for us. To compensate him for the extra income he would have gotten from that, we were authorized to give him a nice signing bonus. He’s got a month when he basically can’t lift much, just like we all had when we got our bum tickers. So, first item on the agenda for him will be getting the implant, which means his wife is going to be busy getting moving boxes unpacked.

      “While he’s recuperating, we figure we can get a few things surrounding the move to York out of the way. Get him with the architect for both their house and his maintenance hangar.

      “He’s told his wife they’re going to be moving again in a year, and they’ve taken our suggestion of packing anything they won’t necessarily need in boxes that they won’t need to open here. Then those can just be loaded back on another moving van and delivered to their permanent residence in Nebraska.” He sat back down. “That’s it for me, unless Crow has something to add.”

      “Cloud pretty much covered it.”

      “I guess that means I’m next,” Spud said. “And for this, I’d like to get Doc Andy in here. Medical 3, your presence is desired in the library.”

      “Spud, on my way.” A minute or two later, Doc Andy appeared at the door of the library. “Team briefing?” He looked questioningly at Spud. “What do you need me for?”

      “Have a seat, Doc Andy, and I think it will become clear to you.” Turning back to the others, Spud continued.

      “As you all are aware, my darling wife has been spending her copious free time...”

      Everyone laughed. No one in the team had copious free time.

      “Yeah, I know. But nonetheless, she’s been spending a lot of time reading everything she can get her hands on regarding terrorism, terrorists, and the psychology of terrorists. The whole idea she has in mind is that we could use a profiler. Probably Voice could eventually get Hal to do the profiling, and Hal was pretty instrumental in identifying our perp in the last mission. But as you all know, Voice is currently trying to rewrite the communications protocols, and in the meantime profiling is a function we need.

      “She’s hoping you’ll agree to take that on, Doc Andy.”

      Doc Andy adopted his usual chin-on-hand posture, his elbow resting on the arm of the chair he was sitting in.

      “My expertise is clinical psychiatry.”

      “And we know you can recognize batshit crazy when you see it, because we’re such good examples of that,” Spud remarked, getting the team laughing. “But then, maybe that means you can identify batshit crazy in persons of interest as well. Or, as profilers do, identify what kind of batshit crazy would commit the kinds of acts we find ourselves dealing with so we can find the person that fits the profile.”

      “And if I goof?”

      “Means you’re human,” Amigo said. “Just like the rest of us.”

      “At the risk of bringing up one of my own demons and perhaps reversing roles here a bit,” Doc Andy began, “I consider that at one point I goofed seriously enough to have put one of you in danger. The idea that I could put the entire field team in danger...”

      “None of us have ever considered that was your fault,” Cloud said.

      “What are we talking about here?” Amigo asked.

      “Spot,” Hank said. “The guy who tried to rape me. Doc Andy for some reason thinks he should have caught the signs that the fucker was capable of doing it.”

      “The guy was whack, but was able to hide it long enough to get through all the assessments – including Doc Andy’s,” Voice said. “Then he started demonstrating to everyone that he wasn’t unit material.”

      “It is my job,” Doc Andy emphasized, “to determine that a person who is considered for this unit is unit material. Did I fail with Spot? Or should I say, Daniel Hunt? Miserably. He’s convicted of assault with attempt to commit rape and has charges of assault on a federal officer and murder of a federal officer as well as escape pending. The U.S. Marshalls are looking for him, and he’s on the FBI’s Most Wanted list. You don’t fail more miserably than that.”

      “Have you ever considered that we all failed?” Voice asked. “We all took a hard look at the guy and thought he was just what we needed. And frankly, I’ve often wondered if he had issues the Marines didn’t want to put in his record jacket and they figured they could drop him on us. With apologies, Edge.”

      “I personally think we’re all just a little too hung up on Spot,” Hank said. “I’m sick of hearing about him. He’s a sick shit, no doubt. But you’ve got to remember the old cliché: you can’t judge a book by its cover. He showed us a nice, flashy cover. It wasn’t until we bought the book that we found out the writing was lousy.”

      Everyone sat silent, considering that, given Hank was the victim, her opinion held more weight than any of theirs.

      “The fact that Hank’s feeling that we should have a profiler and that you, Doc Andy, are the best qualified for the job still remains. So the question is still, do you want to take on another role in the unit?”

      Doc Andy sat silent, considering.

      “Maybe what you can learn won’t just help us find a perp, but help us avoid another Spot as well,” Voice observed.

      “You have a good point,” Doc Andy said. He lowered his hand from his chin, the team’s signal that he’d made a decision. “If Hank agrees to help me digest some of the reading, then I’ll agree. That’s just a matter of time being no more available to me than it is to the rest of you.”

      Hank nodded. “You’ve got a deal.”

      “Then I think we’re done here,” Spud said.

      As everyone rose to leave, Hank walked up to Doc Andy. “I think you offered me a date,” she said.

      “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to take me up on that.”

      “No, I was just tied up with recruiting Frank Hughes and then having to get caught up on other things. Is it ok if Spud sits in?”

      “You feel you need his support?”

      “If I get a bit emotional with you, you’ll give me a sedative. If Spud’s there, he’ll give me a hug. The latter is more effective, and he does it a lot better than you do. At least for me.”

      “Spoken with a good degree of logic while still acknowledging the emotional side of it,” Doc Andy observed. “Certainly. If at some point you don’t want him there, I can kick him out.” He smiled. “Come on down to my office.”

      “I take it we’re going to visit Doc Andy for a while,” Spud said, coming up alongside Hank as they made their way down the hall. He put an arm around her shoulders. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      “It’s eating me alive, Spud. If Doc Andy can’t help me with this, then I’m going to have to do something about it.”

      “Like what?”

      “Resign.”

      Spud was taken aback. This is a lot more serious than I thought, he considered as they walked to the doctor’s office. “I’ll catch up with the two of you,” he said, walking ahead of them. He disappeared around the corner, headed toward the field team quarters area.

      As his office door opened, Doc Andy heard in his earpiece, “Medical 3, she just told me that she’s considering resigning.”

      Doc Andy turned to look at Hank. She was making her way to the couch. Turning, she sat on the edge, leaning her elbows on her knees and clasping her hands together.

      “I’ll give Spud a minute or two to join us.”

      Hank nodded.

      Spud came into the office, a bag in his hand. “I figured you might need some of this,” he said, dropping the bag of chocolate chunks on the coffee table by the couch.

      “Dark chocolate?” Doc Andy queried.

      “These things are Hank’s cartoons,” Spud said by way of explanation.

      “I see.”

      Spud unwrapped one of the chunks and held it in front of her, a questioning look on his face. Hank opened her mouth and he popped it in.

      “Now that she’s got something in her mouth, she can talk,” Spud said, grinning weakly. He was well-aware of the pain Hank felt over the death of the terrorist she had shot.

      “First things first,” Doc Andy said, putting glasses of water in front of each of them. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Amigo and I were up on a roof where we had a clear view of the entrance to the mayor’s office,” she began. “We could see the mayor’s car parked in front. I thought he’d arrived early and was already in the building. We were searching the park next to the building with our binoculars. The only people in it were Spud and Edge.

      “I kept thinking, Where’s our perp? And then my little voices started up.”

      “You hear voices?” Doc Andy asked.

      “No, not really. It’s just the way I think. How I weigh factors. I just think of it like voices. I let the factors joust each other, and whichever argument wins, that’s the one I go with.” She paused, then pointed at the bag of chocolate. Spud reached in, unwrapped another, and popped it in her mouth.

      “So, we’re on the roof,” she said through a mouthful of chocolate, “and my little voices are remembering Kirk chasing Khan through this cloud of gas. And Spock is telling him that Khan’s behavior is suggestive of two-dimensional thinking. And my little voice says, Look harder. That’s when I see the mayor come out of the coffee shop. And Amigo says he’s got the perp, and he points over to the roof of the coffee shop just as I see the guy. He’s on the roof, he’s got a rifle, he’s setting aim up on the mayor.”

      Her face contorted in pain. “There was no fucking time. Amigo gives me the firing solution, and I get the guy in my crosshairs. All I could see was his head. I take the shot.

      “Then it’s like slow motion. I see his head jerk. I see blood spray out of the entrance wound. I see the bullet blow out the back of his head,” she choked out amid sobs.

      “Hm,” Doc Andy said. “And this is the first time you’ve had to kill someone in the line of duty, I take it.”

      “That’s not an excuse for fucking up,” Hank retorted. “I should have been looking at the rooftops. That guy didn’t just magically appear up there. He was up there the entire time Amigo and I were up on the rooftop we picked. In the space of time from when we took position on the roof and the mayor walked out of the coffee house, Spud and Edge could have been up the fire escape and apprehending the guy.”

      “Hm,” Doc Andy said again. “Who would have been first up the fire escape, Spud?”

      “Probably me.”

      “So, instead of you having to shoot the man right then, he would have heard Spud and Edge running up the fire escape. And when Spud came up to the rooftop, the man would have shot him. Then, instead of seeing a determined criminal’s blood spurt out of his head, you’d be seeing Spud’s blood spurting out of his head.”

      Hank stared at Doc Andy.

      “I would have died just like Sugar,” Spud said. “I never thought about that.”

      “Then, perhaps the perp would have swung back around with his rifle. And because the mayor would have heard the shot, he would still be in the street, looking in the direction of the roof where the terrorist was, and he gets shot, too. So, now you see blood spurt out of the wounds in his head as well. Perhaps he even saw Amigo point at him, so he shoots him as well. Then to save yourself, you have to shoot him anyway.”

      Spud was holding out a chunk of chocolate to Hank. She waved it away, and he popped it in his own mouth.

      “Every action, as well as every inaction, has a consequence, Hank.” Doc Andy placed a box of tissues on the coffee table in front of her. “As a Special Agent, one of the things you had to do was train to recognize when an action or inaction was warranted. As a member of this unit, you have trained and continue to train to recognize those situations even quicker – almost instinctively. Your mind determined that the mayor would die if you didn’t act. That is why the shot was necessary. So that an evil man would die instead of an innocent one.

      “Your mind assuredly didn’t consider that your teammates could have died, even if there was sufficient time for Spud and Edge to make it to the roof, and that you could have ended up shooting the perpetrator anyway. The problem here is that you’ve become fixated on the death of the perpetrator, and haven’t taken time to consider the other outcomes if things had been different. You could have lost your husband, your shooting partner, and the mayor. Do you see that now?”

      Spud was holding out another chunk of chocolate. She let him pop it into her mouth, and sat staring at him. Then she began to cry racking sobs. “You could have died instead,” she gasped out between sobs.

      “If he had seen you before you saw him, he could have shot you first,” Spud said, tears forming in his own eyes. “I’d still be alive, but my heart would be empty. Dead.”

      He gathered her into his arms. Looking at her and pointing at her mouth, he said, “You’ve got chocolate there,” and kissed her. “Got it,” he whispered.

      “I’m not trying to make you feel better about having to kill someone, Hank. You would, frankly, impress me as a cold-hearted bitch, if you’ll pardon my being frank, if you felt better. What I’m trying to impress on you is that it’s a nasty part of the world that you’ve chosen to try to clean up and make better. It’s the kind of job where your hands get dirty and your soul can get crushed. But to survive and make a positive impact, your little voices have to learn how to weigh whether the net result of what you have to do makes the world better or worse. Is it better or worse that the man you shot died rather than the man he would have killed had you not acted? If things had gone differently, would the outcome really have been better? You’ll never know. You just have to look at the net result of what happened, not what could have happened.

      “Now I’m going to suggest that the two of you take that bag of chocolate and head to the library to watch some cartoons. Either that, or go back to your quarters and do a little cuddling. Either will likely work better than anything I could fetch from the pharmacy.”

      Doc Andy held out his hand. “But, before you go, can I have a few of those?”

      Hank stood and grabbed the bag off the coffee table. Dropping it on his desk, she said, “Have at it. I’ll get another bag from Mike tomorrow.”

      He took out one of the chocolates, unwrapped it, and popped it in his mouth.

      “You’ve got chocolate there,” Hank said, then leaned down and gave him a little kiss. “Got it. Thanks, Doc.”

      “Any time.”

      Doc Andy watched to see which way they would head as they left his office: right, to the library, or left, to quarters. Left. Good.
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        * * *

      

      Hank walked into the kitchen to find Cloud and Crow there, heating something in the microwave.

      “Hey Hank. What’s got you down here so late?” Cloud asked.

      “It’s been a kind-of stressful day. I have a day like that, I’ve got to have something to eat. And Spud’s a little hungry, too. Anything left over in here?” she asked, opening the walk-in.

      “Yeah, I think there’s probably some fried chicken in there.”

      “Perfect.”

      “We could share this, if you like,” Crow said, pulling something out of the microwave.

      “Smells like Mexican food,” Hank observed.

      “Yeah. We brought it back from El Paso. Want some?”

      “Where’d you get it?”

      “Taco Chick.”

      Hank got an amused look. “You wanted Mexican food, so you went to Taco Chick?”

      “One of the gals at the FBO told us it was an El Paso thing. She said, ‘If you’ve never been to Taco Chick, then you have to go.’”

      You’re gonna have to go alright. “I think I’ll just stick with the fried chicken,” Hank said, pulling some of it out of the walk-in.

      “Pretty spicy stuff, huh?”

      “Not especially.” She saw them taking forks out to eat with.

      “I think you’ll find a spoon will work better at this point.”

      They shrugged and swapped the forks for spoons. She was watching them, a wry grin on her lips.

      “Enjoy. I think I’ll go see how Frank is doing. I think Doc Wright is ready to send him home tomorrow. He says the bum ticker surgery went really well for Frank.”

      She slipped out through the cafeteria and made her way to the infirmary. Page was on duty, and told Hank their new arrival was still awake and would probably appreciate a little visit.

      Making her way to Frank’s bed, she sat for a moment.

      “How’re ya doing?”

      “Not bad. It’s a little sore, but I guess that comes with the thing.”

      “You’ll be sore for a while, but once everything heals you’ll hardly know the bum ticker is there. Except that you’ll now have access to any information you might need. I guess that’s a great thing for a mechanic. Instead of flipping through pages of maintenance manuals, Hal will just put the page on your tablet for you when you ask for it.”

      “The technology you guys have is amazing.”

      “You haven’t seen but the tip of the iceberg, Frank.” She chuckled. “You’re from El Paso?”

      “Moved there from Midland to take the job with a shop there, then got the job over with DHS.”

      “You’ve been there for a while, though. So you know about Taco Chick?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Frank said in that ‘I know well enough to avoid the place’ way.

      “Well, Crow and Cloud are in the kitchen getting ready to eat some that they brought back.”

      “Oh, God. I hope they don’t decide to go flying tomorrow. I don’t want to have to clean up the seats.”

      Hank laughed. “It’s too bad you don’t have your earpiece yet. Theirs will probably pick up their intestines rumbling. They’re willing to share,” she added.

      Frank laughed. “No way. I want to be able to get out of here tomorrow. I’m sure Laura is worrying as it is.”

      “I’ll let you get some sleep. We’re probably not going to bump into each other for a while. The team is supposed to go back out west for some training soon. We’ll probably get back about the time they’ll let you go back to work. A little word from the wise,” she added, tapping her left breast, “take it easy and you’ll heal faster. Doc Rich and Mike will do up a rehab plan for you. Follow it to the letter and you’ll be back twisting safety wires before you know it.”

      She walked back out with the tray of cold fried chicken she’d grabbed from the kitchen. Walking past the cafeteria, she saw Cloud and Crew chowing down. You’ll be sorry!

      Back in Spud’s quarters, Hank divided up the fried chicken and they sat munching on it.

      “You know that little game of karma ping pong we’re now engaged in with the rest of the team?” she asked.

      “Yup. We’ve got to figure out how to get back at Crow and Cloud for sure.”

      “No need. They served up the karma to themselves, and are consuming it as we speak.”

      Spud looked at her, his eyes questioning.

      “They brought back food from Taco Chick. One of the girls at the FBO told them it’s an El Paso tradition and they had to eat some.”

      “So?”

      “So, that stuff goes through you like a greased tsunami.”

      Spud grinned. “I hope you don’t know that from personal experience.”

      “I was forewarned by the agents stationed there. It is an El Paso thing, and I understand there are people who swear by it as fast food. Frankly, I always stuck with Quite-a-Burger.” She giggled. “Those guys are going to wish they were doing a CT prep by tomorrow morning.”
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      “That does it for my duty gear,” Hank said, setting rifle cases and ammo cans by the Latitude that would take the team to their Roswell, New Mexico remote base.

      “What about your flight plans for taking the Archer to Roswell?” asked Cloud.

      “Edge and I have already done flight plans for all four legs of the trip,” Hank replied. “Now we just need to flip a coin to see who gets the first leg.”

      “I’ve got that quarter I had Luigi make with two heads all ready to go,” Edge said.

      “Glad you told me that,” Hank said, smiling. “I think I’ll call ‘heads’.”

      “And just a ‘head up’ for both of you, we got approval to add a brand new Seneca V to the aircraft fleet,” Cloud said. “The two of you are going to hang tight here until we come to check over your flight plan prior to departure. You have to be signed off for your solo cross-countries. Once one of us does that, we’ll take off with whichever of you will be flying the second leg and will be waiting at your destination airport. We’ll fly ahead of you and leapfrog the two of you to each airport you’ll be stopping at along the route. You’ll be spending about eleven hours in the air for the total trip, so about five-and-a-half for each of you, not counting the stops for fuel at the end of each leg. So maybe thirteen hours total from departure. Given Roswell is in the Mountain Time zone, you’ll pick up two hours on the way out as well, so this shouldn’t involve any night flying unless there’s an ‘oh, shit’ with the plane that needs to be addressed.”

      Spud was walking by and whipped his head around. “What do you mean, an ‘oh shit’ with the plane?”

      “Oh, here we go,” Hank muttered.

      “Some problem that requires a mechanic,” Cloud said.

      “Hank, you didn’t say anything to me about ‘oh shits’ with the airplane,” Spud admonished.

      “You would have overheard that, wouldn’t you? For fuck’s sake, Spud. Mechanical problems with airplanes are few and far between, and the ones that typically occur are so minor that you just keep flying and get it fixed when you get to where you’re going.” Hank had one hand on her hip and a determined look on her face.

      “You’re going to be flying by yourself over areas that you aren’t familiar with.”

      “You don’t have any problems when Crow and Cloud are flying us over areas they aren’t familiar with, Spud.”

      Had no idea I’d have gotten them into a spat like this, Cloud thought.

      “That’s different.”

      “Why is that different?”

      “Because they’re experienced.”

      “And how the fuck do you think they got so much fucking experience? By just flying to places they were fucking familiar with?”

      And now she’s cussing up a storm, too.

      “It’s still different.”

      “The fuck you say! They did the very same damned thing I’ll be doing now, and hey, gee – they’re still alive.”

      Spud was regarding her sternly. “I don’t like this. Not at all.”

      “Spud, if I don’t do the solo cross-countries, I can’t get my pilot’s license. ¿Comprendes? Are you going to stand between me and my pilot’s license?” She went over and put her hand against his cheek and kissed him. “Seriously, Spud, if you’re that concerned about it, I’ll have Frank look over the plane before I leave. And it’s a matter of routine that I’ll also inspect the plane before I leave.”

      “And what happens if you get lost?”

      “I swallow my pride and call Flight Watch and tell them I’m lost,” she said. “But with the Garmin G1000 in the Archer, the chance of getting lost is remote. Unless I don’t program it correctly, and either Cloud or Crow will check that before I go. I’ve got my charts, I’ve got visual checkpoints all laid out. And I can even use Flight Following with the Air Traffic Control Centers along the route. I won’t get lost, Spud.”

      “I don’t know...”

      “Arrr! You’re being impossible! Do you think these two guys are going to send me off to get lost and maybe crash their airplane? Give all of us a break!” She thought a bit, then pouted. “You don’t trust me. You don’t think I’m good enough.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “But you were thinking it.” She let a little tear form in her eye.

      “No, no, Hank. I didn’t mean that.”

      “Yes, you did!” She let a few more tears drip from her eyes.

      “Hank, Love. You know I’d never keep you from being happy. Forgive me. I’m sure Crow and Cloud will make sure everything goes well. I’ll see you when you get to Roswell. Have a safe flight.” He walked off.

      Cloud and Crow were looking at Hank to see what was coming next. She wiped her eyes on her sleeve, got a determined look on her face, and muttered, “That solved that fucking shit!”

      Crow turned to Cloud and said, “Someone needs to let Spud know she’s got him on a leash.”

      “Not me!” Cloud said. “She’d toss me on my ass and hogtie me with zip ties!”
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        * * *

      

      Cloud, Crow, Edge and Hank stood out on the Stafford Regional ramp.

      “Call it, Hank” Cloud said, flipping a quarter into the air and catching it.

      “Heads.”

      Cloud slapped the quarter on the back of his hand. “Heads it is. Let’s see your flight plan.”

      She pulled out her flight plan form and VFR aeronautical charts.

      Spreading things out on the wing of the Archer, Cloud asked, “Is this GPS direct?”

      “Yes.”

      I see you’ve marked visual waypoints. Good. What’s this here?” he asked, pointing to a magenta boundary with a hatched border.

      “That’s the boundary to the Demo 1 and 3 Military Operations Areas,” she replied.

      “It looks like your route is going to come very close to them.”

      “The briefing I got says they’re not active today, so I can fly through if need be. But it will only clip a corner, so I can just deviate a little to the south and miss them entirely.”

      “Good. What’s this here?” he asked, pointing to a magenta dashed keyhole-shaped marking on the VFR chart.

      “That’s the Class E airspace around Shenandoah Valley.”

      “Do you need to be concerned about that?”

      “No. Just fly right through, although I’d probably make a radio call just in case someone is practicing instrument approaches.”

      “Very good, Hank. How high is the highest terrain along your route?”

      “Right here,” she said, pointing at the chart. “The sector says 4,800 mean sea level, but where I’ll cross is more like 4,400. Still, I’ll be at 6,500, so far enough up to avoid everything.”

      “Good. Where are your documents?”

      She handed over her logbook and student pilot certificate, and Cloud put down his endorsements for the flight. “I don’t want to hear you on the comm link,” he said.

      “As a matter of fact, I borrowed Voice’s little box so Spud wouldn’t be asking me how things are going every five minutes.”

      Cloud laughed. “Probably wise, though he’ll shit himself when he doesn’t get an answer.”

      “And he can shit himself. I’ll put the earpiece back in when I get on the ground at Ford.”

      “Why did you opt to go to Ford rather than Julian Carroll?”

      Hank laughed. “The Archer will need to be refueled, and Julian Carroll doesn’t have fuel.”

      “Alright. Have a good flight. Edge, Crow and I will be waiting for you at Ford.”

      Hank climbed up onto the wing walk and swung herself into the Archer, grinning ear-to-ear. This is the flight I’ve been waiting for. Organizing all of the things she would need for the flight so they were all within easy reach, she then reached overhead to the switches there and prepared to start the engine. Opening the storm window, she shouted, “Clear!” and, making sure no one was in the vicinity of the prop, hit the starter switch, bringing the aircraft’s engine to life.

      Taxiing out, she reflected that she was on the final stretch to getting her pilot’s certificate. She’d started doing flight training while she was still with the FBI in Albuquerque, but her case load then meant that the opportunities for training were few and far between. Her duties in the unit, though, provided ample time when missions weren’t being done to train for the other specialties that unit members held – including the ability to fly the Latitudes so that their full capability could be utilized. It’s a long way to that, she thought, but I’ll get there.

      The run-up of the airplane’s engine done, she made her radio calls and applied throttle, accelerating down the runway and lifting off smoothly into the air. The sky was clear, and as she climbed to her chosen cruise altitude she divided her attention between monitoring the airplane and enjoying the countryside as she passed over it. Just me, the airplane, and a little radio chatter.

      Two hours later, she started her descent for landing at Wendell H. Ford Airport in Kentucky. Entering the traffic pattern, she could see Edge and the unit’s two pilots standing next to a twin, watching her. Don’t bolo the landing or you’ll never hear the end of it. Turning final, she lined up on the runway centerline and brought the Archer down to the threshold, landing on the aiming mark and rolling out smoothly. She taxied into the ramp and parked next to the twin.

      “How did it go?” Cloud asked her.

      “Smooth as silk. The weather was beautiful the entire way.”

      “Good.”

      Edge stood and watched as the Archer was fueled, equally excited about doing the second leg of the flight, Crow going over his flight plan with him.

      “He’s going to have a blast,” Hank said. Then, remembering, she said, “Oh, shit. Spud will be going ballistic right about now.” She took Voice’s little box that can isolate the earpiece from making a connection with her bum ticker out of her pocket and stuck the earpiece back in her ear.

      “Spud, I’m safely down in Kentucky.”

      “Hank, where the hell have you been?”

      Cloud saw her roll her eyes. “Spud, I took my earpiece out. I can’t listen to the radio, listen to the engine for problems, and listen to you all at once.” Overhearing, Cloud was scratching the back of his head, a wry grin on his face. Oh, to be in love with an overly-protective man.

      “Spud, I had a blast. You have no idea what it’s like to be up there watching the ground roll by, knowing you’re not going to have any stop lights to deal with. Besides, Cloud said he didn’t want to hear me using the comm link.”

      “Hank, you had me worried.”

      “Spud, sorry. I should have told you I’d be off comm. I’ll let you know before we lift off from here that I’ll be off comm again. I’ll call you each time I’m on the ground.” She looked over at Cloud, who was watching her, amused. She just shook her head and rolled her eyes again, getting Cloud chuckling.

      “Hubby a little on edge?”

      “What the heck makes you say that?” she asked, the sarcasm dripping from her lips.

      Watching Edge take off, Crow said, “If we want to beat him to Max Westheimer, we’d better get in the air ourselves.”

      “Do I have time for a quick pee and some coffee?” Hank asked.

      “Make it quick.”

      Arriving back at the plane, Hank said, “The restroom was clean, but they had motor oil in the coffee pot.”

      Cloud and Crow laughed. “Better get used to FBO coffee, Hank. They don’t have cute flight attendants like you who know how to make the stuff. And if they do, Murphy’s Law of Aviation says you’ll get the last cup from a pot that’s been sitting on a warming plate for hours.”

      “Maybe that’s why it had the taste and consistency of asphalt binder,” she said, wrinkling her nose.

      “Climb on in there,” Cloud said, “and go to the left seat in the cockpit.”

      “The fuck you say. You’re going to have me fly it?”

      “Why not? You’re going to need the hours, and this way you can get a little dual training in.”

      Hot damn! She climbed in and took the pilot’s seat.

      “Ok, Hank,” Cloud said. “It’s pretty much the same as starting the Archer, times two. Overhead switches are pretty much the same. Note, though: four mags, not two. Two starters, not one. Start one engine, then the other.”

      Hank went through the engine start and then continued to let Cloud step her through getting the Seneca fully operational for flight.

      “Taxi out the same way you always would. The nosewheel is linked to rudder, just like the Archer. But here’s a trick: if you want to turn a little sharper, just give one of the engines a little boost on the throttle. Want to make a sharp right, give the left engine a little more juice.”

      She tried it. “Beats the hell out of jamming your foot to the floor.”

      “I’ve made the radio call. Go ahead and position on the runway.”

      Positioning the plane on the runway centerline, Cloud continued with, “Blue knobs are prop controls. Both full forward. Black is just what you think: throttles. Nice and smooth, advance both throttles at the same time.”

      As she did so, the twin started on its takeoff roll. The sense of power she had was vastly greater than her experience with the Archer. Just one word for it: awesome! As the plane lifted off, she marveled at the higher performance of the airplane. What’s it going to be like when I get into the Latitude? She recognized that the experience was making her thirst to take her training to a higher level. Not even done with private pilot, and already I’m aching for something more.

      “Ok, now you hear that beat? That’s your props operating at different rates. It’s just a bit different, but it’s annoying as all hell, especially if you have to listen to it for any length of time. You’re going to set your props for climb. What you do to get your props in sync is pull back on your prop levers to the climb setting – I’ll tell you what to set, and then adjust one of them up or down until you hear that beating stop. You’ll end up doing that again when we set cruise power.”

      “How much longer before I get my private pilot? I’ve got to get into this baby.”

      “Down, girl,” Cloud chuckled, accompanied by Crow who was riding in the back. “First, you get your instrument rating in the Archer. That’ll give you private pilot, single engine airplane and instrument pilot for ratings. Then we’ll get you into the Seneca for complex aircraft, multiengine aircraft, and commercial pilot. You’ll be Commercial pilot, Airplane, single- and multi-engine land, instrument airplane at that point. Then we bring in an instructor from Advanced Flight to get you your type rating for the Latitude. Sound fair?”

      “Fucking awesome.”

      “Sounds identical to what Edge said,” Crow remarked from the back seat.

      Shortly into the flight, she noticed the Archer ahead of her.

      “Which side are you going to pass him on?” Cloud asked.

      “Regs say on the right.”

      “Very good.”

      As she came alongside, she rocked the yoke to waggle the Seneca’s wings. She noticed the Archer’s wings rock as well.

      “I didn’t even notice when you guys passed me,” she said.

      “That’s because we opted to fly the next westbound level above you, and you apparently weren’t looking up.”

      “That was you? I saw the twin pass overhead, but all I could see was a blue belly. I didn’t see the white, otherwise I would have waved hello.”

      “Ok. Let me give you a head up on arrival at Poplar Bluff. There’s nothing quirky about the airport, but what you’re about to learn is that landing a Seneca is a kind of art as well as science,” Cloud advised.

      “How so?”

      “She likes to float in ground effect. See that big candy bar wing out there? Once in ground effect, it really wants to keep flying. So here’s what you do: let it float right over the threshold, then cut your power and it will settle right in. Most of the time. The rest of the time you wake up any sleeping passengers in back, ‘cuz it’ll thump in.”

      “You’ll rescue me, right?”

      Cloud laughed. “Heck no! Flight instructors love telling stories about how their students scared them!”

      Better not fuck up, Hank.

      “Do you have your airport yet?”

      “Dead ahead.”

      “Good. Now here’s something else you need to know. Both those engines out there are turbocharged. You can’t just yank off power and drop on in like you do in the Archer. If you do that, the cylinders will cool too rapidly.”

      “Shock cooling.”

      “Exactly. So you’re going to reduce manifold pressure a couple of inches at a time, wait a bit, couple inches more, to keep you on your approach path to downwind. Got it?”

      Cloud continued to talk her through the approach and landing, Hank following along on the controls, until she landed the aircraft.

      “Now we get to wait a little bit for Edge to get here,” Crow said.

      They took the time to get a new weather briefing, revise her flight log, and file a flight plan for the next leg of the flight. Just about the time they were finished, they spotted the Archer entering the downwind for landing.

      “Perfect by-the-book pattern entry,” Crow remarked, watching the plane and listening to Edge’s radio calls.

      “That’s my superior instructing,” Cloud said.

      “As she would say,” Cloud retorted, pointing at Hank, “the fuck you say. He’s got more hours in his logbook given by me than by you.”

      Edge taxied in and parked next to the Seneca, just as Hank had done on the previous leg.

      “How was it?” she asked as Edge climbed out of the airplane.

      “Awesome. I love every minute in the air.”

      “You know,” Cloud began, “the two of you are just about equal in skill. But you get there in different ways. Hank, you work hard at it – and that’s great. Edge, you’re more of a natural flier – just have it in your blood. Both of you are going to make fine pilots. Crow and I are just going to have to convince the rest of the team that we need to up your flying time so that you’ll be ready when we need you on a mission where time is of the essence and both Latitudes have to be taken at the same time.”

      Hank and Edge ‘high fived.’

      “Oh, shit. I’m forgetting someone again,” Hank said. “Spud, we’re on the ground in Missouri. I’ll be back in the air in the Archer just as soon as they get done fueling it.”

      “Hank, how is riding in the Seneca?”

      “Spud, ask, ‘How is flying the Seneca?’ Cloud had me at the controls. It’s awesome. I can’t wait to get my multiengine rating.”

      I have to admit, she sounds like she’s having a blast. I shouldn’t have been such a wuss about her making these cross-country flights. “Sounds like you’re having fun. Have a safe flight. I’ll see you soon.”

      Hank was smiling. “Is he still being a worry wart?” Cloud asked.

      “Thankfully, no,” she said, climbing into the Archer. “See you in Oklahoma.”
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        * * *

      

      Hank brought the Seneca into Roswell International, landing it smoothly. “Two for two,” she said.

      “You’re landing this thing better than I can,” Cloud agreed.

      “Beginner’s luck.”

      Taxiing in to the FBO, she saw what she expected to see: Spud standing, watching her. She was glad to note the smile on his face as well. Voice was leaned up against a rented van, focused on his tablet.

      She shut down the airplane and grabbed her flight bag, reorganizing the charts, plotters, nav logs and other paraphernalia as Crow and Cloud deplaned. Following them out, she saw that Spud had come up to the bottom of the wing walk.

      “Have fun?” Spud asked.

      “Oh, what a blast! I could fly this plane all day.”

      “If you think this one is fun, wait until you get into the Latitude,” Cloud said. “She did great, Spud. She can land this bird better than I can.”

      “I still say beginner’s luck.”

      “Or maybe, thanks to me, you never learned bad habits.”

      Turning to Spud, she said, “Here is where Crow and Cloud start arguing again over who’s the better instructor.” She watched the two pilots walk off, doing just that.

      “You know the only bad thing about flying today?” she asked Spud.

      “I thought you just got done saying it was awesome.”

      “It’s had me so excited that now I’m horny as hell.”

      Spud chuckled. “That’s bad?”

      “Can’t do anything about it right now,” she said, smiling.

      “I’ve got quarters all set up, so we can take care of that the minute we get to the Roswell complex.” He leaned and gave her a longing kiss.

      “Don’t make me crazy here, Spud.” She looked to the sky. “Edge better hurry the fuck up.”

      “Honestly, Hank, all your gear for the mission training exercise is sitting, waiting to be organized.”

      “Oh, screw it all.”

      “Just keep that thought until tonight, Love,” he admonished her. “Mission first.”

      “That stinking motto can be a killer sometimes,” she noted. Looking back to the sky, she added, “Here he comes now.”

      They watched as Edge flew the pattern, landed, and taxied up to park next to the Seneca. Getting out, he walked over to Hank, grabbing her and lifting her into the air. “We did it!” he said, grinning as he set her back down.

      “Don’t get too free and easy with my wife,” Spud said, his tone joking.

      “Oh, Spud,” Hank said, and gave Edge a kiss. “Won’t be long now, buddy. Then it’s get the instrument rating, build time, learn the Seneca, get into the Latitudes. I don’t know about you, but I seriously can’t wait.”

      “If you’re going to let him smooch on you at every step of the way, I might just forbid this whole thing,” Spud said, still joking. It was crystal clear to him how much Hank was loving flying.

      “And if you’re not careful, you’re going to find out that I can spell ‘fuck off’ d-i-v-o-r-c-e,” she said, equaling his humorous tone.

      “Just having a little fun, Hank. Besides, if I thought he was getting fresh with you, I’d have punched him already.”

      “We’ve got to hold up a bit while the linemen here get the Archer and Seneca put away with the Latitude,” Cloud said as he came up to the group. “Why don’t you grab some coffee, and we’ll come gather you up when we’re done?”

      Walking into the FBO, Hank went over to the coffee pot and gave it a suspicious sniff.

      “Now that’s a first,” Edge said. “You’re not going to just pour a cup?”

      “I take it you haven’t had any of the FBO coffee on the way here,” she replied.

      “Bad?”

      “God-awful doesn’t even come close to describing it. I think used motor oil would taste better.” She sniffed again. “Doesn’t smell as bad as Ford. I swear, the coffee there tasted like it was drained from a Ford. A very old Ford.” She poured herself a cup and tentatively tasted it. “This is actually half-way decent.”

      Voice was still face down with his tablet as they walked to take seats in the lobby.

      “What’s got you preoccupied?” Hank asked him.

      “Still trying to figure out what Hal’s hang-up is with the new comm routine.”

      “What’s the problem?” Edge asked.

      “It still can’t quite figure out who’s talking, so it keeps scrambling up the communications links. It will be talking to me, then it switches and starts passing the comm link to someone else. If Hal can’t keep the comm links correctly separated, we’ll lose simultaneous communications capability.”

      “All set,” Cloud announced, coming into the lobby. “Let’s head ‘em up, move ‘em out.”

      “Where’s Amigo?” Hank asked. “He didn’t want to come to the airport?”

      “He’s helping Doc Rich and Janet get Medical cleaned up and organized. Doc Rich wasn’t happy with the state of the medical supplies, so they’ve had to toss a bunch of stuff and get it replaced with new,” Voice said.

      Hank switched her attention to the terrain they were driving through. Typical Southwest desert, and pretty much flat out here. “For what Amigo and I were intending, we need a bit of terrain.”

      “For that, you back track down to Roswell and take US 380 to the west,” Voice muttered, still concentrating on his programming.

      “Here we are,” Cloud announced, turning off the highway and passing over a cattle guard.

      To Hank, it just looked like what it originally was: an abandoned missile silo. Cloud drove the van to a spot adjacent to the old entrance to the silo complex and parked next to another van there.

      “I hope the interior looks a whole lot different than the exterior,” she said. “We don’t have someone here who takes care of the place?”

      “Sure. He just doesn’t live right here like Gil does in Nebraska,” Spud said. “But he comes in and checks on the base on a regular basis. When we’re here, he isn’t.”

      “What does he do when he’s not taking care of us?”

      Spud chuckled. “There’s an active missile silo installation near Roswell. He works there as a civilian contractor. I think the guy just likes missile silos.”

      Hank got out of the van and walked with the group to the door of the complex. With a metallic creak, she heard something moving inside, then the door swung heavily until it was fully open. She examined the door frame and the edge of the door itself.

      “That looks like a giant version of a bank vault,” she said, seeing the large, circular ends of the deadbolts that secured the door when it was closed.

      “Basically, yes,” said Amigo, joining them from inside the complex. “And it recognizes the bum ticker, so it only opens when one of us approaches it.”

      Hank walked in and made her way down the stairs. The appearance of the inside of the facility was in total contrast to the outside.

      “Is the arrangement the same as Nebraska?” she asked.

      “Pretty much,” Amigo said. “The former launch control complex is still Medical. Level 1 is the common area and library. There’s a weapons storage on Level 4 along with FT1 quarters. The rest is identical to the Lockridge Farm complex.”

      “So I guess that puts Spud and me down on Level 7 again.”

      “You’ve got the whole level to yourselves,” Amigo confirmed.

      “I noticed the terrain is pretty flat on the way here,” Hank observed.

      “True,” Amigo said. “But I went on a little scouting expedition before you got here and found some good places for the team to play. Some arroyos and low hills. Sandy stuff that will really give your legs a workout. And off to the west there’s some really rugged terrain that we can work in. Plus, elevations here start at about 3,700 feet above sea level, so your first two or three days you’ll feel like you can’t catch your breath while you’re running. If it was a little later in the year, the heat would get you as well.”

      “Sounds like a good place for a hound and hare,” Hank said. “I put myself in line to be hare next time we did one of those. It shouldn’t be as easy trying to track me through this terrain as it was for us to track Crow at Quantico.”

      Amigo laughed. “Yeah, but you didn’t have a guy from the Border Patrol tracking you last time.”

      “You know that I learned what I know about tracking from the Border Patrol tracking team, right?”

      “Oh, that sounds like a bet.”

      Hank pulled out a quarter. “Put your money where your mouth is, Amigo.”

      Amigo pulled out a quarter, and Hank walked over to Voice. Handing him the two coins, she said, “Amigo and I have a little bet going. Could you hold onto these for us?”

      “Sure,” Voice muttered, taking the two quarters and stuffing them in a pocket.

      “Voice, look at me,” Hank said.

      He looked up.

      “What did I just hand you?”

      “Uh...”

      “That’s what I thought. Check your pockets. I just gave you two quarters for a bet between me and Amigo, and you’re so absorbed in programming Hal that you don’t even remember taking them.”

      “Sorry, Hank. I tend to get tunnel vision when I’m trying to get Hal to do something new.”

      She shook her head. “Mission first. It’s going to be the death of us all.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ok, baby birds,” Crow said. “Let’s see who flies first today. Call it, Edge.”

      “Tails,” Edge said as the coin twirled up, then down, being caught by Crow and then slapped on the back of his hand. “And tails it is. So you, Hank, get to go to the testing center and get your written exam done.”

      “Hope I’m ready for this,” Hank muttered. She took a look at her student pilot certificate once more just to be certain of the name she’d be using to take the test. Katie Hank. Sigh.

      Walking to the flight school office, she also made sure she had the fake driver’s license she’d been provided as proof of identity. The address given on the document was completely false, and in fact didn’t exist. But it would be flagged so that the FAA “gunny” working with the unit would know that “Katie Hank” was a member of the unit, and her test report would be printed at the testing center just the same. The same would hold true of her permanent pilot’s certificate once it was issued: it would be routed to the mailbox in the BEQ above the unit’s Quantico base.

      “Here goes,” she muttered, walking in and announcing that she was there to take her airman knowledge test. I’d rather be flying.
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        * * *

      

      “That gets your landings at a towered field done, as well as a portion of your test prep time,” Cloud told Hank as they shut down the Archer for the day. “We can get your night flying taken care of tomorrow. We’ll go from here to Carlsbad and back, which will knock out the night cross-country requirement. Maybe do some of the required landings there as well. Then back here and get in the rest of the landings you need.”

      “And after that?”

      “Your long cross-country. Here to Carlsbad to Hobbs and back. Then the only thing is make sure we have three hours of test prep, and then you get to meet our FAA gunny. Nervous?”

      Hank laughed. “Not yet.”

      Edge was sitting outside the FBO, a sheet of paper in his hand.

      “Looks like Edge is done with his knowledge test, too,” Cloud observed.

      “I’ll make him a bet on who got the higher score,” Hank said, grinning. She pulled out her airman test report and held it for Cloud to see. “Aced it.” She climbed off the wing walk and went over to Edge.

      “Got a quarter?”

      “Sure do,” he said, grinning. “And I can guess what the bet is that you want to make.”

      “Cloud, you want to take control of these two quarters?” Hank asked.

      Cloud held out his hand and the two student pilots dropped their quarters into it.

      Hank held up her test report, pointing at the “100” in the Test Result section.

      Edge was doing the same. Hank took a look.

      “You aced it, too?”

      “Damned tootin’.”

      Hank shrugged. “I guess this means we get our quarters back.” She turned to Cloud.

      Cloud tossed the two quarters in his hand and then stuck them in his pocket. “It’s about time you two paid me.”
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        * * *

      

      "Edge, Hank, meet our FAA gunny, Fred Parloy.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Hank said, shaking hands.

      “Same here,” Edge added, offering his hand as well.

      “Likewise. Who won the toss?” Fred asked.

      “The big man,” Hank replied.

      “Alright. Come with me,” Fred said, leading Edge off to the pilot’s lounge.

      “I wish to fuck he hadn’t won the toss,” Hank said, pacing.

      Cloud was leaned up against the wall in the refreshment area.

      “You’re going to drive yourself crazy,” Cloud observed. “And worse, you’re going to drive me crazy.”

      “What do you have to be worried about?” Hank demanded.

      “Little unknown secret. If you fail, it goes on my record.”

      “Oh, great. Now I’ve got that pressure to deal with as well.” Hank resumed pacing.

      “I’ve told everyone I’ve ever trained Hank: you don’t have to be nervous, because I’ll be nervous for you.” Cloud concentrated on his fingers, where he for all appearances was casually flipping a quarter across the back of his hand from between two fingers to between the next two, back and forth.

      “How can you do that so fast?” Hank asked. “I can’t hardly do it at all – never mind that quickly.”

      “You eat chocolate, Spud watches cartoons, I do this,” he said, watching the quarter flip back and forth. “While I was in the Army, I did a bit of flight instruction on the side. So I’ve had lots of practice.”

      “I don’t think I’ve been this nervous since waiting to see if I made the cut for the unit.”

      “That was iffier, if I recall correctly. Didn’t you throw something during the psych evaluation?”

      “A glass,” Hank said. “But fuck – they’d just told me my brother got himself stabbed to death in a drug deal gone bad.”

      “I guess if there’s an excuse for throwing something, that’s a good one,” Cloud said.

      “If I recall, Doc Andy said something about it being an appropriate response to some devastating news. For me, it was the worst damned thing to hear. Here I am, I find out my brother got himself stabbed over drugs. And I was trying to get into the drug cartel taskforce while I was still in the FBI.” She walked over to the vending machines. Pulling a dollar bill from her pocket, she said, “There’s got to be a chocolate bar in here somewhere.” Finding one, she inserted the dollar into the machine and watched as the candy moved along to the edge of its track, and hung.

      “Fuck you, you fucking machine! Give me my chocolate!” She made a fist and rapped it over where the candy perched on the edge of the track, causing it to drop into the tray beneath.

      “Didn’t hurt your hand, did you?”

      “No, but if I had, it would have been worth it,” she mumphed through a mouthful of chocolate.

      “I’d love to know how you got that unwrapped that fast.”

      “The same way you can flip that stupid quarter back and forth so damned fast.”

      They sat, he flipping the quarter across the backs of his fingers and she breaking off bits of chocolate and letting them melt in her mouth.

      “Key.”

      They both jumped. Edge was holding out his hand to Cloud, who took the key to the Archer’s door and handed it over.

      “Don’t break it. I still have to do my checkride, you know,” Hank admonished Edge.

      “Eat shit, Hank.”

      She laughed, and Edge grinned at her.

      “Now that they’re out of the pilot’s lounge, I think I’m going to go off and find myself a chair that’s a bit more comfortable.”

      Cloud couldn’t help but notice that before she did so, she bought three more chocolate bars.

      When Fred and Edge returned, Edge stopped at the refreshment area where Cloud was still sitting, quarter coursing its way over the backs of his fingers. He dropped a small sheet of white paper in front of Cloud, who sighed a sigh of relief. “One down, one to go,” Cloud said.

      After about an hour, Hank reappeared in the refreshment area, Fred on her heels.

      “My turn,” she said, holding her hand out for the key.

      Cloud dropped it into her hand, then resumed passing the quarter back and forth across his fingers.

      “Good...”

      “Don’t say it, Edge. You’ll jinx me,” Hank admonished.

      Edge raised his hands in surrender and casually watched as Hank headed out the door, the examiner on her heels.

      “You don’t go watch?”

      “Nope.” Cloud passed the quarter over the back of his hand again.

      Edge shrugged. “I think I’ll go chill in the pilot’s lounge.”

      “You do that,” Cloud muttered, continuing to flip the quarter back and forth.

      A little over an hour later, Hank walked back into the refreshment area. She dropped an identically-sized piece of white paper in front of Cloud. On the top it read, “Temporary Airman Certificate.”

      “Now I can put this back in my pocket,” he said, a smile finally forming on his face as he dropped the quarter he’d been nervously playing with in his pants pocket.

      “You turned out a couple of good ones this time, Cloud,” Fred said. “Just how far are you and Crow going to take them?”

      “Want to see?” Cloud asked.

      “Sure.”

      As Cloud led the way out to the hangar to show off the unit’s new aircraft, Hank headed off to the pilot’s lounge, folding the airman certificate and sticking it in a billfold in her pocket.

      “Well?” Edge asked as she walked in.

      “My little piece of paper looks just like yours. Except it has ‘Katie Hank’ on it.”

      “Where’s Cloud?”

      “Showing off the Seneca and the Latitude, I think,” Hank said.

      “Did he sit there the whole time I was flying, messing with that quarter?” Hank asked. “Because that’s all he did while you were flying.”

      “I don’t know. I came back here to relax,” Edge said, “But I’m guessing the answer is yes.”
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      “I thought this would be a good place to start,” Amigo said. “I came out and put a few targets throughout the area, so we can run up the arroyo and engage targets when we encounter them. You’ll need to find the targets, given I set them and know where they are. The first ones will be easy. Then I started making them a little harder to spot.”

      “A torture test,” Hank said, smiling. “This should be fun.”

      She unpacked her AR10 and readied magazines with ammunition. Then she put on her bullet-proof tactical vest and began to load the pockets with her gear: 30-round magazines, magazines for her 1911, and the handgun itself. Amigo watched with a bit of amusement. Dressed in tactical gear, it was easy to see how Hank could fool the Marines she encountered around Quantico into believing she was a man. Ordinarily, no hundred and twenty-pound woman would be expected to be able to carry that much equipment.

      He noticed that she didn’t sling her rifle, but held it in her hand. “Are you going to be able to run with that in your hand like that?”

      “Sure. Beats not being able to see what it’s snagging on.”

      “And your hand won’t give out?”

      “Mike has pretty much insisted that I meet male standards that would make me capable of being a SEAL. Or any other elite military unit’s standards, for that matter. Right now, my grip strength is around 50 kilograms. I’ll manage. But I figure running with it in my hand will also allow me to place it ahead of me if I decide to climb on something. I can always sling it if I find the need to do so.”

      “You sure don’t look like you should have that kind of strength,” Amigo remarked.

      “That’s what everyone says.” She looked at the terrain in front of her. “So, we’re going up this arroyo and engaging targets as I see them?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Ready?”

      “Sure.”

      She took off at a lope up the arroyo. “Oh, really, Amigo? You painted it white? Way too fucking easy.” Pop!

      “Hit,” Amigo said. “Go go go.”

      She ran on, hitting targets as they showed themselves to her, some out in the open, others partially hidden by the desert Southwest’s ubiquitous creosote bushes and mesquites. She noticed that the targets were getting harder to spot. Amigo had gradually made them blend more and more into the terrain.

      She hunkered down in the arroyo, scanning the area. “I know you’ve got more of them out here,” she said.

      “Si, señora.”

      She began to proceed more cautiously, her mind playing the game that ‘if I miss him, he won’t necessarily miss me.’ Look for the inconsistencies, her little voices cautioned. She kept her head lowered, peering above the brim of earth formed when water coursed down the arroyo during a rain, then hunkering down again, then moving a bit, then another look.

      “I’ve missed one. I’m sure of it,” she muttered. She crouched and ran back in the direction she’d come, then turned and resumed her crouch-and-peek movement upstream once again.

      “There.” Pop!

      Amigo smiled and nodded his head in appreciation.

      She continued more cautiously up the arroyo. It could be anywhere, her little voice whispered. Don’t just look far away. Sure enough, the next time she went to take a peek, the target was practically right next to her. She pulled out her 1911 and shot it.

      Sitting on her haunches in the middle of the arroyo, she remarked to Amigo, “If that had been a real person, I’d be dead right now.”

      “In all likelihood.”

      “You know what I’m thinking, Amigo? This is a fine little exercise, but we need to get Voice to make some gadgets for us.

      “In the first training exercise I was involved with, we went out to Combat Town there at Quantico and ran Crow and Cloud as perps and the rest of us in two teams to apprehend them. It was standard weaponry, but fitted with lasers, and we all wore laser hit clothing and helmets. You could hear a near-miss as a tone, and if you were hit you got a different one. Hal monitored the whole thing and would inform you,” tapping the ear her earpiece was in, “if you had a fatal hit, if you were incapacitated, or if you could continue.

      “If we had a laser device that could be mounted near the targets and that was motion-activated, or perhaps better would be activated by our bum tickers when we came in proximity to it, then we could get a third member of the team to set up the course. Then you and I could run it together. It would be a bit more realistic if we actually got shot at.

      “Did Border Patrol ever train in a shoot house with the simunition guns?”

      “Simunitions?” Amigo asked.

      “Yeah. You’d go through the shoot house, and there were guns that would shoot what they call simunitions at you: guns with plastic bullets. In those, a computer would recognize that it could see a human image, or a portion of one. Say, you let your leg poke out while you’re trying to clear a room. It would see your leg, and the computer would aim and fire a simunitions round at it. And those suckers smart. It didn’t take long to recognize you had to be careful about how you concealed yourself.”

      Amigo pondered a moment. “We’re supposed to do a hound and hare, right?”

      “That’s the game plan.”

      “Did we bring the laser gear with us?”

      “I think so.” A grin formed on Hank’s face. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “I’m thinking I might be thinking what you’re thinking,” Amigo said, grinning broadly.

      “Instead of hound and hare, snipers versus snoopers?”

      Amigo laughed. “That’s a fun way of putting it. Let’s retrieve the targets and head in. We’ll bounce this idea off the rest of the guys over dinner tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Edge landed the Archer at Roswell, taxied into the ramp, and shut down. Climbing out, he was greeted by Crow.

      “I suppose I’ve got to take you back to the complex,” Crow said with a grin.

      “All depends on if you’re going to get lost. Let me see your flight plan,” Edge retorted. Crow just laughed.

      They climbed into the van and Crow headed out on the route back to the converted missile silo north of the city.

      “How was the flight?”

      “A little bumpy right here, but it smoothed out once I got a little further east.”

      “Sounds like you had a pretty good flight,” Crow said. “How much flight time did you get?”

      “Two point four hours on the Hobbs,” Edge replied.

      “Add that to what you had from bringing the Archer here to Roswell plus your long cross-country for the private pilot and that will tell you how far along you are toward the fifty hours of cross-country flight you need for the instrument rating.”

      “Cool. And right now, I’m ahead of Hank.”

      “Don’t count your chickens,” Crow said. “She told me she plans to take Spud up and go to El Paso. In her words, ‘For some real Tex-Mex.’ Though why she didn’t warn me and Cloud about Taco Chick is beyond me. That stuff went right through me – and without changing much consistency, either.”

      Edge laughed heartily. “I don’t think any of us have learned how to watch out for her yet. And she’s corrupted Spud as well, so now we’ve got to watch our backs around him, too.”

      “What was that you told Doc Andy? Something about the two most dysfunctional members of a seven-member dysfunctional family?”

      Edge laughed again. “Do you dispute that?”

      “Hell no.” He laughed himself. “You forget: Cloud and I got to pin Mile High wings on them.”

      “How’d you know? Both in the lav at the same time?”

      Crow laughed hard enough to weave on the road as he was driving. “Nope. One of the back seats. You kind-a know something’s going on when all you can see is the back of Spud’s head and he’s in a seat that faces forward. Plus, Hank can be a little... loud.”

      “Really!”

      “Cloud and I can hear her across the hall with all the doors closed at the BEQ in Quantico.” Crow reflected. “Good thing there’s a big slab of concrete between us and them when we’re at one of the Atlas bases. That way, we can get some sleep.”

      Edge was laughing again. “I guess you two guys don’t need to see a biometric readout to know when they’re having fun.”

      “At least not when Hank is having fun. And, on occasion, when Spud is having fun as well.”

      “Ah, to be young and in love,” Edge said, a touch of syrup in his voice.

      “See? That’s the problem. Spud’s the oldest guy in the team. It just doesn’t seem fair,” Crow said, the humor in his voice unmistakable. “Seriously, though, the two of them are impossibly in love. But you know what’s funny? The whole time we were in Nebraska with the Camp Chaos case, they never touched each other. We did have the ability to see each other’s biometrics there, and I swear: they just went to bed and slept. No hanky-panky.”

      Edge laughed uproariously. “I guess they take that ‘mission first’ stuff really seriously.”
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        * * *

      

      Hank placed food on the table for the team and medical personnel.

      “What did you make?” Spud asked.

      “Barbecue ribs, corn on the cob, mashed potatoes, and you know I’ve always got to have a salad.” She grinned. “I thought about making enchiladas, but I figured none of you would eat them besides me.”

      “Damned right,” Voice muttered. “There’d be a mass exodus down to Level 8 to raid the storeroom for microwave popcorn.”

      “And I can’t make that, so I’d starve,” Edge remarked, getting the rest of the team laughing.

      “The trick, Edge, is to listen to the popcorn,” Hank said, still on her quest to get him capable of cooking something. “When you hear the popping slow down, stop the microwave and take it out. Don’t just trust the microwave.”

      “None of you should be eating microwave popcorn to begin with,” Doc Rich said. “I’m going to toss it all.”

      “What? Why? What’s the problem with popcorn?” the men protested.

      “It’s not what’s wrong with popcorn, it’s what’s wrong with microwave popcorn,” Doc Rich said. “It’s loaded with saturated fat and salt, and the bag exposes you to Teflon when you microwave it.”

      “Oh, come on, Doc Rich!” Crow protested. “Does everything have to be organic?”

      She skewered him with her eyes. “If I have anything to say, and I do, yes. It’s my job to keep you all at the peak of health. Do you know what all that salt and fat will do for you? Give you a big ol’ heart attack. And if you recall, we had one of the team die from one. So yes, I’m tossing it. I’ll get you all air poppers, and then make sure there are bags of organic popcorn available.”

      “Air-popped popcorn tastes like cardboard,” Cloud protested.

      “Do you know how to melt butter?” Doc Rich asked. “I don’t have any objection to a little melted butter. What we stock for you is both organic and grass-fed, so not bad in moderation. And I’ll even experiment with a few oil-based toppings for you, and some spice-based ones as well. Deal?”

      “I can’t melt butter,” Edge pouted, getting the rest of the team laughing.

      “Then get Hank to teach you.”

      “Popcorn aside, dig in. It’s getting cold,” Hank said, placing a plate full of oatmeal cookies on the table as well. “I can assure you, Doc Rich, that everything here is as organic as can be.”

      While the team ate, Amigo broached the topic of the team’s mission exercise. “Hank and I did a little thinking on this hound and hare exercise we’ve got planned.”

      The others looked at him. “Go on,” Crow said.

      “The problem is it’s a bit unrealistic,” Hank said. “Think about it. If we were actually chasing a perp, the perp would likely be shooting at us, and we’d likely be shooting back. Just doing a tracking exercise is fine – it teaches how to track. But it doesn’t teach how to track and apprehend when you’re getting shot at, and a lot of the time our hare just tries to hide instead of constantly moving to evade capture.”

      “So, what’s your idea?” Edge asked.

      “Our idea is for me and Hank to set up a sniper nest. You guys have to find us and apprehend us without getting yourselves shot. We get to move to evade capture, so you constantly have to try and find us. Again, without getting shot. We’ve got the laser gear with us, right?”

      “Yeah, we packed it,” Crow said.

      “Then this should be a great exercise,” Hank said. “Amigo did a little recon on good places to do some sniper practice, and frankly, I think it will be fun.”

      “And we can take you out as well?” Crow asked.

      “If a perp takes a shot at you, is deadly force authorized?” Hank asked. “Of course. Shoot back.” She grinned. “If you can find us.”

      “What resources do we get to use?” Spud asked.

      “Anything the unit would ordinarily have at its disposal,” Hank said. “With the exception of bum ticker readouts. Bum ticker readouts from our team to your team get suppressed. Just for safety’s sake, we keep biometric readout capability between Amigo and me, and you guys keep biometric readout capability among yourselves. Medical has biometric readout for all of us. This is some rough terrain we’re talking about, so we don’t want someone getting hurt and not be able to find and extract them.”

      “Including Voice’s dragonfly drones?” Edge asked.

      “Why not? What fun!” Amigo replied. “I’m sure Voice can provide us with an appropriate box to put them in so you can’t get a readout from them in the event we discover one. The other alternative would be to bash the little shit, which I don’t think Voice would appreciate.”

      “Do we get a little mission planning time?” Crow asked.

      “We don’t need it. We discussed it on the way back from doing a little practice today,” Amigo said.

      “Which is fine by me, because tomorrow looks like a nice day to fly and I told Spud we could fly down to El Paso and grab some Tex-Mex,” Hank said. “Which, for the sake of two people who shall remain nameless, you do not find at Taco Chick.”

      Crow and Cloud regarded her with narrowing eyes. “We weren’t warned,” Crow groused.

      “I wasn’t consulted,” Hank retorted.

      “So, while I’m stuck doing planning for a training exercise, you intend to leapfrog ahead of me in cross-country hours,” Edge complained.

      “You didn’t do that while Amigo and I were out running through arroyos and tagging targets?”

      “We’ve got to get you both as many hours as we can as soon as we can,” Cloud said by way of defending Hank. “Even if you go through all your ratings ahead of her, we still can’t take both Latitudes at the same time until she’s done with all of her ratings as well.”

      “Fair enough,” Edge said. “Mission first.”

      “Everyone agreed?” Amigo asked.

      Knuckles got tapped on the table.

      “Great. And no one even noticed that this means I get a crash day,” Amigo said with a grin.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you nervous?” Spud asked as they drove to the airport.

      “Is there some reason I should be nervous?” Hank asked.

      “Um... I don’t know.”

      “Is the translation to this, ‘Spud is nervous?’” Hank laughed. “This isn’t the first time I’ve seen what it’s like to fly into El Paso, Spud. Yeah, the airspace is a little more complicated, but in ways it’s simpler. You don’t have to go hunting for the airport, for one thing. The controllers will vector you until you’re practically on top of it, and compared to a lot of the airports I’ve been into so far, the runways are huge. If you can’t land on one, then you probably have never touched the controls of an airplane before in your life.” She looked at him, and he glanced at her while he drove. “If you don’t feel confident in my flying, Spud, you can stay here.”

      Spud recognized a trump card when he saw one. He also recognized when he wasn’t holding it.

      “Of course I want to go,” he said. That way, we both die together.

      Hank gave him a skeptical look.

      “You wouldn’t lie to me?”

      “Of course not.”

      Bullshit. I’m just going to have to show you that this is something I can do.

      Arriving at the airport, they found the Archer already brought to the ramp by the linemen. She climbed in, retrieved the aircraft’s checklist, and did her walk-around inspection. Finding everything to her liking and a full load of fuel aboard, she climbed in.

      “If you’re coming, now’s the time to get the fuck in, Spud.”

      “Yes, dear,” he said, half with amusement and half with defeat.

      Hank shook her head. “Seat belt and shoulder harness,” she said, pointing. As he fastened the safety restraints, she reached over and latched the door. “The airlines let you move around, and so do Crow and Cloud, but as you can see there isn’t anywhere to go in the Archer, so I’d like you to keep your belts fastened until I tell you it’s ok to take them off.”

      “Ok.”

      She called the tower and requested her taxi clearance, then did the final run-up check of the aircraft’s systems. Calling Flight Service to activate her flight plan, she then requested and got her take-off clearance and headed out to intercept the Victor airway that she had chosen to fly to El Paso International.

      “This plane can use GPS to go straight there, right?” Spud asked.

      “Yeah, but one of the things you have to do for the instrument rating is be able to fly the established airways,” Hank said. “So this is good practice, and the distance is practically the same.”

      As they approached the mountains, Hank cautioned, “Sometimes around terrain it can get a little bumpy. Winds aloft aren’t that high today, but weather over mountains can sometimes surprise you.” She saw Spud stiffen a little. “It’s not anything I can’t handle, Spud.”

      “I trust you.”

      Bullshit.

      She flew on in silence until she was within radio range of the El Paso airport, then called in to El Paso’s Approach control. “El Paso Approach, Piper 4380 Quebec is twenty miles out Victor 280, inbound for landing, information Kilo.”

      “Piper 80 Quebec, continue inbound for runway two-six left.”

      “Inbound two-six left, eight-zero Quebec” Hank repeated.

      Spud was silent, watching and listening.

      “80 Quebec, contact tower, one-one-eight-point-three.”

      “Contact tower, 118.3, eight-zero Quebec.”

      Spud watched her reset the radio.

      “El Paso Tower, November 4380 Quebec, inbound two-six-left.”

      “Eight zero Quebec, cleared to land, two-six left.”

      “Cleared to land two-six left, eight-zero Quebec.”

      Hank brought the Archer smoothly into the runway. Spud was almost expecting a rough landing, but she surprised him by putting the airplane down gently on the runway, decelerating and turning off when instructed on a taxiway.

      “He practically put us right next to the FBO,” she said. “Nice. Cloud tells me lots of pilots are intimidated by airports this large, but I really love this. It gives me a lot of confidence to be able to come in to an airport of this size and have the guys in the tower not think I’m a novice.”

      Having been granted her taxi clearance, she proceeded in to the general aviation ramp. Shutting down and getting out, she ordered fuel and waited to watch and ensure the airplane was fueled as she had requested, then went into the FBO, Spud on her heels.

      “I saw that you have a shuttle service. Can we get you to take us to Carlos and Mickey’s?” she asked at the front desk.

      “One of us will take you in our crew van,” the girl at the desk replied.

      “So, is this place, Carlos and Mickey’s, supposed to be good?” Spud asked.

      “My former FBI contacts here swore by it for Mexican food,” she said.

      “And this isn’t going to be something that’s going to have me soaking my butt in ice water tomorrow?”

      Hank laughed. “I didn’t think the enchiladas would have anyone soaking their butts in ice water. I really did tone them down by Southwest standards.”

      “And is this place toned down?”

      “You’re an initiate now, Spud,” Hank chuckled. “Chili is addictive. Besides,” she said, “how do you think I got so hot-blooded?”

      Spud smiled genuinely for the first time since he’d gotten aboard the airplane. “Then how did I get so hot-blooded?”

      “I fed you some enchiladas with Hatch green chili on them.”

      “I see. It wasn’t the dress after all,” Spud said, referring to the lipstick red satin dress Mike had made for Hank when she first arrived in the unit.

      “A little green chili, a little red gown...”

      “You’re conniving.”

      “I am. And the crew van is here.”

      They climbed in and were driven to the restaurant, Hank describing some of the typical Mexican fare that was found in the area. Sitting down with menus, Hank ordered queso fundido. “With green chili,” she added.

      “Wait a minute. The green is the hot,” Spud protested.

      Hank shook her head. “Relax, Spud. The cheese tones it down.”

      “The way your enchiladas were toned down?”

      “You don’t have to eat it. But I’m hungry.”

      Spud sighed. “Good enough. What should I order?”

      “Try the Revolution combo. There’s a little bit of everything in it.”

      “And it won’t send me straight to the bathroom when we get back to the complex?”

      “Spud,” she whispered, leaning to him, “why is it you’re so adventurous in bed but you’re not adventurous when it comes to food?”

      “That’s a different kind of hot.”

      “Trust me,” she said, sitting back. “I’m not trying to kill you.”

      Could have fooled me.

      She sat dipping corn chips into the queso. “Sure you don’t want some of this?”

      Spud looked at her skeptically.

      “Try just a little.”

      He cocked his head slightly to one side, the skeptical look still there.

      She scooped up a little of the queso with a chip and, making an airplane noise like parents use when feeding their infants, approached his mouth with it.

      Annoyed, he said, “So now I get the baby treatment?”

      “Don’t act like one and I won’t treat you like one.”

      He snorted and took the chip from her. Still regarding it skeptically, he took a bite off of a corner.

      “That’s not bad.” He stuffed the rest in his mouth and chomped on it.

      “I told you I wasn’t trying to kill you.”

      “You’ve admitted you’re conniving, and you expect me to trust you?”

      “So, it’s my fault.”

      “Yes, it is,” he said, dipping a chip into the cheese and popping it in his mouth.

      The waiter arrived and put plates of food in front of them. Spud noticed that Hank had ordered the same thing she’d recommended to him, and also that she passed a napkin she’d been writing on to the waiter.

      “Could you get the kitchen to do all of this up to go?” she asked the waiter. “I’ve got a bunch of friends who have no idea what good Tex-Mex tastes like.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “You know the guys aren’t going to trust you to eat that,” Spud said.

      “Sure they will. Because you’re going to tell them it’s good. And you’re going to eat it, too.”

      “And you think they’re going to trust me? Word is, someone corrupted me and I’m no longer to be trusted. Someone like you.”

      “Then they can eat air-popped popcorn and you and I can feast.” She pointed at his plate. “I suggest you eat the tamale first. They have a tendency to be pretty mild.”

      He picked it up with his fingers and went to take a bite.

      “Take the corn husk off first, Spud.” Then she laughed. “You know, a former President tried that one once, too.”

      “Alright, I admit: I’ve not spent enough time in the desert Southwest to be very Mexican food savvy.”

      She grinned at him. “I’m trying to get you there.”

      They continued eating, her suggesting eat item in order of increasing spiciness, until he’d eaten everything.

      “That was a lot of food,” he said.

      “And Spud is such a good boy,” she said, teasing. “He ate it aaaaall up.”

      “I’m going to slap you.”

      “Sounds kinky. Let’s do that later.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” Spud said.

      “Who corrupts who there?” Hank asked. “Grab the bags,” she added as the waiter came out with the extra food she’d ordered, “And let’s get this paid for and head back.”
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        * * *

      

      “Who has dinner duty tonight?” Edge asked.

      “It’s supposed to be Hank, but I don’t think she and Spud are back from El Paso yet,” Voice muttered. He was still mostly concentrating on his tablet, not happy with the progress on the new communications routine he was trying to get Hal programmed for.

      “Never fear, dinner is here,” Spud said, coming into Level 3, bags of Mexican food in his hands and Hank on his heels.

      “What is it?” Amigo asked.

      “Tex-Mex.”

      Amigo said “Fantastic!” while being backed up by a chorus of the others who were all saying, “No, no, no! We’re not falling for that one again.”

      “This is good Tex-Mex. Not Taco Chick,” Hank said.

      “Says the woman who didn’t warn us about Taco Chick,” Cloud observed.

      “Did I recommend them?” Hank demanded.

      “No, but you’re also the one who didn’t warn us about the green chili being hot when you made enchiladas,” Cloud retorted.

      “I assuredly did  warn you that the green is the hot,” Hank protested.

      “Yeah, she did,” Voice muttered, face still in his tablet.

      “She didn’t warn us that it’s hot going in and out,” Crow countered.

      “I did before it actually made its way out,” Hank said through her laughter.

      “And I thank you so much for that,” Crow said sarcastically.

      “Look. Just try it. Spud ate the same stuff for lunch, and he’s not dead, is he?”

      “Sure hope you cleaned up the interior of the Archer real well,” Edge mused.

      “She’s not shitting you,” Spud said. “In either sense of the word.”

      “Like we should trust you,” Voice muttered, making a couple of commands on his tablet.

      “Do I smell Tex-Mex?” asked Doc Rich coming into the cafeteria.

      “Yup. Hank’s intent on poisoning us again,” Cloud said, scowling.

      “Did you bring that back from El Paso?” Doc Rich asked.

      “Yeah,” Hank replied.

      “Where did you get it?”

      “Carlos and Mickey’s.”

      “Carlos and Mickey’s? Oh, am I glad I got tasked with Medical on this one,” Doc Rich said.

      “You know the place?” Cloud asked.

      “They do great Tex-Mex,” Doc Rich replied.

      Doc Rich now had the complete attention of the team.

      “How is it you know about Carlos and Mickey’s? Voice asked.

      “That’s right. None of you know,” Doc Rich replied. “I was stationed in El Paso.”

      “Really? You were in the military?” Voice asked.

      “Medical Corps. I was at William Beaumont Army Medical Center. Chief of Orthopedic Surgery.”

      “For real,” Spud said. “I gather you would have been a colonel?”

      “Bird variety,” Doc Rich said. “Seems like a million years ago. Oddity there, is I also died. Just like you guys.”

      “So how did you die?” Voice asked.

      “I volunteered to be deployed to Afghanistan and died in a helicopter crash.”

      Spud got a questioning look. “How did they explain the crew not dying?”

      “The crew did die,” Doc Rich said. “It was a real helicopter crash. I’m the only one who survived.”

      Everyone stared at her.

      “Those doctors who work on the front lines are amazing,” she said. “I was pretty bad when they got to me. A bunch of broken ribs, a pneumothorax... I truly thought I’d had it. While I was in the hospital after being medevac’ed to Landstuhl, I got a visit. Seems the unit felt they needed an orthopedic surgeon, too. And after seeing how the guys at the front line worked, and the amount of expertise they had to have to take care of all the casualties, I felt the unit would challenge me more than going back to a medcen and doing nothing but orthopedics. So I ‘disappeared’ from Landstuhl, and they sent a ‘messy corpse’ back home in a metal casket. I’m buried at the national cemetery there at Fort Bliss.” She looked at Hank. “Pretty much what happened to you, Hank – only a little more realistic. But in my case, I just got a  new identity, and I continue to live above deck.”

      “But you’re Support,” Hank said. “Why did you die and disappear?”

      Doc Rich laughed. “You might as easily ask, ‘Why did you volunteer to go to Afghanistan?’” Doc Rich’s expression turned sad. “I was married and in an abusive relationship. It was bad. The broken ribs I got in Afghanistan weren’t the first. I was fed up, but you can’t very well escape someone when the Army has you tied to a place for three or four years at a time. He’d keep showing up, crying how he was so sorry and how he’d changed. And I guess even people with a medical degree can be really stupid, because I’d keep letting him back into my life. So, when they needed someone for Afghanistan, I raised my hand. Which, I guess, tells you how bad my marriage was, that I was willing to go to a warfront rather than stay home with the man who was abusing me. And when the unit approached me, I thought, ‘Even better.’ I asked them if they could make me disappear, we talked a bit about it and I explained my situation, and they said, ‘Sure.’ I became Lois Richardson, got moved far away from the bastard, and have never looked back. He doesn’t know where I am, I don’t know where he is, and I don’t care to know.

      “Since then, it’s been a whole new learning curve and a whole different set of challenges. Ones I enjoy, with people I can respect the same way I respected the men and women in the Army.

      “You know, Spud, when Hank showed up one day with a big bruise on her leg and I saw on the biometrics that the two of you had been together, I thought I was seeing the same thing I’d gone through. And if it had been, I can guarantee you, I’d have booted you into Leavenworth faster than you could have said, ‘What the?’ And the former fraternization rule would have made it all too easy. Doc Andy had to explain it to me.

      “Since the rule change, all of us in Medical have noticed how the relationship between the two of you affects the team for the better. I’ll admit, it’s affected me for the better as well. I think of you like my daughter, Hank. The one I never had.”

      “So, there weren’t any children involved,” Hank said.

      “No. I had a tubal ligation – just like you, only the old-fashioned way. I didn’t want to risk bringing a child into that relationship. So, I made damned sure I wouldn’t. But I hope one day, after the two of you are all done with the unit, that you’ll take me up on what we discussed.”

      “What was that?” Crow asked.

      Doc Rich looked at Hank, then Spud, then Hank and Spud looked at each other. The two of them smiled. “Should we tell them?” Hank asked.

      “They’re our brothers. I think it’s ok if they know,” Spud answered.

      “Doc Rich told us that it’s possible for the two of us to have a baby if we want one. Once we’re out of the unit, of course.”

      “How? You’ve both been sterilized, haven’t you?” Amigo asked. “Isn’t that one of the conditions of being a ‘spousal unit,’ as the reg calls it?”

      “It is, and we were,” Hank said. “But Doc Rich explained that we both continue to produce what’s needed – they just can’t get together. But we could have in vitro fertilization done later, after we leave. My egg, Spud’s sperm, our baby.”

      “My grandchild,” Doc Rich said, smiling.

      The faces of the other team members all held excited grins. “We could all be uncles!” Amigo exclaimed.

      “One big, happy, not-always-dysfunctional family,” Edge said.

      “We’ll see if that holds true tomorrow,” Cloud said. “Because either Amigo and Hank will kill all the rest of us off in the training exercise, or we’ll apprehend them. Or kill them first.”

      “I’m continually amazed by the people in this unit,” Hank said.

      “Me, too,” Doc Rich said. “But right now, I’m hungry. Heat that stuff up, Hank. I’m starving!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Hank and Amigo made their way with their gear up through an arroyo and then over rocks and through mesquites and creosote bushes. Picking through the terrain, they found what they considered to be a defendable position and settled into setting up to engage the other unit members as they pursued them.

      “The key here is going to be to keep moving,” Hank said. “We don’t know what they’re prepared to use. For all we know, they’ve already tracked us with drones.”

      “I’m hoping they won’t deploy drones until they get closer to us,” Amigo said. “We left a pretty obvious trail of footsteps up the arroyo. If they follow them, then we can pick at least one of them off as they follow the route. If they don’t figure out that we’ve led them into a trap, maybe we can get another before they get savvy.”

      Hank looked around. “We should plan which way we’re going to bug out.” Looking up the hillside, she noted a cedar. “Right there. When it’s time to bug, that’s where we’ll go. Then you find us another spot to hunker down and engage them, and I’ll keep them busy ducking.” She checked her gear. “At some point, I figure we’re going to have to go to .308, and maybe even handguns. But I want to start out with as much distance between them and us as I can, so I’ll start with long-distance shots with the .338 Lapua mag. But at some point, I’m going to want to rebarrel the Sako, too.”

      “You can get that done fast enough?”

      Hank laughed. “I’ve been hiding down in the Level 9 utility area and practicing it ever since we finalized that we’d be doing a ‘sniper versus snooper’ instead of a ‘hound and hare’.”

      “Well, now we just wait.”

      Hank laid draped over her rifle, binoculars in hand, scanning the arroyo and the areas around it. Amigo laid slightly to the side and behind, watching through binoculars as well.

      “Movement,” Amigo said.

      Hank saw it as well: two of the other five team members making their way carefully up the arroyo, trying to maintain as much concealment and cover as possible.

      “Good boys,” Hank whispered. “They’re wary. They figure it’s a trap.”

      “Where are the others?” Amigo muttered. “All I see are Crow and Cloud.”

      Hank had the same thought, and was scanning the areas to either side of the arroyo. “Just like us, they can communicate among themselves,” she said. “The others are probably well behind, or off to either side. And keep in mind: they have Hal. For this exercise, we don’t. All we have is biometrics between us – and that’s just a safety precaution.”

      She settled on her rifle and aimed in on the arroyo ahead of where they had last seen Crow and Cloud. “Give me a distance, Amigo,” she whispered.

      “Seven hundred fifty yards.”

      Seeing the top of Crow’s head, she tracked him with her rifle. When she could see the side of his face, she said, “Sending.”

      The equipment created a pop nearly identical to the sound an actual round would make leaving the suppressed barrel of her Sako. She watched as Crow’s head disappeared. “And we don’t get to know if he just heard the round and ducked or if that was a fatal hit,” she murmured to Amigo. “The only way we’ll know is if we don’t see him following us anymore.”

      In his earpiece, Crow heard a tone, followed by Hal saying, “Fatal hit recorded. Team member eliminated.”

      “Shit.” He dropped to the ground and laid there.

      Cloud dropped to the dirt in the bottom of the arroyo and crawled over to Crow. At the same time, a flashing icon appeared on the other members of the “snooper” team, showing the location of their fallen team member. As Cloud approached Crow, he saw a flashing red light showing just below the edge of Crow’s helmet on the fabric. “Got you with a head shot,” he told Crow. Being “dead,” Crow could make no response.

      “Go, go, go,” Hank whispered to Amigo, setting out for the chosen cedar tree. “It’s for certain they’ll be using Hal to figure out where the shot came from.”

      True to Hank’s prediction, Cloud said, “Hal, determine location of shot origin.” On the pursuit team’s watches, a flashing blue dot appeared.

      “Team, they took the high ground,” Cloud said. He looked at the bank of the arroyo, asking himself if he should climb over and head straight for the location Hal had determined. Thinking better of the idea, believing he’d be shot if he exposed himself, he continued up the arroyo, hunched over as he moved to avoid showing any of his profile.

      Gaining their next location behind the cedar tree, Hank settled down again, wedging the barrel of the Sako between two boulders at the tree’s base and scanning with the rifle’s scope. Cloud is somewhere in the arroyo, where are the other three? Continuing to scan, she picked up movement below.

      “Movement. To our left, off the arroyo, about one hundred and fifty yards from it.”

      Amigo looked and grinned. “Distance approximately 550 yards,” he said. “And guess who?”

      Hank grinned. “Spud.” She aimed in on him, choosing a hit location right over his heart. “Sorry, hon,” she said. “Sending.”

      In his earpiece, Spud heard, “Nonfatal shot recorded. Team member incapacitated for ten minutes.”

      “Shit.” He looked over his body and saw the laser gear recording the hit right over his heart. Lying down, he muttered, “Yeah, that would knock me down for a while, even if the vest does save my life.”

      From her vantage point, Hank was readjusting her aim, setting her crosshairs on Spud’s throat. “And just so you don’t suffer, we’ll finish you while you’re unconscious,” she murmured. “Sending.”

      In his earpiece, Spud heard, “Fatal hit recorded. Team member eliminated.” He stayed lying where he was. I’ll bet that was Amigo. Hank wouldn’t just finish me off like that.

      “Which way?” Hank asked Amigo.

      “You go right, I’ll go left,” Amigo said, unslinging his rifle. “They’ve spread out, so maybe if we split up we can get the rest of them without them getting both of us.” He pointed upward to a cluster of rocks and small trees. “There’s your spot. Good luck – from now on, we’re on our own.”

      “Hal, determine origin of shot,” Cloud said, having seen the flashing red dot recording Spud’s elimination. He noted that it didn’t correspond to the last determined position.

      “Team, they’re moving,” Cloud said.

      “Team, that was predictable. Snipers are sneaky bastards,” Voice said. “Deploying dragonflies.” Voice took two of the tiny drones from a pocket in his tactical vest and activated them. Giving commands via Hal, he said, “Five hundred yards, thirty degrees right dragonfly one, thirty degrees left dragonfly two, hover, infrared, seek.”

      The dragonflies sped off on their assigned paths while the pursuit team stayed where they were, watching the infrared images from the two drones on their watches. When the drones halted, the team watched as the images slowly rotated clockwise.

      “Hal, suppress locations coinciding with team,” Voice said, continuing to direct the drones.

      The drones identified two spots with blue dots.

      “Team, we have them,” Voice said. “Hal, dragonfly one, tag north target. Dragonfly two, tag south target. Dragonfly one, dragonfly two, follow targets.” He watched as the two drones sped off in the direction of the two blue dots, a tiny flashing yellow dot showing their progress toward their respective prey.

      Hank clamored over rocks and through scrub, feeling for certain Voice had already put the drones in pursuit. My only chance is to hide somewhere where the dragonflies can’t get an infrared readout from me. She jumped over a cluster of rocks and wedged herself behind a huge boulder.

      Seeing the infrared tag disappear, Voice commanded, “Hal, pin location of last infrared signal dragonfly one.” A blue dot with a stem that looked like a pin appeared on his watch face. “Hal, continue pursuit, dragonfly two. Dragonfly one initiate grid search.” He watched as one of the dragonflies continued to follow a tagged infrared signature while the other flew first left, then advanced slightly forward, then flew right, repeating the pattern as it proceeded in the direction of the last tagged position of its infrared return.

      “Team, I’ve got Amigo,” Edge said. Having noted he was closest to one of the infrared returns, he had made his way to intercept and had gained visual contact with Amigo. He made his way stealthily across to where Amigo was hunched down, scanning the area downhill with his binoculars. Coming up behind him, he grabbed him with an arm around his throat.

      “Drop it,” Edge commanded.

      Amigo decided to fight instead.

      Edge squeezed his arm tighter, grabbing Amigo’s rifle from him while he did so, and driving Amigo to his knees. He then lowered Amigo’s upper body to the ground and, planting a knee in his back, grabbed one of Amigo’s hands and handcuffed it, then yanked his other hand over and cuffed both hands behind Amigo’s back.

      “And I’ll just relieve you of a few other things,” Edge said, grinning and taking Amigo’s handgun from him, followed by his knife.

      “I didn’t hurt ya, did I?” Edge asked.

      “Just my pride.”

      “Team, suspect apprehended,” Edge announced to the two remaining pursuers.

      “Team, one down, one to go,” Voice said. “Hal, dragonfly two, rendezvous with dragonfly one, initiate dual grid search.” He watched as the tiny yellow dot identifying the second drone flew toward the first.

      Hank was still wedged behind the boulder, not daring to expose herself to the dragonfly drone. Let’s see how Voice did this search routine. Will the dragonfly just fly right over, or will it look behind itself? She silently hoped that Amigo had also managed to evade the drone she felt certain was following him. She stiffened, hearing the buzz of the drone as it neared her position. Sounds like it’s just on the other side of the boulder.

      Deciding to chance it, she leapt up and, seeing the drone flying toward her, snatched it out of the air. “Gotcha,” she muttered, and shoved it into a Faraday box she carried in a cargo pocket.

      Voice saw the drone’s icon disappear, followed by the second dragonfly enter into a hover. “Well, there’s something I’ve got to work on,” he muttered. “Hal, pin location of dragonfly one last signal.” Another blue pin appeared on his watch face. “Dragonfly two, proceed to pin. Initiate grid search.”

      Hank turned and began to run back downhill. Bet you’re thinking I’ll just keep going up. She hunkered down and waited to see if there was a second drone tracking her. Seeing the second dragonfly arrive at her last position and then turn uphill, she chuckled and turned back downhill, dashing through brush and over rocks. Seeing a drop below her, she judged whether she could drop over it and not get hurt. Deciding she could, she dropped over the edge – and straight into Cloud, knocking him to the ground and ending up on the ground herself.

      Cloud reached out and grabbed her by an ankle as she tried to scramble away from him. She rolled to expose her 1911 so she could train it on him, but as she did she noticed he already had his handgun trained on her.

      “Let me see your hands,” Cloud commanded.

      Lying on her back, she raised them over her head.

      “Over on your stomach,” Cloud said, reholstering his handgun.

      She rolled, but as she did so she got her knees underneath her and tried to scramble away again.

      Reaching out and grabbing the waistband of her pants, Cloud dragged her toward him. “Stop resisting!” he said, grabbing a hand and pinning it to the small of her back while straddling her and sitting on her, pinning her to the ground.

      She kicked up with a boot, catching him in the back. Rolling and kicking in an attempt to escape brought her face-to-face with Voice, who grabbed her and threw her back on her stomach, pinning her arm to the ground with his knee. Cloud then grabbed her other arm and pinned it to the small of her back, putting a handcuff on it. Voice then twisted her free arm back so the other wrist could be cuffed.

      Still sitting on her, Cloud said, “Shit, Hank. You fight like a banshee.”

      “So did at least half of the perps I dealt with when I was still in the FBI,” she replied.

      “Team, second suspect apprehended,” Cloud said. “Hal, remove icon suppression.” The location of all seven team members showed on each person’s watch face.

      “Team, rendezvous at the van,” Voice said. “Hal, Dragonfly two, return.” He watched as the dragonfly’s icon sped toward him.

      They started walking downhill, back toward the arroyo they had initially followed.

      “You going to take off the handcuffs?” Hank asked.

      “Nope. You’ll run,” Cloud said. “Besides, it’s going to give me great pleasure to deliver you to Spud in handcuffs.”

      Voice laughed. “That will likely give them some idea of what kind of play to engage in tonight,” he said, getting Cloud laughing as well.

      “I can hear it now,” Cloud laughed. “Spud’s gonna say, ‘You know what we do to perps like you?’ And Hank’s gonna say, ‘No, oh, oh, OH!’”

      Hank could feel her face flush red.

      “Lookit her blush,” Cloud laughed, getting Voice joining him.

      They caught up with Edge and Amigo, who were ahead of them in the arroyo.

      “How come she’s still in handcuffs?” Amigo asked.

      “We’re helping Spud get a jump on tonight’s festivities,” Voice said, laughing.

      Amigo and Edge both laughed. That’s right. Totally humiliate me, she thought.

      Arriving back at the van, they saw Crow and Spud had made it there ahead of them.

      “Is there a reason my wife is still in handcuffs?” Spud asked.

      “She’s a flight risk,” Cloud said. “Besides, we’ve all heard about those little games married couples play and thought we’d get you started.” Spud grinned while the others had a good laugh and Hank turned another shade of red.

      “Who shot me?” Crow asked.

      Hank twisted her hands around until one could be seen and waggled her fingers.

      “Distance?”

      “Seven hundred and fifty yards,” she said.

      “A head shot at seven hundred and fifty yards,” Crow repeated. “Let’s hope we don’t have any perps out there that good.”

      “And who shot me?” Spud asked.

      Hank wiggled her fingers at him as well, saying, “Twice.”

      “You killed me, too?”

      “All’s fair in love and war?” she queried.

      “My own wife killed me. Knocked me down, then shot me through the throat. Leave her in cuffs. Put her in the van,” Spud ordered.

      “Spud...”

      “And I don’t want to hear a peep out of you, woman.” He grinned at her, and even though she knew he was playing with her, she couldn’t quell her feeling of embarrassment.

      They rode back to the silo complex in silence, the men all grinning, Hank with a look of resigned defeat. Taking her from the van, Spud led her, still in handcuffs, through the entrance and into the medical area.

      Doc Rich turned and, seeing Hank in handcuffs being led in by Spud and followed by the rest of the team, gave them all a questioning look.

      “I’ll get our guns put away, Hank,” Amigo said, heading for the weapons locker.

      With a little grin on her face, Doc Rich asked, “Spud?”

      “I’ve finally figured out how to control her,” Spud said by way of explanation, heading for the tunnel that led into the silo proper where the team’s quarters were located.

      Doc Rich chuckled and shook her head. “Hal, suppress biometrics FT6 and FT7.”

      Making their way to his quarters, Spud led her inside, still handcuffed.

      “Alright, Spud. Enough is enough,” she said.

      He undid one wrist. Then he started to remove her clothes until he had her stripped to the waist.

      “I’m such a bad cop,” he said, stripping himself to the waist as well. Then he tugged on the loose handcuff and cuffed his wrist to hers.

      “Those guys would give you ideas,” she said. “And you’d better hope you’ve got a key, or instead of just me being embarrassed, it will be both of us.”

      He pulled one from his pocket, and pulling her by her handcuffed hand, set it on the bed stand. Then he pulled the rest of her clothing off of her, dropping his on the floor beside them.

      “Oh,” she sighed as he began making love to her, “you’re such a good cop.”
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        * * *

      

      “It looks like everyone’s here,” Spud said to the gathered group in the common area of the Roswell complex. “Time to take a close look at our recent training exercise and note what went well along with what could be done better.”

      Edge spoke up first. “Probably the best thing that worked for the snoopers,” he said, “was not just following the trail up the arroyo. We correctly deduced that it might be a trap, as evidenced by Crow’s hole in his head.”

      Crow winced. “Yeah, she got me. So, on the other hand, when you know it might be a trap, it’s a good idea to keep your damned head down.”

      “The problem with that,” Cloud said, “is that if you never take a look, you never know where your suspect is.”

      “That might be where we could use the drones a little better,” Voice said. “I can see a couple of areas where some drone programming could make things go smoother. One was when Hank took out one of the drones and I’d asked the other drone to join it and have the two drones work together on the grid search. When the signal from the first dragonfly disappeared, the second one just went into hover. I should have default programming so that if we lose a drone and have asked a second drone to work with it, the second will automatically go to the location where the first disappeared and continue to perform the assigned task on its own.

      “For what we were just discussing, it might be worth having a dragonfly overhead to do the looking. That way, no one has to risk sticking their head up in the line of fire.”

      “The dragonflies were the most effective thing when it came to capturing the snipers,” Amigo said. “The infrared tracking made it tough to evade them. That, of course, let Edge determine he was close enough to me to intercept me.”

      “Which reminds me,” Hank said. “It seems Voice has two quarters that belong to me.”

      “What do you mean, to you?” Amigo asked. “You got captured.”

      “You got captured first. The quarters are mine. I won the bet.”

      “On a friggin’ technicality,” Amigo protested as Hank took the quarters from Voice.

      Continuing, she said, “It’s true the drones were effective, but in my case, we see they can be evaded. You just have to hide behind something that hides your infrared signature.

      “The second thing I saw with regard to the drones in my case was operating according to an assumption. The first assumption was that a suspect wouldn’t recognize that there’s something unusual about a dragonfly making a straight line flight. And the fact that it continued on the grid search routine and flew straight for me allowed me to just grab it right out of the air. Because it’s graphene, a suspect might not be able to destroy it, but all I would have needed to do to incapacitate it is stick it under a rock.

      “The second assumption was that a suspect would just continue on a path similar to one they’d already taken. When the second drone continued its grid search, I watched it turn uphill, which is the direction we’d been moving. The minute I saw it do that, I decided to double back. Maybe if the drones were programmed to do a spiral search rather than a rectangular grid, that would work better. After all, a suspect can choose to escape in any direction.”

      “Another thing might be to have the drone stay a certain distance away from a target once one is acquired,” Spud said. “Hank wouldn’t have been able to grab one if it had gone into hover the minute it approached her and acquired an infrared signature.”

      “We’ll probably have to accept some vulnerability when it comes to the drones,” Crow said. “Hank heard it and was able to jump up and ambush it. It’s likely that a suspect who has figured out that they’re not looking at a real insect but a mechanical drone will think to use the same tactic. I don’t see how we can counteract that.”

      “Unless it can be programmed to act like the real thing. If you’ve ever tried to catch a real dragonfly, you know they can be pretty quick at evading you. They just speed out of reach when they see your hand coming.”

      Voice was taking notes on his tablet. “These are all good observations on the dragonflies’ capabilities and weaknesses. I think I can get all this programming done and loaded into Hal so when a command is given to the dragonflies, they’ll also have evasion capability. I’ll admit that some of the things you’ve all noted are my own fault. When a drone executes a program that behaves according to an assumption, it’s because the programmer made the assumption.”

      “On the grid search, it might be better to program the dragonflies to climb a bit so they can get a look at a bit more terrain when trying to re-acquire a suspect,” Crow observed. “If the dragonfly tracking Hank had climbed, it might have been able to see where Hank was hiding.”

      “Climb,” Voice muttered, adding another note on his tablet. “Maybe it would be better for the dragonflies to simply track at a higher altitude. One out of arm’s reach.”

      “On a different note, we saw the utility of using a sweep line as well as tracking during this exercise,” Cloud said. “Admittedly, tracking got Crow a hole in his head, but I’m sure Spud was a harder target to hit.”

      “We caught his movement,” Amigo said. “Once we had that, we had him.”

      “But you didn’t catch Edge’s movement, which is how he got you,” Crow observed.

      “Yeah. That business of operating according to an assumption cuts both ways,” Amigo admitted. “I assumed all of you were still below us. I didn’t stop to think that there might be someone outflanking us. So, I was just plain looking in the wrong direction.”

      “I assumed our perps would be concentrating on the arroyo,” Spud admitted. “I probably wasn’t being as careful about maintaining concealment and cover as I should have been.”

      “And my ability to make the kill points out a vulnerability of our body armor,” Hank said. “Arms and legs aren’t armored, but then a shot into an arm or leg isn’t generally going to be lethal, either – unless you get lucky and catch an artery that allows the victim to bleed out. So, you get the person down, but not out. They’re still capable of fighting. My tactic with Spud was to knock him out, then make the lethal shot while he was down. Hence the shot to the chest. The vest might stop the round, but the concussion alone will knock someone down and take the wind out of them. Once incapacitated, they’re lying still. Then you can make the one lethal shot you really have, which is through the neck, where we have no armor. We might want to get Mike to add the graphene armor to the neck. We can’t always assume that our adversaries aren’t going to be accomplished marksmen.”

      “It looks like we’re going to have plenty to occupy our time once we get back to Quantico,” Spud said. “I’m going to suggest everyone relax for the rest of the day and get a good night’s sleep so we can get everything packed up tomorrow and get back to Virginia. Which reminds me.” He reached into a pocket and took out a pair of handcuffs. “I believe these belong to you, Cloud?” He held them out, a smile on his face.

      Cloud grinned from ear to ear. “Did you have fun?”

      Spud grinned back. “I’ll never tell.”

      Everyone turned and looked at Hank. She sat looking at where her hand rested on the tabletop, a smile on her face.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve got three hours before dinner. Let’s go rockhounding.”

      Spud looked at Hank skeptically.

      “If you don’t want to go, I can go by myself.” She holstered her 1911 and tucked it under her jacket.

      “If this is such a safe endeavor, why are you carrying?” he asked.

      “Habit. When I used to wander around alone a lot adding to my collection, I always felt better having my little friend along for the ride.”

      “Ah,” Spud reflected, remembering the glass case full of mineral specimens that Hank had delivered when she first arrived in the unit. “So what’s in Roswell that’s so special?”

      “Pecos diamonds.”

      “Really? You can find diamonds out here?”

      “They’re not really diamonds,” Hank explained. “They’re quartz crystals. Doubly-terminated quartz. The ones here are usually colored, unlike the ones found in other areas, like New York, that are clear. They call those Herkimer diamonds.”

      “I see.”

      Hank scowled at him. “I told you that you didn’t have to come.”

      Spud sighed. “Picking up rocks really isn’t my thing, but I can see that it’s yours, so I’ll go along.”

      They made their way out to one of the vans and Hank got in to drive.

      “I take it you know where you’re going?”

      She stabbed him with her eyes. “No, of course not. I’m just going to fucking drive around while you hang your head out the window and look for them, given you have no idea what a fucking Pecos diamond is.”

      Sounds like it’s time to shut up, Spud.

      She took a left onto US 285 and headed south into Roswell, then took another left and headed east out of Roswell on US 380. “And here we are,” she muttered, taking a left onto a dirt road.

      Spud thought to make a comment, but decided it would be better to just keep the thought to himself. If we get lost, we can call on Hal.

      “You east coast guys all think a road has to be paved in order to find your way around,” she commented, as if reading his mind. “Dirt roads are more common out here in the middle of Nowhere, New Mexico than paved ones. It’s just a matter of keeping your bearings and paying attention to landmarks. I’m going to handle this like a right-hand maze.”

      She took the first right and drove until they came to an open spot. “This doesn’t look promising,” she said. “Probably was a crane head location at one point.”

      “Crane head?”

      “Crane head pump. This is oil country. They’re commonly used at drill sites.”

      “Oh.”

      “Which reminds me: if you smell rotten eggs and I haven’t done a quick about face, let me know. Some of the wells will give off hydrogen sulfide gas. It’s deadly.”

      “And here I thought rockhounding was safe,” Spud said.

      She laughed. “Yeah. If you know what to be careful not to mess with.”

      She turned and drove back out, taking a right back onto the original road she’d been traveling. Coming to another right- hand turn, she took the road and travelled along it, eventually coming to a location with a tank in it.

      “Well head. The surrounding area looks marginally more promising, but I think I want to explore a bit more.”

      Hope we don’t run out of gas.

      She backtracked again and took a right on the original road once more. Continuing to meander through the dirt roads, she finally settled on an area.

      “Now we get out and hike around a bit.”

      Sounds exciting. Spud rolled his eyes.

      Hank jumped out of the van and headed out through the brush, paying attention to her feet. Spud stuck his hands in his pockets and followed her.

      “Wow. Look here!” she exclaimed.

      Spud walked up next to her and looked where she was looking. The ground was littered with pink and white stones.

      “Ok. What am I looking at?”

      She turned and stared at him, hands on her hips. “You mean to tell me you can’t see them?”

      “What? The pink and white pebbles?”

      “These pink and white pebbles. And these red ones, and these purple ones.” She bent down and pointed. “Here’s a nice one.” Picking up a small stone, she handed it to him.

      He took it and looked at it. It was shaped like a six-sided capsule, with a six-sided point at each end. “This is a Pecos diamond?”

      “That’s one,” she muttered, walking bent over and picking up small stones as she went. “Here’s another one. Take a look at this.”

      She handed him another, only this time it sprouted smaller six-sided points around its middle as well as the two six-sided ends.

      “Oh, gotta have this one,” she said, plucking a stone from the ground by prying it up with a fingernail. She held it out for him. “Purple. You don’t often see the purple ones. Bet I’ll find some red ones out here as well.”

      She meandered around through the brush, picking up stones, Spud occasionally taking a glance back to make sure he could still see the van. We’ll get lost out here, and we’ll have to ask Hal how to find the van. At least we’ve got the bum tickers. Without them, someone might find our skeletons a decade from now.

      “Ok. I think I have enough to pick out the nicest for my collection.”

      Thank you, Jesus.

      She headed back on a beeline trek through the brush, occasionally bending down to retrieve yet one more stone. Arriving back at the van, they climbed in and she retraced their path.

      “I’m curious about this,” she said, noting an open area to the right as they drove back out of the area. She steered into it and parked the van. Getting out, she and Spud walked through the area.

      “It’s another abandoned missile site,” she said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. This was a Nike site.” She walked over to an area and pointed out a spot. “This is one of the spots from which a missile was launched. From the looks of it, there were six launchers here. We’re probably standing on top of what was the magazine.”

      “Magazine?”

      “Yeah. These sites had multiple missiles that could be launched from each launcher. Each missile had a single warhead. They were designed to take out high-flying aircraft with an aerial nuclear burst. I guess if they were planting things other than corn in Nebraska and had Atlas missiles here as well, it would be as good a place as anywhere to plant some Nikes, too. And there’s the active missile silos that are just west of the airport. I don’t know if you noticed them, but we flew right over them on the way to El Paso.” She stuck her hands in her pockets. “Mutually Assured Destruction. MAD, for short. I don’t think we’re far away from that even now, when we’ve supposedly disarmed a lot of our nuclear arsenal.” She shook her head. “Well. I can stand here and muse, or we can go eat with the rest of the team.”
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      “That’s the last of the gear?” Crow asked, putting bags in the aft cargo area of the Latitude.

      “Everything except my flight bag and Edge’s,” Hank said.

      “Good deal. You guys feel good about getting the Archer back to Stafford?”

      “Getting another five-and-a-half hours of cross-country toward our instrument requirements? What’s not to feel good about?” Hank asked.

      Spud walked over and wrapped his arms around her. “Have a safe flight,” he said.

      Keeping him close, she asked, “Are you worried?”

      He kissed her. “Someone once tossed me on my ass to teach me she could hold her own. I think she can hold her own with this as well.” He took his arms from around her and turned toward the Latitude. Turning back, he said, “See you in Virginia.”

      “Saddle up, everyone,” Cloud said from the foot of the airstair.

      “That doesn’t make you a little nervous?” Amigo asked Spud, settling into the seat across the aisle from him.

      “I’m naturally always a little nervous when it comes to things Hank,” Spud replied. “But if I tried to put her in a box, she’d hate it. And hate me for doing it. It would change her, and I’m not sure it would change her into a woman who would still love me. Which would be my own fault.”

      Overhearing, Cloud added, “Besides, she shot him during the training exercise. Twice.”

      Spud made a dismissive motion with his hand. “She was being a good perp for the sake of the exercise. You can’t expect a perp to spare you. Not if they’re intent on escaping.”

      “Which I found out the hard way,” Cloud remarked. “She kicked the shit out of me trying to evade capture. The good news is that Doc Rich says all the bruises are healing nicely.” He headed for the cockpit. Turning back a moment, he added, “At least she didn’t give me a boot in the face, or she’d probably have a couple more teeth in that little bag of hers.”

      Amigo was looking out the window toward the runway. “There they go. Via con Dios, amigo y amiga.”

      Spud leaned down and peered out the window next to Amigo in time to see the Archer lift from the runway. Clear of the ground and climbing, he watched as the Archer wagged its wings.

      “The two of them are having the time of their lives flying,” Amigo remarked.

      Sitting in the back of the Latitude, Voice was, as usual, face down with his tablet as the Latitude took off from Roswell. “Hal, Voice with Spud and Hank,” he said. Then, “How do the two of you hear me?”

      Hearing the communication in his earpiece, Spud responded, “I hear you fine, Voice.”

      “Hank?”

      Hearing his attempt, Spud said, “She takes her earpiece out when she’s flying, Voice. If you’re trying to test Hal’s joint communications capability, better try someone else.”

      “Shit. Hal, end.” He paused. “Hal, Voice with Spud and Amigo. How do the two of you hear me?”

      “I’ve got you,” Spud said.

      “Me, too,” said Amigo.

      “Success. Anyone else hear this comm?”

      Silence.

      “More success. I think I’ve got the improved comm routine worked out. Did you both get that?”

      “Yes,” Voice heard from both Spud and Amigo simultaneously.

      “That will be the next thing to work out,” Voice said. “I’ve got to get Hal to understand that one transmission needs to be delayed so we don’t talk all over each other. I wonder if I can get Hal to learn stress levels in our voices and have him give priority to the one expressing the most stress. Hal, end.” Voice went back to studying what was on his tablet.

      “Just a head up for personnel in the cabin,” they heard Crow announce over the cabin intercom. “We’re going to rock a little.”

      They felt the Latitude rock back and forth a couple of times.

      “That was just a pilot thing,” Crow announced. “We just passed Edge and Hank in the Archer and wanted to wish them a good flight.”
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        * * *

      

      Cloud stood leaning up against one of the unit’s black SUVs at Stafford Regional, watching the Archer turn onto the base leg to the runway. Looking good, whoever happens to be flying.

      The plane turned onto the final approach and lined up neatly on the runway, making a steady descent, until it touched down and rolled down the runway, decelerating until slow enough to make a turn onto a taxiway. At that point, he could see Hank at the controls. As she taxied in, parked, and shut down the Archer’s engine, he walked up.

      Edge climbed out onto the wing walk.

      “I thought Hank got the first leg out of Roswell,” Cloud remarked.

      “She did. We decided last night to just cut the flight into three hops and toss a coin for who would get two of the legs. She won the toss.”

      “Indeed I did, and I enjoyed every minute of it,” Hank said, emerging from the airplane. “That gives me a little under eight more logged hours of cross-country time.”

      “I’ve got to admit that my butt gets a little sore sitting still for longer flights,” Edge said.

      “Pays to have a smaller butt, I guess,” Hank retorted.

      “You know?” Cloud began, “It’s an oddity that, although you don’t have to sit quite so long in something like a Latitude, they do make the pilots’ seats more comfortable.”

      “Where’s Spud?” Hank asked. “I felt certain he’d be right here to assure himself that I didn’t crash somewhere.”

      “He said something about getting your quarters ready. I’m not quite sure what he’s got up his sleeve, but apparently it takes some preparation time. I’m supposed to tell him when we’re five minutes out from the BEQ.”

      They climbed into the SUV and headed back to Quantico, sharing tales of the flight with Cloud, Hank naturally sharing her observation that the FBO coffee was no better on the trip back from Roswell as it had been on the trip out.

      “Better get used to FBO coffee or start bringing your own, Hank,” Cloud laughed. “You’ve got a bunch of cross-country time and flight time you need to get under your belt to qualify for the commercial ticket.”

      “I’ll have to see if I can’t get Mike to order me a big Thermos. If I have to drink any more bilge sludge I’m going to die.”

      Arriving back at the BEQ, the three made their way through the hidden entrance and down the stairs.

      “The hazard with arriving late,” Hank observed, “is that you miss dinner and have to raid the kitchen for leftovers.” She headed off toward her quarters, checking her watch to see which of their two quarters Spud was in. Seeing him in the FT7 residence, she headed to the end of the hall and walked through her door.

      Spud was standing right inside the door. Taking her flight bag from her and setting it down, he took her by the shoulders and gave her a kiss. “Did you have a good flight?”

      “Awesome. I had two of the three legs, so I got quite a bit of time logged.”

      “Well,” Spud began, “I figured you’d be a little tired, a little stiff from having to be crammed in that little airplane for so many hours,” he continued, undressing her and guiding her toward the bedroom, “and a little hungry.”

      Hank gave him a look. “With what you’re engaged in right at the moment, I’d say maybe you’re thinking I need something else right now as well?”

      “I’m innocent,” he said, redirecting her into the bathroom. “But I figured you wouldn’t want to take a bubble bath in your clothes.”

      “For real? The stoic Secret Service guy has a bubble bath ready for me?” She turned and looked to find the bathtub brimming with bubbles and candles lit along the far edge.

      “You know I’m not stoic around you,” Spud said. “That behavior was totally reserved for when I was in the presence of the President.” He took her hand and helped her step into the tub and slide down until the bubbles were up to her chin. Then he moved a stool over next to the tub. On it, there was a plate of fruit and cheese.

      “You surprise me sometimes,” she said. “Planning on joining me?”

      “I figure you need rest after flying all day. Tomorrow’s a crash day. We can play all we want tomorrow. Right now, I’m going to let you soak, and I’m going to watch the news.” He leaned down and gave her a kiss, then turned and went out to the living area.

      Hank smiled, relaxed and soaking in the tub, noshing on fruit and cheese. You are one lucky gal to have a guy like Spud. She noticed that he had even left her fluffiest bathrobe draped across a chair for her. Reflecting that the soak in the tub was just what she needed, and for the reasons he’d mentioned, she luxuriated in the tub until the water began to get cold and her toes and fingers had adopted wrinkles.

      Time to get out before I start looking like a little seventy-year-old lady.

      Drying herself and wrapping up in her robe, she padded out to the living area in her bare feet, sitting next to Spud and snuggling against him.

      “You’re too good to me.” She held out her hands. “Look at my fingers. They’re all prune-y.”

      “Mm.” Spud was concentrating on what he was seeing on the monitor that was mounted to the wall opposite him.

      “Our illustrious President?” Hank asked, noting what he was watching.

      “Mm. He was fine just a little while ago, but now it sounds like he’s starting to slide into the ditch again.”

      Hank watched. “These women we have in Congress... I have to say how much I admire women. No one admires women more than me. But these women in Congress... They’re not like some women who are beautiful and who you just want to grab and kiss. These women are hags. The kind you’d find out in the woods somewhere, stirring a cauldron. They’re just... they’re just jealous, because my wife is a beautiful woman.”

      “What the hell did he just say?” Hank exclaimed.

      Spud got wide-eyed and shook his head. “From your reaction, I’d say you heard him correctly. And I see his handlers are trying desperately to pry him from the microphone.”

      Indeed, the staff around the President were steering him away as he kept turning back, trying to continue his tirade. One of them looked off to the side and made a throat-cut indication with his hand, apparently wanting the microphone to be turned off.

      “I hate to say it, but I’m sincerely hoping some effort is being made to remove him from office,” Hank said. “This country loses more credibility every time his choo-choo derails.”

      “Apparently, the ‘hags’ he’s talking about are the senators from California. They asked for an investigation into some of his financial dealings.”

      “Looking for a way to impeach him?” Hank asked.

      “Apparently.” Spud turned off the monitor. “I spent eight years safeguarding the President. Watching what’s happening right now depresses the hell out of me. You mentioned being stoic? I think I’d have a hard time keeping a straight face if I were safeguarding this President.”
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        * * *

      

      “Working on a crash day?” Voice asked, coming into the library and seeing Hank curled in her usual pose, feet up in the chair she was sitting in, book resting on her knees, reading.

      “Trying to keep caught up on the profiling work. Doc Andy went through Levin’s book that I’d already read to do up a basic profile of the kind of cases we might encounter. The most likely is a case totally domestic in origin, involving one or more bombings, and targeting a civilian or corporate group. Camp Chaos fit two of the three of those criteria. Sesogo was, indeed, home-grown, and though the cases we got involved in were assassinations – shootings, there were plenty of bombings as well. There were the arsons as well. He apparently liked to dabble in a little of everything.

      “The value of what Doc Andy has outlined is that it tells us what kinds of capabilities we might need in order to solve some of the ‘unsolvable’ cases we get handed.” She leaned her head back for a moment. “There are times when I wish we had a lab like the FBI’s forensics lab.”

      “You’re talking a bit of money.”

      “For everything we do, we’re always talking a bit of money,” Hank replied. “Look at what we got recently: two bizjets and a piston twin, brand new. And I’ll bet we didn’t get a ‘clandestine law enforcement unit’ discount on any of them. Which has really got me wondering: Where the hell does our money come from? How does the government fund a non-existent unit?”

      “It’s black money,” Spud said, coming into the room and sitting on the arm of her chair.

      “Black money? You mean, like money confiscated from criminals?”

      “Exactly. It doesn’t all go into the US Treasury. Some of it funds projects that the government would really not like the American people knowing about,” Spud said. “Most of it at the moment is cartel money, seized from stash houses. You’d be amazed how much cash gets recovered.”

      “No, I wouldn’t,” Hank replied. “I got to see a stash house up close and personal once. They had pallets loaded with stacks of hundred dollar bills in one of the bedrooms, and every closet in the place was crammed full of hundreds as well. I often wonder how many of those bills were handed over by my junkie brother before he got himself stabbed to death.”

      “So, I basically came to see why, instead of resting up and spending time with your lonely husband, you’re down here in the library.”

      “Catching up with Doc Andy. I should have taken a book with me to Roswell.”

      “When would you have read it? While you were putting in flight time, or while you were taking shots at me during the training exercise?”

      Hank grinned. “You’re never going to forgive me for eliminating you, are you? It was your fault, you know. Snipers make kills by being sneaky sonsabitches, so if you intend to capture one, you’ve got to be a sneakier sonuvabitch. A lesson hopefully you learned.”

      “Hmf. What are you reading this time?”

      She held up the book. “Erroll Southers. Homegrown Violent Extremism. Doc Andy identifies our most likely perp to be a born-in-the-USA citizen, someone who is naturalized, or someone who has lived here for some time. I’m reading this book in order to get a better idea of just what fosters such a person to get involved in terrorism. Of course, one of the things this book points out right in the beginning is that there’s no agreed-upon definition of ‘terrorism.’ So it’s sort-of like what Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart had to say about pornography: ‘I know it when I see it.’”

      “The country is full of extremists,” Spud noted.

      “More than even I thought, and the FBI tries to keep track of them.” She consulted some notes she’d made on her tablet. “This book mentions sixteen separate extremists groups – and that’s just the mainline ones. Each one of those has fostered splinter groups as well. We’re talking dozens of organized groups, all hell-bent on disrupting the country, and most by violent means. And that’s organized groups. Now, if we started to talk about lone wolves, then we’re talking about a lot more. Look at the Unabombers and Timothy McVeighs out there. Trying to get them all is like playing a game of Whack-a-Mole.”

      “All makes you wonder what we’ll be called to help with next,” Voice muttered, face in his tablet.

      “What are you working on, Voice?” Spud asked. “You don’t believe in crash days, either?”

      “I want to make sure the new comm routine works perfectly. One thing I noticed is that it’s now possible for us to talk over top of one another, so I’m getting Hal to use a time delay and prioritize communications according to stress levels in the voices of the team. Right now, we can work around the problem by just asking Hal to isolate communications only to one or more people if, say, someone initiates a ‘team’ call and everyone talks at once. I figure the person who’s voice shows the most stress should probably be given priority. ‘Taking fire,’ for instance, generally involves a bit more vocal stress than ‘Heading your way.’ If I can get Hal to recognize stress, then it could send ‘Taking fire’ through first, then ‘Heading your way’ second. The learning curve for us will be to recognize when Hal has delayed a transmission and simply wait.” He shrugged. “I’m thinking that can’t be any more complex than learning how the bum tickers do things.”

      “How are you getting Hal to do all this?” Hank asked. “I don’t know about other people, but I don’t get a lot of time to talk to Hal, and when I do, I’m not generally under any kind of duress.”

      “Well, you know Hal listens to everything,” Voice explained. “I’ve had it listening to everything and recording it, then I play it and tag who’s talking and the level of urgency of the communication. When Hal makes additional recordings, I have it identify who’s talking and score the urgency, and I go through it afterward and make corrections that Hal uses to refine the algorithm. When I see that Hal has correctly tagged everyone and has given an appropriate urgency level to each communication, then I’ll consider the algorithm is working as it should.” He smiled. “It’s a real challenge when you consider that there are parallel communications going on all the time. Someone’s talking to me, someone else is talking with Medical, etc. Which reminds me, Spud and Hank, I need you two to tell Hal to suppress listening to the two of you when you’re... enjoying yourselves. Hal is totally confused by that. It thinks what it’s hearing is top priority urgent. And it makes it hard for me to get anything done sometimes.”

      Spud and Hank both laughed, their faces red. “Ok. But I guess, in a sense, it is top priority urgent. At least for us,” Hank added.

      Hank snapped her book shut. “Cloud is supposed to be getting in soon with the Seneca. I need to talk with him and Crow about going out to pick up the architect for the Camp Chaos remodeling.”

      “I still seriously question bringing an architect here to our HQ to discuss how that facility is going to be remodeled as our new home base,” Spud said. “How you ever got that approved is beyond me, Love.”

      “This guy does a lot of high-end construction for prominent clients who don’t exactly want people to know they’re taking up residence in their backyard,” Hank said. “Plus, if he’s going to be building the new headquarters, we’re going to have to trust him and trust his construction crew as well. They’ve all been vetted, and he’s put in the threat of being out of a job should any of them talk about what they’ll be doing in Nebraska. When you meet him, you’re going to trust him as much as I do. I guarantee it.”

      Spud shrugged. “I just hope it doesn’t all go south for us. You’re going out to get him on your own?”

      “Well, with Cloud and Crow flying, of course. The entire flight should be about seven hours, so we’ll be out and back in the same day. I can use the time to do a bit more reading and study for my instrument knowledge exam.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sounds like Cloud, Crow, and Hank are back with the architect,” Edge said, hearing voices in the hall leading to Honor Way. The members of the unit were all gathered in the library, awaiting the architect’s arrival.

      “How are you?” they heard Doc Rich exclaim. “How’s the leg?”

      “Oh, you know. It gets a little sore,” they heard a man’s voice reply.

      “You’ve just got to be careful around him,” they heard Hank say. “He likes to smack you on the butt with his cane.”

      “I only do that to you, Hank,” they heard the man say, laughing.

      “Sounds like this guy and Hank know each other,” Edge said.

      The people in the hallway fell silent as they passed through Honor Way, the sound of their footsteps pausing slightly. The rest of the team knew that fingers were being tapped on the shutters of the three niches where the team’s fallen were inurned, the silent ritual a constant tribute to the three team members who had died during their time on duty with the unit. The sound of hands slapping on stone told them those in the hallway had reached the half-way point along Honor Way, where the words “Mission First” were engraved on the shutter of the forever-to-be-empty niche.

      Hank came through the doorway, followed by Doc Rich. The architect came next, followed by Cloud and Crow.

      “Everyone, I’d like you all to meet Allen Chelon,” Hank said, introducing the man.

      The members of the unit stood to shake hands with the architect.

      There’s something familiar about him, Spud thought as he moved forward to shake his hand. The man smiled at him through a bushy beard, and he sported hair down to his shoulders. Looking into the man’s eyes, Spud had a sudden sense of recognition.

      “Turtle? Turtle? What the hell!” Spud grabbed him in a hug, slapping his back. “My God! I wondered how Hank got permission to bring you here.”

      “I told you someone would recognize you through all that hair,” Hank said.

      The others who had been in the unit when Turtle had served all gathered around, none of them having recognized him, the men all slapping him on the back and the women garnering hugs and kisses.

      “Alright, alright,” Allen said. “We can drop ‘Turtle.’ It’s Allen Chelon these days. Architect and owner of Chelonian Design and Construction.” He pulled business cards from the inner pocket of his suit jacket, and handed them around.

      Chelonian Design and Construction, Inc. Designers and builders of unique homes for the discriminating client. The card sported a turtle for a logo. Spud smiled as he read the card, recognizing that “chelonian” was a synonym for “turtle.”

      “You’re based in Raton, New Mexico, I see,” Spud said.

      “Yeah, I was told before I left that the place had good potential for an architectural and construction firm. Plenty of space to expand facilities in, and good proximity to Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and Pueblo, Colorado. The firm has been gaining a reputation, and I now have clients asking me to build them something in Scottsdale, Denver, and oddly enough, in the middle of Nowhere, Nebraska.”

      Allen walked around the room, pausing when he reached Amigo. “You must be my replacement.”

      “Amigo,” Amigo said by way of introduction. “I replaced the guy who replaced you.”

      “So Hank, you wore out another spotter before Amigo here joined the team?”

      “Kind-of a story, that one,” Hank said. “One best reserved for another time. Amigo’s a fine spotter, and almost as good a sniper as I am. We’re a good team. Over dinner, we’ll have to tell you about the training exercise we just did out in Roswell.”

      “I’d have thought you would have already told him on the way here,” Edge said.

      “No, actually she wanted to know all about my business,” Allen replied. “She did spill the beans about the two of you getting your private pilot’s licenses, though. Kind-of had to.”

      “Cloud and I scared the shit out of him when we had her sit in for Cloud for a while on the flight back,” Crow said.

      “I knew you were going to sneak in some logged hours in the Latitude,” Edge muttered.

      “Half an hour dual, and what I learned was that the autopilot does most of the flying, so I just handled radios,” Hank said. “That, and they’re right about the seats being more comfortable. The ones in the back are still the most comfortable ones, though,” she added. She noticed Spud trying to stifle a laugh and said, “Spud, will you kindly shut up?” getting the entire room of personnel laughing.

      “I can’t get her to wear her wings,” Spud countered, chuckling and getting everyone laughing harder.

      “You don’t wear yours, either,” Voice observed to the continued laughter of those gathered.

      “Some kind of inside joke?” Allen asked, perplexed.

      “Pretty much,” Spud replied, his grin ear-to-ear. “I’ll never tell, but I’m betting someone in this room will clue you in before your stay is over.” He shook his head. “At any rate. Did you want to give us a preliminary look at what you’re planning for the Nebraska headquarters?”

      “Sure.” Allen took out a tablet. “Voice, can I get you to allow access to the monitor for me?”

      “No problem. Hal, display visitor tablet on Monitor L1.”

      The monitor flickered, and then an architectural diagram came into view.

      “This is the current Lockridge Farm complex,” Allen said. “I gather everyone is familiar with it?”

      “We were there for a mission recently,” Amigo said.

      “Camp Chaos. I figured that was you guys,” Allen said, grinning. “And I take it this facility is the actual Camp Chaos complex.” He advanced to another slide in his presentation.

      “I guess we can’t hide every mission from everyone,” Cloud said.

      “At least not from a former unit team member,” Edge added.

      Allen went back to the first slide. “Relatively speaking, converting this facility is going to be fairly easy. My proposal for it, and the property surrounding it, is to turn it into a sportsmen’s facility, with the silo complex being converted into a hotel and the property being used to build firing ranges. This will entail the purchase of this quarter section, which probably won’t be that difficult, given the economic state of agriculture right now. Make a fat offer to the farmer who has the remainder of this quarter section and you’ll have eight hundred and eighty yards total available in the western half, and over four hundred and forty yards available north of the silo area. You could do long-distance shooting on your western half, and tactical shooting on the eastern half.”

      “So, build it and sell it?” Amigo asked.

      “Heck no,” Allen said. “Build it and keep it. Use the money it makes to offset operational costs for the unit. Promote it correctly, and it will fall into that ‘build it and they’ll come’ category, with groups paying very good money to use it. Plus, you’ll have the ranges for unit training as well. You might not get a lot of folks paying to use the ranges in the winter, but you could still run the hotel. I’m figuring turn Level Eight into hotel rooms and you’ve got eight levels with four rooms on each for thirty-two rooms, plus a nice lobby and breakfast area in the launch control center where Medical is now. You’ll need a staff, of course, but they don’t need to know about the unit, given the two facilities would be over seven miles apart. Get rid of the grain bin that sits atop the silo and you could even put a nice circular sunroom up there. Like a big greenhouse, maybe with a pool. Here’s how I’m thinking it will look when completed.”

      Allen started going through slides, showing the layout of the rooms, redesign of passageways, surface appearance, the range complex, associated parking, landscaping, etc.

      “That’s awesome,” Amigo said. “I’d be there all the time, assuming I could afford it.”

      “And that’s the thing,” Allen said. “You put this together and you promote it as a unique property, worthy of the attention of well-heeled clients.” He shrugged. “You might even want to devote a little area to shotgun facilities to attract that crowd. Have a nicely-engineered sporting clays range. Then see what you can work out with some of the area farmers for dove and pheasant hunting after the fields are harvested. I understand you’ve gained approval for a second runway at York? Promote the airport, too. ‘Come, fly in, stay with us, have a good time.’ That will please your neighbors in York. They’ll be seeing an increase in tourist business. And tourism is practically free money. You get one spot like this making a name for a community, and the next thing you know you have shops and restaurants popping up, and more money for everything from infrastructure to schools.”

      “That would give you more money for your aviation business, too,” Crow pointed out to Frank Hughes.

      “Which reminds me,” Allen said. “I’ve got some plans here for housing for unit personnel as well. I’m assuming that the team will still be living underground. But face it: York isn’t a buzzing metropolis compared to Quantico. Get me another parcel of land, and I can build a housing development for the support personnel. I’m thinking this area about five miles south of the new headquarters. You’ve got some nice trees, it’s near a fairly good access to other places via US 6, and Sutton is right there with schools and good amenities for support families. US 6 to US 81 to I-80 and you’re in Lincoln.

      “Is everyone relocating?” Allen asked.

      “We have authorization to move the entire unit, including family members,” Crow said.

      Edge saw Doc Andy get a slightly startled look. “Everyone’s family members, Doc Andy,” he said. “That includes your partner.” He chuckled a little. “Yeah, we’re seven kids in a dysfunctional family with some normal aunts and uncles, a mom, and two dads – one of whom is gay. Given we’re supposed to be the kids, we’re not quite sure how the gay dad works into the mix, but hey – he’s family.” The entire group of unit personnel laughed.

      “Then what I’m going to ask of each of you in Support is that you take a look through this.” He opened a portfolio case he’d brought and took out a thick pad of blueprints. “These are blueprints and architectural drawings of individual family homes. Look through them and let me know which one you’ll want for your house. Don’t fret if you want something tweaked. That’s what my firm specializes in: custom homes. These blueprints and drawings will just give you an idea of what I can do. If you don’t like anything you see here, then we’ll sit down and talk, and I’ll show you a rough drawing when we’re done. After that, I’ll draw up the drawings and a blueprint for your approval. Sound good?”

      A murmur went around the room, with the unit’s Support personnel all expressing a degree of excitement.

      “Looks like it sounds good,” Allen said.

      “Are those of us still living in the Mole Hole going to have similar latitude when it comes to our quarters?” Voice asked.

      “That’s more problematic, especially given you won’t be living there forever,” Allen said. “But with two hundred by eight hundred feet to work with in the largest module they built, there’s a lot of space to play with. What I’ve planned is for seven units that will house a single team member, and three that can house a couple. I figure with seven team members, the most you’ll have is three couples, and I’ve got floor plans that can all fit on a single one of the two hundred foot by eight hundred foot floors. So, seven identical single team member units and three identical couples units. Single team members will have a little over twelve hundred square feet of space, and our married duo here will have a little over two thousand square feet.”

      “That’s the size of a decent-sized house,” Amigo said.

      “That’s the idea,” Allen said. “I based the units on a couple of my single-floor house plans. I know what it’s like to live in the Mole Hole. Been there, done that. I figure you guys have as much right to live comfortably as the unit personnel living above deck, maybe more. Plus, the layout will allow for something you don’t have here. Landscaping.”

      “How do you manage landscaping underground?” Voice asked.

      “With specialized lighting that will mimic sunlight. Then I can put in grass, trees in containers, shrubs... you name it. The windows in your residences will actually look out on it, and the light will be timed to sunlight above deck. No more fake windows with fake scenes of the outdoors backlit by LED panels.”

      Allen looked over to Doc Rich. “I’ve got something a little special for you, besides what can be legitimately called a hospital, Doc Rich. The first floor of the module where I intend to house the team members is fairly close to the surface. Do you know what a walipini is?”

      “Never heard of one.”

      “It’s a greenhouse built in a pit.” Allen pulled another drawing from his portfolio case and spread it out in front of her on the floor. “If I take the earth off the upper floor of the large module, then remove the roof, I can replace the roof with glazing and turn it into a greenhouse. I was told the unit would have a farmer here growing organic produce for you and raising animals for food as well. The walipini will allow you to grow produce all year ‘round. With a decent hydroponic set-up, you can cram a lot of garden into two hundred by eight hundred feet.”

      “This whole plan is amazing,” Doc Rich said.

      “Sesogo was kind-a whack, but his plan to put a lot more people in that facility than he actually had when we stormed it looks like it’s going to really work out well for the unit,” Crow said.

      “This is only the tip of the iceberg,” Allen said. “There’s so much space down there in that one big module alone that, at the moment, you can’t use it all. Notice I haven’t even talked about the launch control and silo areas.”

      “Is the government going to fund all of this?” Edge asked.

      “They pretty much gave me a blank check,” Allen said. “I guess they really like you guys.”

      “I guess they seized a good chunk of Sesogo’s money to pay for it all,” Spud said.

      “Asset seizure can be a marvelous thing,” Crow remarked.
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      Voice sat reading the newspaper, as usual paying particular attention to the Classifieds. He suddenly sat up, and, grabbing his ever-present pencil, started decoding an ad.

      “Got something for us?” Cloud asked.

      “Apparently, for just one of us,” Voice replied. “It’s from the base gunny. Message reads, ‘Who shot the coconuts?’ Any idea what that’s about, Hank?”

      “Oh, shit. I told Luigi we should have gone and picked those up. He insisted the wildlife would carry them off.”

      “Well,” Voice said, a cryptic grin on his face, “apparently the base gunny would like to meet you. Message continues, ‘Report to office of the commander at 1000.’”

      “Oh...fuck...it. Edge, I need your help.”

      Edge set his coffee down on the table. “Here’s the deal, Hank. You’re being asked to report to an officer, in all likelihood. Even though it’s indoors, this is the exception to the ‘no saluting indoors’ rule. You will salute and remain at attention unless and until he or she tells you otherwise.

      “Don’t show up in cammies. Put on your Service Cs.”

      “Great. That means I’ll need my tit flattener and hip straightener as well. Otherwise, it’s ‘who’s the guy with the tits and hips?’”

      Edge laughed. “At least you won’t have any problems standing at attention.”

      “Oh, fuck off, Edge.”

      Hank made her way down to her quarters. She started dressing, cursing the undergarments that made her look male instead of female. Like walking around in a fucking straightjacket.

      Spud walked in as she was putting on her pants. “Did I miss something? What’s with the Service Cs?”

      “I’ve been ordered to the base gunny’s office,” she said.

      “Really? He wants to see you above deck?”

      “Apparently so,” she said with annoyance, buttoning buttons.

      “What for?”

      “Luigi’s fucking coconuts.”

      Spud shook his head in that ‘gotta clear the cobwebs’ kind of way. “Ok, I was lost enough at you being ordered to see the gunny, but what the hell do coconuts have to do with it?”

      She grabbed her cap, took a look at her shoes, and said, “Luigi decided one day that we should try our hand at shooting some coconuts down on Range 15. I told him to go down and pick up the pieces. He told me the critters would carry them off. Apparently, they didn’t, because Voice decoded a message from the gunny asking who shot the coconuts and that said person was to report to him at 1000. So guess who’s got to get her tits strangled for the duration of a visit with the gunny?” She grabbed the undergarment and gave it a little tug. “Ugh, I hate this thing. I cannot wait until the new HQ in Nebraska is ready for us so I can relegate this to the back of my closet.”

      She walked out the door and, as she was making her way to the quartermaster, called ahead for keys to one of the SUVs.

      “Looks like a ‘come to Jesus’ meeting?” Mike asked, seeing her dressed in Service Cs.

      “Luigi’s fucking coconuts!” she shouted out, in hopes the doors between the quartermaster area, armory, and gunsmithing shop were open and he could hear. She snatched the keys from Mike. “Apparently, they didn’t get carried off, and now I’ve got to go smooth things over with our base gunny.”

      Climbing the stairs, she fumed the entire time. Next time, when I tell Luigi to go retrieve something, he’s going to fucking go get it or I’m going to ask for a divorce. They’ll be no more ‘Sweetheart’ for him! She got into the SUV and drove off to meet the gunny.

      Walking into the building, she removed her garrison cap. Shit. “Edge,” she whispered, “what do I do with the cap indoors?”

      “Hank, tuck it under your belt on the right side, emblem out.”

      She looked around to see if anyone else was in Service Cs to see just how Edge was indicating it should go. Seeing a Marine walk by with the cap as Edge had described, she put hers under her belt the same way. Then she checked the building directory for the office number where she’d been told to report. Arriving at it, she noted that under the name and rank on the door placard was the inscription, “Commander, USMC Quantico.”

      Oh, fuck it all! The gunny’s the base commander? I’m in deep, deep shit.

      She walked through the open outer door and was greeted by an enlisted woman. “I have an appointment with the colonel at 1000,” Hank announced.

      The enlisted woman checked a calendar on her desk. “I don’t see anyone scheduled for 1000,” she said.

      “Send him in,” she heard a man’s voice call from behind the closed inner door. “I’m expecting him.”

      The woman got up, and opening the inner door, directed Hank to enter. Walking through, she came face-to-face across a desk with a tall, thin man wearing colonel’s insignia. She snapped to attention and rendered a brisk salute. “Staff Sergeant Hank, reporting as ordered, Sir.”

      Returning her salute, the colonel came from behind his desk and stood next to her. Please don’t notice.

      “Staff Sergeant Hank.” He walked around behind her and then stood facing her on the other side. “You’re a bit small for a Marine.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “You’re with the unit. Are you really a Marine?”

      Honesty or reality? Maybe both. “I wear the uniform with pride, Sir.”

      “You pass your PT test?”

      “Regularly, Sir.” Just don’t ask me to strip to my boxers and do crunches for you...

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Phew!

      He returned to his desk and sat. “At ease, Sergeant. Have a seat.”

      Hank took the chair at the desk opposite him, the special undergarment she wore not really allowing her to be much at ease.

      “There’s this little matter of these.” He reached down and pulled up a plastic bag, dropping it on his desk in front of her. She looked inside. The coconut meat itself was gone, but the shells remained. Fucking Luigi. Yeah, the vermin ate the coconut and left the fucking shells!

      “Yes, Sir,” she said.

      “It seems when a detail went out to Range 15 to repair and paint targets, they found these down at the thousand yard area.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “They didn’t know who shot them, but I knew the unit was scheduled for the range, given no Marine units were scheduled. Given my request, I’m gathering you’re the one who shot these?”

      “With my apologies, Sir. I was assured by one of the unit members with me that the wildlife would take care of them.”

      “Obviously, the wildlife doesn’t like coconut shells any more than we do.”

      “Apparently not, Sir.”

      “You were shooting from the firing point?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “At coconuts.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He looked at her skeptically. “And what rifle were you using?”

      “The unit has provided me with a Sako TRG M10 that has been modified for my specific use, Sir.”

      “Caliber?”

      “It’s chambered for .338 Lapua mag, Sir, but can be rebarreled for .308 for shorter distances.”

      “So, you don’t use the M40.”

      “No, Sir, but my spotter does. Or I should say, he has the equivalent. The Remington MSR, also modified for him specifically.”

      “He was also shooting these coconuts?”

      “Well, yes, Sir. But he misses more than I do.”

      “Tell me: how many rounds does it take for you to hit a coconut at a thousand yards?”

      “One, Sir.”

      He sat back in his chair and scowled at her. “I find that very hard to believe.” He extended an arm onto his desk and tapped on the desk with his index finger.

      “Staff Sergeant Hank, I’m not so interested at this point in the fact that these coconut shells were found littering the range as I am in how a sniper can hit coconuts with a single shot at a distance of a thousand yards. I’d truly like to see that.”

      “With apologies, Sir, but it’s not very challenging. Typically, once we find one of them, it’s an easy matter to find the rest. If I may, Sir, I’d like to propose a bit more of a challenge.”

      “You want more of a challenge than hitting coconuts at a thousand yards?”

      “Certainly, Sir,” she said, trying to maintain a straight face and not grin.

      “What would you consider more of a challenge?”

      “Sir, I’ve noticed you have a Military Operations in Urban Terrain facility near the firing point end of Range 15, and an associated range area. MOUT and MOUT North? And I note, Sir, that ordinarily nonlethal ammunition is used in the MOUT. I note, also, that there is about a thousand yards from the northeastern end of MOUT North into the MOUT itself.”

      “And?”

      “If targets could be set inside the MOUT, Sir, I’m sure my spotter and I could engage them. One shot per target. If set by your range personnel, we would also have the task of finding them prior to engaging them. We would have no prior knowledge of where the targets were, nor how many would be set. It would be a welcome challenge from the predictability of engaging targets on Range 15, Sir.”

      The colonel sat back with a smile on his face. “This should be an interesting demonstration,” he said. “Consider it done. I’ll let Range know what you want, and will get back in touch with the unit in the usual manner to let you know when to arrive at the range.” He stood, and she stood as well, facing him. “Dismissed.”

      She snapped to attention and rendered another brisk salute. After he returned it, she about-faced and strode from the office. Once outside the door, she relaxed as much as the restraining undergarments would allow, grinned, and headed back out to the unit’s SUV.
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      “These allegations against me, that I have violated the emoluments clause, are totally false. I have divested myself of all of my business dealings, and have devoted myself... devoted myself... to the service... the service...”

      “Sounds like he’s derailing again,” Crow said as the team watched the news over breakfast.

      “The service of... It’s these women. These nasty women. Maybe if a few people... a few enthusiastic people would take matters into their own hands...”

      “Holy shit,” Amigo muttered. “Is he suggesting what I think he’s suggesting?”

      They continued to watch as the President’s staff steered him away from the microphone.

      “What the hell is going on with him?” Amigo asked.

      “That’s a fine question, my friend,” Cloud said. “A very fine question. Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad if Sesogo had taken over the government after all.”

      Spud’s face held the kind of expression he’d been used to adopting when standing next to the President as a Secret Service agent.

      “Tell me, Spud,” Cloud continued. “You spent eight years next to Presidents. Admittedly, not this President, but... in all those eight years, did you ever see anything like this?”

      Spud took a drink of his coffee. “I’ve seen a President get a bit tipsy and not act like that.” He reflected. “Well, not a bit tipsy. He was downright drunk.”

      “Not in front of cameras and microphones, though,” Edge said.

      “I hope,” Voice added.

      “No. It happened in the residence. Precipitated by a little spat with the First Lady.” Spud’s face still held a stoic expression. “A lot of interesting things happened in the residence.”

      “The stories you could tell, I bet,” Hank said. “And you know, guys? He doesn’t even share them with his wife.”

      Spud just looked at her, face stoic, saying nothing.

      “And there you have it,” she concluded.

      “So, what’s the deal?” asked Voice. “What does the emoluments clause actually say?”

      “No title of nobility shall be granted by the United States: and no person holding any office of profit or trust under them, shall, without the consent of the Congress, accept of any present, emolument, office, or title, of any kind whatsoever, from any king, prince, or foreign state,” Crow quoted. “It’s in the Constitution.”

      “You can just rattle something from the Constitution off like that?” Voice asked.

      “Ordinarily, no. But this is what all the current discussion is about, so I looked it up and have been studying it a bit,” Crow replied.

      “So, how does this apply to what’s going on with the President right now?” Cloud asked.

      “The allegation is that he still has ties to his businesses and is still gaining profit from them. Given some of those businesses get money from foreign governments, that would be a violation of the clause. He’d be guilty of accepting an emolument from a foreign state without the consent of Congress.”

      “And if true, what happens?” Amigo asked.

      “It’s an impeachable offense,” Crow said. “He could be removed from office.”

      “And that’s the whole motive behind the allegations,” Maybe because his choo-choo has gone around the bend,” Amigo mused.

      “And if he doesn’t step down?” Edge asked.

      “Then Congress would have to decide if they want to proceed with impeachment,” Crow said. “It would be an interesting case, because the House brings the charges, and the House is currently held by the opposition party. But the Senate actually tries the case, and the Senate is currently held by the same party as the President.”

      “Sounds like it could all fall to partisanship,” Amigo remarked.

      “Could very well.”

      “Well, in spite of how enlightening I’m finding the discourse,” Amigo said, trying to sound highbrow, “it’s not letting me get the dishes done and go with Hank to the range.”

      “Very true,” Hank said. “If we don’t practice, the broad sides of barns will start feeling safe. And given that currently cans of peas and coconuts don’t feel safe, we certainly don’t want barns getting too comfortable.” She stood and drained her cup of the last of her coffee. “Gunsmith, Hank on my way to gather my gear.” She turned to Amigo. “You want me to pick up yours as well?”

      “Sure. With dishpan hands, I might not be able to get a good grip on anything.”

      “Gunsmith, picking up Amigo’s as well.”

      Making her way through the corridors to the armory, she was greeted by Luigi, who was placing ammo cans up on a table inside the door.

      “Good mornin’, Sweetheart. You gonna need more than two cans?”

      “We probably won’t even use two cans, Luigi. But I’ll want my loads and Amigo will want his, so two cans it is.”

      “The two of you still wantin’ to play with different loads and powders, or do you think you’ve got ‘em pretty well tuned now?”

      “We didn’t have any difficulties in Roswell, so I think what we worked out is going to be good,” Hank replied.

      Luigi smiled. “I heard you killed Spud. Knocked ‘im down and shot ‘im through the throat.”

      “You heard right. He shouldn’t have been tracking a perp that carelessly.”

      “’Specially not one that knows how to make pea soup and coconut pie at a thousand yards.” They both laughed.

      “I heard he trotted you back into the Roswell complex in handcuffs.”

      “Stop right there, Luigi,” she said, taking the case with her Sako in it from him. “We’re not going there.”

      “So long as you both had fun, who am I to judge?” Luigi protested, sliding Amigo’s Remington in its case to her. “Where are the two of you off to today?”

      “I’d like to know that, too,” Amigo said, coming into the armory.

      “We have been granted special permission for live fire from MOUT North into the MOUT,” Hank said with a smile. “We’re going to be picking off targets located both inside and outside of the buildings.” She held her arms as if she had a rifle in them. “I see you there, in the back of the room, in the shadows. Bang, bang, you’re dead.”

      “How did you manage to get permission for that?” Amigo asked.

      “I had to have a little chat with our gunny here at Quantico. Who, as it turns out, isn’t a gunny at all. He’s a colonel. In fact, he’s the base commander.”

      “For real? What’s the catch?” Amigo asked.

      “He wants to watch.”

      “Oh, no pressure there.”

      Hank laughed. “Seems he got reports of broken coconut shells a thousand yards from the firing line on Range 15, and rather than get pissed about the mess,” she said, casting an eye in Luigi’s direction, “he wanted to know both how they got there and how they got broken. Guess who had to explain that?” she asked, turning to face Luigi.

      “I would-a sworn the critters would-a carried all of them off,” Luigi said.

      “Apparently, the critters ate the coconut and left their dirty dishes.”

      “Ok. Next time, I put out apples.”

      Amigo laughed. “He’ll have us playing William Tell.”

      The two grabbed their gear and made their way up through the BEQ above ground to one of the unit’s black SUVs.

      “What distance are we talking about for firing into the MOUT?” Amigo asked as they started the drive to the range.

      “About a thousand yards from where we’ll set up our firing point, with varying distances to the buildings in the MOUT. With it being military ops in urban terrain, we can probably get good guesses on distances within the MOUT once we get a distance to the nearest buildings.” Hank grinned. “This should be a lot more interesting than just plinking at the targets on Range 15.”

      She turned and started heading through the wooded areas to where the MOUT range was located. “One of the nice things about what’s being planned for Nebraska is that we won’t have as much driving through winding roads to get to the ranges. And one of the bad things is that it’s flat out there.”

      “Still, I’m looking forward to the move. If Mr. Chelon can get that facility put together the way he was showing us, it’s going to be a whole heckuva lot nicer than our current digs,” Amigo said. “I have to admit a certain amount of claustrophobia. Working with the Border Patrol, I’m used to being outside all day. Between living in a hole in the ground and not really having tremendous amounts of space, it will be nice to live in a residence the size of a house and have a little greenery around.”

      “I take it you’re volunteering to cut the grass?” Hank asked, grinning at him.

      “Mow the grass, prune the trees... But Spud and Edge are the experts at pulling weeds, so I’m going to leave that to them,” he said, getting her laughing.

      “That’s kind-of how it’s been going, huh? ‘For this surveillance, we’ll sit up here on this roof, you guys go pull the weeds.’ There are definite advantages to being a sniper team.”

      Arriving at the range, they found the gunny standing by a vehicle waiting for them. Stepping out of the SUV, she gave him a brisk salute.

      “Good morning, Sir. I hope we didn’t keep you waiting.” Coming over, Amigo likewise rendered a salute.

      Returning their salute, the colonel said, “There have been a few things bothering me since we met, Sergeant Hank.” He looked at them both closely. “My guess is that your answer to me as to whether you’re a Marine was a bit cryptic. You didn’t say you’re a Marine – only that you wear the uniform with pride. My further guess is that you’re not Marines. But you dress like Marines, and you act like Marines.”

      “We dress like Marines, we train like Marines, we live alongside Marines on a Marine Corps base, and we hope you will find we’re as disciplined and talented as Marines, Colonel,” she said.

      He walked up and examined her closely. “And you are not a man.”

      Time for the truth. “No, Sir.”

      “It struck me after we talked. No facial hair. Not even a hint of stubble.”

      Hank winced. “An oversight we’ll have to see if we can correct,” she said. “The unit is housed in a BEQ, and it wouldn’t be good if someone else figured out that one of the bachelors is actually a bachelorette.”

      “But you train like a man?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “How many pull-ups can you do?”

      “Currently eighteen, Sir. But I hope to do better.”

      “And these are pull-ups and not flexed arm hangs?”

      “Yes, Sir. Our unit trains to male standards for all team members.”

      “Interesting. Meeting you was the first time I’ve ever met anyone from the unit, Hank. What’s your first name?”

      “Hank is my only name, Sir.”

      “You can stand at ease, Hank,” the colonel said. Looking at Amigo, he said, “And I take it you’re just Amigo?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “And you’re going to give me a little demonstration of your shooting skills today, is that right, Amigo?”

      “No, Sir. I’m the spotter. Hank is the sniper.”

      The colonel resumed his scrutiny of Hank. “So, you are the sniper?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Well then, Hank, let’s see what you’ve got. We’ve prepared the area with a number of targets. Some are inside the buildings, some are outside. Your task...”

      “Will be to identify and eliminate all of them. Which is just what Amigo and I will do, Colonel.”

      Hank and Amigo went about setting up their area, choosing a spot on the rough ground where they had a good view of the buildings in the MOUT.

      “How do you want to work it, Hank?” Amigo asked.

      “Meh. Let’s take out the obvious ones first, then we can go back and methodically search for any remaining targets.”

      “Sounds good to me. First target is going to be pretty easy. Flat-sided building, dead center in the front of the area, target is dead center of the building, black on white.”

      “I have the target. Firing solution?”

      Amigo consulted a weather gauge in his hand, and then a ballistics table. “One MOA left, three MOA up.”

      The colonel watched as Hank adjusted her rifle scope.

      “Shooter ready.”

      “Spotter ready.”

      “Sending,” Hank murmured. She squeezed the trigger and was rewarded with the pop of the round exiting the silencer. Then she waited and watched through the scope, and seeing the target fall, took her cheek from the stock. “Hit,” Amigo announced. The muted sound of the round hitting steel came back to the firing point.

      The colonel stood watching with binoculars, saying nothing.

      “Target in the doorway to the left of that building, black, in shadow, partially obscured.”

      “I have it.”

      “Same settings. Spotter ready.”

      “Sending.”

      Again, she watched the target fall, then heard the ring of the 300-grain bullet hitting steel return to her firing point.

      “Hit.”

      “Target on top of the tallest building on the right, head only visible, black, same settings.”

      “I have it.”

      “Spotter ready.”

      “Sending.”

      Again, the target fell.

      “Hit.”

      Amigo continued to point out targets to her, and she continued to drop them with a single shot. Doing a final sweep of the MOUT, Amigo announced, “I think that’s it, Hank. I don’t see anything else out there.”

      Hank peered through her scope. “Neither do I.” She slid back and sat on her haunches. “Fifteen shots, fifteen hits, no misses. Did we get them all, Sir?”

      She turned and looked at the colonel. He was smiling.

      “That was impressive, Hank. I’d like to buy you both a beer.”

      “I appreciate the offer, Colonel, but the unit has a very strict ‘no alcohol’ policy. We cannot risk any level of impairment should we be called for a mission. Which can occur anytime, anywhere.” She stood. “Thank you for the opportunity to utilize the MOUT for live fire today, Sir. I appreciate it very much. It was a lot of fun.”

      “You dress like a Marine, you train like a Marine, you act like a Marine, and I sure as hell wish you were a Marine,” the colonel said. “And now I get to go back to my actual Marines and ask them why they can’t shoot as well as you can.”

      “In their defense, Sir, they have other duties aside from practicing their sniper skills. I am allowed much more time to practice mine, given my position with the unit is unit sniper.”

      “Nevertheless,” the colonel said, “I’d like you to go back to the guy who does your uniforms and tell him to put gunnery sergeant rank on everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Hank walked through the door and went straight to her bedroom, stripping off her cammies and throwing them in the laundry hamper and replacing them with clean sweats. She walked back into the living area and dropped herself next to Spud on the couch.

      “How did it go?” he asked.

      “Our local gunny wishes I was in the Corps,” she replied. “He also says he wants Mike to put gunnery sergeant rank on all my uniforms. Which leads me to ask, just how do we come up with the uniform ranks to begin with? Especially as the unit really doesn’t have ranks and leadership of a mission depends on what the mission entails.”

      “Basically, just what time you’d have in service if you were a Marine, based on your age. The idea is that if you enlisted at the age of eighteen, and, for example, in my case at the age of forty-two had been serving for twenty-four years, that would make you an E-9, which is either a Master Gunnery Sergeant or a Sergeant Major.” He shrugged. “I opted for Sergeant Major when I turned forty. In your case, being twenty-nine, that would give you eleven years served, and you’d be a Staff Sergeant. Which is why you’re a Staff Sergeant. We’ve never had a gunny here ask for someone to be given higher rank. Not that it matters, as you’ve pointed out.”

      “I don’t know whether I should ask Mike to put higher rank on the uniforms or not, then.” She shrugged as well. “I guess we can just leave things as they are.”

      She took a glance at the monitor on the wall. “You have an obsession with the news lately.”

      Spud rubbed her leg. “It’s all the crap with the President right now. The investigation into possible Article Two emolument clause violations doesn’t look like it’s going to go anywhere, in spite of the screaming by some of the opposition party’s members of the House of Representatives. The kind of ‘dirt’ that’s being exposed is no different than the same things that have been accepted on the part of past Presidents. So now there are new allegations that campaign funds from his last campaign were misappropriated. So now, the attempt at removal is for ‘high crimes and misdemeanors,’ as the Constitution allows.”

      “They couldn’t make a good case on that with that bit of ranting he did a while ago? Where he practically called on someone to shoot those in Congress calling for his removal?”

      “He didn’t explicitly tell someone to assassinate a Representative,” Spud said. “It would be like you saying, ‘Spud, I’m so mad at you that I could just kill you.’ It’s not something you intend to do.”

      She laughed. “You don’t think if I ever said that I wouldn’t mean it?”

      “I would hope not. My love. My beautiful wife. My hot, little lover. Would you like some chocolate?”

      “It’s good to know that you can recognize when you’re stepping into hot water.”

      He gave her a kiss. “I’ve been thrown on my ass and hogtied once. That’s enough.” He got a thoughtful look. “Hal, turn off monitor FT7.” Getting up, he asked, “Should I make a pot of coffee?”

      “Sure, what the hell. Dinner isn’t for another couple of hours, and neither you nor I have to cook.”

      Spud went to the kitchen and set up the pot to brew. Leaning on the counter, he turned and said, “Everything about this President is whacky. One day, he’s just fine. Lucid, intelligent, reasoning and reasonable. The next day, he acts like he’s not quite there and losing ground fast. I can’t figure out what’s behind his behavior. Stress? Some kind of illness? I wonder if anyone has suggested he have a physical with the White House physician. And much as I truly enjoyed my Secret Service time safeguarding the President, I can’t imagine what the current detail thinks about safeguarding this President. How do you safeguard a man who doesn’t seem to be sane one hundred percent of the time? It’s not considered appropriate to put a hand on the President unless you’re pulling him out of the line of fire, so what do you do if he starts acting erratically?”

      “The good news here,” Hank said as Spud came back to the couch and handed her a mug of coffee, “is that it’s really no longer your concern. Not your circus, not your monkeys, as the saying goes.”

      “Have you totally dismissed everything you ever worked on for the FBI from your mind?”

      Hank reflected. “You’ve got a point. When they talk about the FBI’s involvement in the investigations, it does pique my interest.”

      “Then you understand why I imagine what’s it’s like being in those guys’ shoes right now. Although, we take the same oath everyone takes, and it’s to the Constitution, not the President. But the job of a Secret Service agent in the Presidential Protective Division is to protect the office of the Presidency. Protecting the President who holds the office is just a consequence of the duty to protect the office.”

      He took a drink of his coffee. “The most interesting stuff I saw while working PPD happened in the residence. I can safely say that being President has to put some unusual strain on marital relationships. The two Presidents I safeguarded had different ways of dealing with things, and so did the First Ladies. The first four years on Presidential security saw a lot of stuff go flying in the residence. And I do mean, a lot. The First Lady was not always happy with things, and she let the President know it in no uncertain terms. The second four years weren’t characterized by things being thrown, but if the First Lady wasn’t happy, the President would sometimes make her even more unhappy by trying to smooth his personal waters with alcohol. And that often resulted in having the President out in the hall, where I was. And so, there I was: helping a tipsy President to another bedroom.” Spud sighed. “It was certainly interesting, and of course the sort of stuff you just can’t talk about. At least not while the guy is still in office. The President has to be able to trust you, otherwise he tries to sneak off on his own, with the result that he’s not protected at all. Frankly, it makes me feel a little guilty to have told you as much as I have.”

      “It’s not like I can call a press conference,” Hank said, chuckling. “Heck, I can’t even write a book. Who would I say authored it? How would a publisher be able to get in touch with me?” She turned and put her face close to his. “But that also tells me that you should have been able to keep a straight face when I mentioned the relative comfort of seats in the Latitude. Were you trying to embarrass me?”

      “I think I was just bragging.”

      “You are incorrigible,” she said.

      He pulled back from her a bit. “We just got done talking about how I had to stand with a straight face for eight years while serving in PPD. I need to make up for lost time.”

      “You’re still incorrigible, and I’m going to just sit here and read my book.” She picked up her copy of Homegrown Violent Extremism.

      “Still reading Southers’ book?” he asked.

      “When I get the chance to read at all. He has some interesting commentary on group dynamic in extremist groups that would have been helpful to have known prior to Camp Chaos. The way the Camp members were isolated away from the rest of the world in the compound in Nebraska not only served to reinforce their beliefs that they were engaged in some kind of essential cleansing of the country, but also served to have the views of the respective groups that had been recruited reinforce each other. It was a group of six hundred outsiders that suddenly found themselves accepted, and even though Sesogo apparently never set foot in the compound, his monetary support of the group added to their sense of acceptance. If nothing else, we should make sure Hal has a complete catalog of current organized fringe groups and their ideologies. It might make cracking a future case a lot easier.”

      He put an arm around her and drew her so she was nestled against him. Her book still open and propped on her knees, she admonished, “Don’t go trying to distract me.”

      “I promise,” he said, rubbing her shoulder with his hand. “I’ll save up the distractions for tonight.”
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      “How would you like to get in a little flight time today, Hank?” Crow asked over breakfast.

      “It’s kind-of snotty out there, don’t you think?”

      “Which makes it perfect. You’re  getting an instrument rating, so nothing like a little instrument weather to go play in.” Crow munched on his toast and continued, “I was thinking we could take off from Stafford, swing down to Norfolk and fly the VOR approach into runway 32, then head over to Charlottesville and fly the GPS approach into runway 3, then back to Stafford and fly the ILS into runway 33.”

      Hank smiled. “Ok. I’m game.”

      “Is this safe?” Spud asked.

      Hank considered a glare, but decided against it. Spud responds better to subterfuge. “Of course, it’s safe. Every airline flies every flight in instrument conditions, Spud. And every time we go somewhere in the Latitudes, we do it in instrument conditions, too.”

      Crow began to speak, but Hank whipped her head to face him and glared.

      “Perfectly safe, just like Hank says,” Crow said after clearing his throat.

      “Then why are you clearing your throat?” Spud asked.

      Crow choked down a bite of toast. “The toast is a little dry.” He picked up his coffee mug and looked innocently at Spud while he took a sip from it.

      Hank smiled at Crow and turned back to Spud. “See? I told you. Besides, I love this stuff, Spud. Flying by instruments is way more fun than flying by visual rules. You have air traffic controllers helping you every step of the way, and all you need to do is keep the course centered on the instruments and it’s a perfect flight every time.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. And when I get into the Seneca and the Latitude, there will be an autopilot as well that will just follow the route you give it automatically. Except for landing and taking off, the planes practically fly themselves.”

      “That’s true,” Cloud said. The rest is kind-a sort-a true.

      “If you’re done eating, we can get out and get this flight over and be back by lunchtime,” Crow said.

      “Yeah, I’m done,” Hank said. She picked up her coffee mug and finished off what was left in it. “Let me grab my flight bag and I’ll be right with you.”

      As she climbed into the SUV with Crow, she said, “Never, ever even hint to Spud that something might not be safe.”

      Crow looked at her, his face showing surprise. “He doesn’t seem to have any problem with you going on missions.”

      “I know. But for some reason, other things are different for him. Don’t ask me why.”

      “One day, you’re going to have to sit down with him and explain that cross-training for different tasks in the unit is par for the course. Which he knows, but maybe needs reminding.”

      “Maybe the solution is for you and Cloud to take him out for some flight training so he can see it’s really not rocket science.”

      “Gee, thanks for the sterling acknowledgement of our skills,” Crow said, joking. “You’re not supposed to show people how easy it is. You’re supposed to let them continue to believe that pilots are geniuses with god-like skills and abilities, and thus deserving of special pay.”

      “Do you and Cloud get special pay?” Hank asked.

      “Not anymore. But I did when I was in the DEA. Cloud got additional pay in the Army as well.”

      “Pilots,” Hank laughed. “More like bullshit artists.”

      “And recognizing that you just called yourself a bullshit artist, I’ll let that remark slide.”

      “If I wasn’t a bullshit artist, Spud would never let me go flying.”

      “Yeah, like conveniently not telling him that, regardless of weather, if you’re flying above 18,000 mean sea level then you must file an instrument flight plan.”

      “I told him the truth. Not the whole truth, but then, I wasn’t under oath.” She winked at him.

      They arrived at the airport to find Frank pulling the Archer from its hangar.

      “G’morning, Frank,” Hank said in greeting. “How’s avionics school going?”

      “I have a greater appreciation for avionics techs than I did before,” Frank replied. “On the mechanical side of things, if something’s worn or broken, you can see it, or at least measure it. You can’t tell where those little electrons are going.”

      “We’ll try not to let any avionics break until you’re done,” Crow said.

      “’Preciate it. Eight zero Quebec is ready to go any time you guys are.”

      Hank went about doing the preflight check of the airplane while Crow and Frank got caught up on Frank’s avionics training and various things to do with the other aircraft currently in use by the unit. Loading her flight bag into the Archer, she reflected that although she really did like instrument flying better than visual flying, it entailed a great deal more in the way of charts and other publications than did visual flight rules flying. Of course, I’ve got a big advantage. I can have Hal put any of this stuff I want on my tablet.

      Taxiing out with Crow and taking off, she also reflected on the somberness of the weather.

      “This is a whole different kind of flying,” she remarked.

      “Just remember it’s a whole different kind of flying you’re doing on my ticket,” Crow said. “If you screw anything up, then I’m going to get called on the carpet for it. And in my case and yours as well, the carpet has to roll all the way on up to Oklahoma City before someone looks and says, ‘Wait a minute. Who is this?’ and it makes its way to Fred.”

      “Oh, no pressure here,” Hank said.

      “You’ll do fine. I’d suggest you get on the instruments at this point, Hank.”

      “No hood?”

      “You’re not going to need it.”

      Just as he said that, she noticed the Archer beginning to be enveloped by mist. Transitioning to the flight instruments, she turned to a heading given by the air traffic controller presently handling the flight. Once established, she took another look out the windscreen.

      “Shit. I can’t even see the end of the cowling.” She went back to scanning the instruments in front of her, figuring there was nothing to be seen outside, so why bother looking?

      “Yup. It’s a stable layer, but it’s solid soup,” Crow agreed.

      As the plane climbed, she began to notice the light level increasing. Taking another look outside, she noticed the clouds seem to flow away from the airplane.

      “Oh, awesome!” They were suddenly above the clouds, with the sun shining brightly on a thick layer of white below them.

      “Don’t forget the instruments, Hank. Cloud decks can lie to you, and then you’ll find yourself disoriented.”

      She divided her attention between the flight instruments and the wonder of being above the clouds in sunlight, knowing the ground below was shrouded in grey.

      “You know, the unit has given me opportunities I would never have imagined I’d have,” she remarked to Cloud. “I keep hearing Spud say how he loved what he did in the Secret Service, and he loves what he does in the unit, and that it’s all been good. I can’t help but agree with him, although I can’t say I loved being tied to a computer writing case reports when I was a Special Agent. I loved being in the field, though. And the unit gives me a lot more opportunity to be in the field, even if it is just for training. Plus, I get to acquire skills that I can actually use in the work, rather than just taking them on because I want the challenge of doing so. Like this. Flying. I thought I’d like the challenge, and I do. But, unlike the FBI, when I’m done I’ll be using this skill.”

      “You could have gone for FBI flight ops, though.”

      “But I didn’t want it. I wanted drug cartel taskforce.”

      “Because of your brother?”

      “Partly, yes. But mostly just because I hate drugs. I think they erode the character of the country, and they promote a great deal of illegal activity. Everything from money laundering to murder.” She reflected. “Cartel taskforce would have been another jump into the dirty side of things. Just like what we do: risky, and tied to things you just might find personally repulsive.”

      “Like shooting someone?” Crow asked.

      She glanced at him and then went back to scanning the airplane’s instruments. “I didn’t get into law enforcement to be an executioner. I got into it to solve crime and stop crime. Having to shoot that guy just... rattled me. It’s hard not to be rattled when you see someone’s brains spray out across a rooftop and know that it was your bullet that did it. I’d have rather apprehended him and seen him go to trial. But Doc Andy set me straight on that. My choice was to let him murder an innocent, or take him out when he had the clear intent to murder. I can play ‘what if’ all I want, but in the end I can’t change the past. Couldn’t even change it when the moment arrived and the shot had to be taken. It will never leave a good taste in my mouth, but I guess it’s kind-of like being the guy whose job it is to clean up roadkill. It’s nasty, it stinks, but someone has to do it. That’s true of all criminal apprehensions, not just cases where deadly force is involved. I chose that when I applied to the academy, and I chose it when I decided to stop being Katheryn Hanko and start being Hank.”

      “Do you think it will make you hesitate if you have to shoot someone in the future?”

      “I hope I always hesitate. But only long enough to know if squeezing the trigger is what I have to do.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ok,” Voice began as the team met to go over recent developments and improvements to their techniques and technology. “Today, I’m going to be demonstrating our new and improved dragonfly drone.”

      He opened a box in front of him and took out one of the small drones.

      “The first improvement you probably noticed right away, and only has to do with how many of them we can carry. The wings now fold for storage.” He turned the drone over and pressed the small button on its underside that activated it with the tip of his pencil. The folded wings flipped out, and the drone adopted its appearance as a life-like dragonfly.

      “For the next improvement, I have to give it a command. Hal, dragonfly 1, perimeter search of library.”

      The tiny drone took off flying around the room, occasionally bobbing and weaving as it went.

      “Notice that our drone now has a more life-like flight characteristic. I must have watched a hundred videos of dragonflies in flight to get our drone to act like a real one.”

      He took out a second dragonfly.

      “You might remember that I had a little issue with the dragonfly during the Roswell training exercise. I’d sent the dragonfly that was tracking Amigo off to assist the dragonfly that was searching for Hank after Amigo was apprehended. But after Hank disabled the dragonfly doing the grid search to find her, the second one just went into hover. And so, the search was over. Now watch what happens if I give the dragonfly flying the perimeter of the room the command to assist this dragonfly in a grid search.”

      He held the dragonfly drone in his hand and activated it with a press of the tip of his pencil. Continuing to hold it immobile and upside down, he said, “Hal, dragonfly one, fly to position dragonfly 2, initiate joint grid search.”

      The dragonfly flying the perimeter turned and headed toward the dragonfly in Voice’s hand. He then pressed on the one in his hand with the tip of his pencil, inactivating it and making its wings fold again for storage. The other dragonfly continued toward him, hovered briefly over the dragonfly in his hand, then commenced flying a grid pattern in widening  spirals around  his hand.

      “And, last but not least, if I try to grab it...” He reached out and tried to snatch the searching dragonfly, which flitted away from his hand. “Evasion capability. It won’t be so easy for Hank to snatch one out of the air next time we do a ‘sniper versus snooper.’”

      “Pretty impressive,” Edge said.

      “Hal, dragonfly 1, tag suspect Hank,” Voice said.

      The dragonfly flew to a point just out of Hank’s reach.

      “I also reprogrammed things so the dragonfly won’t go directly to a tagged signal unless I ask it to. This will make it both harder for a suspect to disable and also less likely to be noticed.” He grinned. “But if I wanted... Hal, land Hank.”

      The dragonfly approached Hank and landed in her hair.

      “You’ve got something about putting these things in my hair,” Hank said, reaching up and gently pulling it from her head. She handed it over to him.

      “Oh, and I almost forgot. Hal, dragonfly 1, observe suspect Hank.”

      The dragonfly flew up and grasped the edge of the lighting fixture above Hank’s head. Voice then turned his tablet so the others could see it. On it was a video feed from the dragonfly, focused on Hank.

      “Go ahead and walk around the room, Hank,” Voice said.

      She got up and did so, the dragonfly periodically repositioning itself so that her image was always depicted on Voice’s tablet. Taking a peek at his tablet, she ducked under the table. The dragonfly repositioned itself, taking a spot over the seat of her empty chair, then turned clockwise until it reacquired her image. It then settled on the chair and continued to send Hank’s image back to Voice’s tablet.

      “That capability is through a movement analysis routine programmed into Hal. Hal figures out from how Hank’s image disappeared her probable location and then directs the drone to take a position that will make that location visible. Basically, Hal is mapping the area as the drone flies. There’s still the possibility that if Hal doesn’t have enough mapping data from the dragonfly that a suspect could evade it, but by making the dragonfly bob and weave as it flies assists it in acquiring the mapping data as well.”

      “How is it that the dragonfly can communicate with Hal in the field?” Amigo asked.

      “Good question, and one with a simple answer.” Voice set a box up on the table and extended an antenna from it. “This is a booster. Basically, a bum ticker in a box. It’s programmed for the frequencies used by the dragonflies, takes the signal that the dragonfly produces, and boosts it so the satellites can pick it up and rebroadcast it to Hal. Hal returns the favor when it’s commanding the drones. Of course, I didn’t need it here, given Hal is right there,” he said, pointing at the mainframe bay door.

      “Where’s the antenna on the dragonfly?” Cloud asked.

      “In the wings. What you see that look like veins in the wings are actually the antenna.”

      “Voice, we keep saying it. You’re a fucking genius,” Crow said.

      “Yeah, I know,” Voice said, grinning.

      “What else have we got?” Spud asked.

      “If I can have another minute,” Voice said, “I decrypted a message from our local gunny here at the base. Evidently, he’s pretty impressed with Hank, and would like her promoted.”

      “To what?”

      “Gunnery sergeant.”

      Spud took on his Secret Service ‘game face.’ “As long as he doesn’t want her promoted to E-9, I’m fine with it.”

      “You’d still be my superior, with more years in rank than I’d have,” Hank said innocently.

      “It would make it that much harder to control you.”

      Hank laughed. “You don’t control me.”

      “Unless he’s got you in handcuffs,” Amigo said, getting the team laughing.

      “Let’s not go any further along that line,” Spud said with a grin. “Anyone else?”

      “Hank and I will be working on handgun skills with Cloud and Crow tomorrow in the range here,” Amigo said. “Right now, they’re about the weakest team members when it comes to handgun. They can make airplanes fly accurately, but not bullets.”

      “True,” Crow and Cloud said in unison.

      “And on our front, Hank is ready for her instrument checkride, and once we can get Edge out for his instrument cross-country, he’ll be ready for his as well,” Crow said. “Then we start hammering on the multiengine, complex, and commercial tickets. They’re going to need a bit of cross-country time for the commercial, and will need to learn some new maneuvers and become a bit more exacting, though they’re both pretty good at landings and whatnot already.” He took a gulp of the coffee he had sitting on the table in front of him. “We’ve already notified our FAA gunny to expect a call any day now.”

      “Doc Andy, anything new on the profiler work?” Spud asked.

      “If you just read the literature, the depressing thing you discover is that there’s no clearly defining characteristic of who is prone to become an overt terrorist,” Doc Andy said. “There’s lots of theories that a person who is likely to be inclined to take up extremist views has suffered some sort of trauma in the past, but it’s difficult to determine if many of the terrorists we’ve seen have ever experienced any sort of trauma. From what I’m seeing, I think it more likely that the first step in someone becoming a terrorist is that the individual feels isolated, whether they are or not. They will then grasp onto an extremist view as a mechanism for ending that sense of isolation. That may prompt them to join an extremist group, or the sense they might have that somehow engaging in terrorist acts will make them justified and perhaps even glorified by future generations. A sense of future fame or acceptance, even if they engage in an act of suicide, like a suicide bombing or shooting themselves at the end of a shooting spree, can be a motivating factor.

      “The oddity is that these are the same sorts of processes we see in those who adopt more socially acceptable mechanisms for ending their perception of being isolated, like becoming a fervent believer in a religion, joining a hobby group, or being altruistic. So the question then remains: why does one person become a terrorist and another converts to Christianity, for example?” He shrugged. “So far, I’m at a loss to determine that, and from what I’m reading and Hank is reading, so are the so-called experts. So, unfortunately, we’re going to continue to be more reactionary to events that are currently occurring, and less predictive of where we might potentially see events occur in the future.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ok, guys, come on down here.”

      Hank was standing downrange in the unit’s underground range facility, next to a cardboard target set in a stand. Amigo stood nearby while Crow and Cloud made their way to where she was standing.

      Hank smiled. “Unknown to the two of you, you’re our first guinea pigs.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Cloud muttered.

      “What you see here is something a little new and different,” Hank began. “Typically, training consists of shooting static targets. The only problem with that is that our typical bad guy isn’t going to stand still, and if he’s got buddies around, they aren’t going to stand still, either. Furthermore, they’re going to be shooting back.”

      She swung the target around so Crow and Cloud could see the back of it. “These,” she continued, pointing at small sensors placed around the perimeter of the back side of the target, “are shot sensors. They pick up the sound of a round as it passes between them. They’re nothing new, really. They’ve been using them in competitive shooting for some time. Paper targets, for instance, aren’t accurate enough for Olympic competitors, so they use these. In competitive shooting, they’re used simply to record the accuracy of the shot. But for us, they’re going to do something else.”

      She pointed at a device attached to the edge of the target. “This is a simunitions gun. They’re nothing new, either. They’ve been used for shoot house training for some time. I’ve done a bit of shooting in shoot houses equipped with them. It’s a lot of fun, until you screw up and make a portion of your anatomy visible. Then you get a painful reminder of the need to maintain concealment and cover.”

      She repositioned the target to the way it had originally been. “Here’s how Voice has these working for us. You’ll notice we have barricades set around the range. They go solidly from the floor to eight feet high for a very good reason. If these little cameras see your foot,” she pointed them out, mounted on either side of the target’s head, “then Hal is going to swing this simunitions gun and shoot you in the foot. You’ll know it. Amigo, show them.”

      Amigo pulled up a pant leg to reveal a black and blue mark on his shin. “And they fucking hurt,” he said.

      “So, basically, we have a target that has eyes, can see you, and can shoot you. Nice, huh?”

      “Joy of joys,” Crow said sarcastically. “Was this your idea of suitable torture for us?”

      Hank grinned and shrugged. “Remember, I have experience with these. If I stripped buck naked, you’d see I don’t have any bruises, even though I ran the course as well.”

      “Prove it,” Crow said.

      Hank gave him a look. “Want me to call Spud in here so you can repeat that request?”

      “Forget it,” Crow said.

      “Thought so. Now here’s the game. You have to try to take out this target before it takes you out. Notice that the barricades are numbered one through seven. One is the furthest from the target, seven is the closest. Your job is to take out the target. You’ll start at barricade one. You have two shots: a double-tap. If you miss, you have to make your way to barricade two, and try again. If you miss again, then it’s off to barricade three. Remember: the target is going to be watching and shooting at you every time you expose yourself. If you hit the target, the sensors will pick it up and Hal will declare either a fatal shot or a non-lethal one. If it’s non-lethal, you’ll need to continue until you get a fatal shot.”

      Hank took note of how Crow and Cloud had their handguns holstered.

      “Let me point out something else to you. Having those handguns in a strong-side holster isn’t a good thing if you’re sitting. It’s a lot tougher to get a handgun from a hip-mounted holster if you’re sitting. We’ll run this exercise today without changing anything, but get with Mike and have him fit you with either a shoulder holster or, better yet, a holster that will hold your handgun at the center of your chest. With a five-point seat harness in the Latitude, a chest-mounted handgun is readily accessible. So, say, you’re sitting in the Latitude on the ramp somewhere and someone decides to storm the plane, you can readily get that gun and defend yourself.”

      “Never thought of that,” Crow mumbled.

      “That’s ok. That’s what I’m here for,” Hank said. “Ready to run this thing?”

      Cloud took out a quarter. “Call it, Crow.” He flipped it into the air.

      “Heads.”

      Slapping it on the back of his hand after catching it, he peeked and said, “Tails. Looks like I go first.”

      “Amigo and I will have the two of you alternate running the course. The two of us will be following you downrange, assuming you can’t get a fatal shot on the first double-tap. The barricades and target, note, are all set up so that your round should go from muzzle to target and into the backstop. Try not to send one before you’re aimed in,” she admonished. “Neither Luigi nor I will be happy if you put a pock mark on the range walls, baffles, floor...”

      “No pressure here,” Cloud said with a note of sarcasm.

      She gave him a slow blink. “Ready?”

      “Sure.”

      “When you hear me say ‘gun,’ engage your target.”

      “One question before I start,” Cloud asked. “What if I run out of ammunition?”

      “Now, that’s showing confidence,” Hank said with a note of her own sarcasm. “You know how to do an emergency reload, yes? Because otherwise, if it were a real situation, your perp’s going to pin you down until he or she realizes you’re out of ammo. Then he’s going to come and kill you.”

      “Yeah, that wouldn’t be good,” Cloud remarked.

      “Alright. Now are you ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Gun.”

      Cloud dashed behind the first barricade. Leaning out to locate the target, he pulled himself back behind the barricade. Then he leaned out with his gun.

      “Shit!”

      Over the range PA, they heard Hal say, “Fatal shot recorded. Team member eliminated.”

      Amigo laughed. “You didn’t even get a shot off.”

      “At least I don’t get a bruise to embarrass me,” Cloud said. “The shot hit my goggles. How does Hal know where the shot hit?”

      “Hal sees it,” Amigo said. “Through the same cameras that tell it where to aim.”

      “What was your mistake?” Hank asked.

      “Got me.”

      Hank looked at him with narrowing eyes. “You leaned out twice,” she said. “If you’re going to lean out twice, make sure the second time you lean out in a different position. Duck. Or lean out on the other side. Your perp will expect you to do the same thing twice, so if you do something different, like kneel to take your two shots, you’ll have a better chance of success.

      “Ok, Crow. You get the benefit of Cloud’s bad experience. You’re up. Ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Gun.”

      Crow dashed behind the first barricade as well. He knelt and swung around the barricade, sending two rounds down toward the target.

      Over the range PA, Hal announced, “Nonfatal shot recorded. Suspect capable of returning fire.”

      “Shit.” Crow looked for his next barricade. Seeing that he’d have to make a good run for it, he said, “Shit again.”

      He ran for it, and making the next barricade, leaned and took two shots.

      “No shot recorded,” Hal announced.

      “Oh, fuck.” He took a look to find his next barricade.

      “Shit!” He jumped back, rubbing his right shoulder.

      “Nonfatal shot recorded. Right arm disabled.”

      “You mean now I’ve got to go this left-handed?” he asked Hank incredulously.

      “You heard Hal. You no longer have the use of your right arm,” Hank said, grinning. “Let me guess: you haven’t been practicing left-handed shooting, have you?”

      Crow muttered something under his breath.

      “Get to your next barricade,” she said. “And try not to die in the process.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      He made a run for the next barricade. The target took a shot that hit him in the leg.

      “Fuck!” He hopped on the leg that hadn’t been hit.

      “Nonfatal shot recorded,” Hal announced, followed by another shot from the target that hit him in the chest.

      “Fatal shot recorded. Team member eliminated,” Hal announced.

      “Sonuvabitch!” Crow exclaimed. “Is there actually a way to get through this course without getting killed?”

      “Sure. Amigo, show him how it’s done.”

      Amigo took up a position at the start of the course, drawing and readying his handgun once Crow had cleared the downrange area.

      “Gun,” Hank said.

      Amigo ran to the first barricade, knelt, and took two shots.

      “Nonfatal shot recorded,” Hal announced as Amigo ran to the next barricade. He came around the left-hand side of the barricade and engaged the target again.

      “Fatal shot recorded,” Hal announced. “Suspect eliminated.”

      Amigo cleared his firearm and reholstered it. “And that’s how it’s done.”

      “You have to develop long-distance accuracy,” Hank said. “I’ll give you a hint on how to do that, but right now what I’d like to show you is what we really want you to be able to do.”

      Once Amigo had returned to a point behind the starting point, Hank took up the starting position.

      “Gun.”

      Hank ran to the first barricade, and coming around it, took two shots during her run to the second barricade. She continued from barricade to barricade while Hal announced, “Fatal shot recorded,” for each of her two fired shots.

      “You’re fucking me,” Cloud said when she’d finished and reholstered her sidearm.

      “No. Actually, I’m fucking Spud,” she said with a grin.

      Amigo cracked up.

      “And you better not be fucking anyone else,” Spud said, coming into the range. “This looks like an interesting exercise,” he added. “The target shoots back?”

      “And when those rounds hit you, they raise a nice welt,” Crow said, alternating between rubbing his shoulder and his leg.

      Hank took out a quarter. “Care to see who’s better?”

      Spud took out a quarter of his own. “You know, we did a lot of weapons training in the Secret Service.”

      “And we did a lot of weapons training in the FBI. Plus, I took every opportunity to get to the range, as you well know.”

      “Gunsmith, bring my Sig and two magazines of ammunition to the range,” Spud said.

      “This is going to be fun,” Crow whispered to Cloud.

      While waiting for the arrival of Spud’s handgun, Hank went downrange and pasted masking tape over the holes in the target. “I don’t expect this to be easy,” she said as she walked back uprange.

      “Want to add a little something extra to the bet?” Spud asked.

      “Depends. What are you thinking of?”

      “If I win, you wait on me hand and foot at dinner. If you win, I’ll wait on you hand and foot.”

      “That’s a damned sight better than a quarter,” she said, grinning at him. “And really good incentive to win.”

      “Call it,” Amigo said, tossing a quarter in the air.

      “Tails,” Hank said.

      “Heads. Spud, you’re up.”

      Hank stood back and let Spud take the starting position.

      “Ready?” Amigo asked.

      Spud nodded.

      “Gun.”

      Spud ran the course as Hank had, shooting two shots as he went from barricade to barricade, hearing Hal announce fatal shots during his run. He never hesitated, not even when he had to reload.

      “That’s some nice shooting,” Amigo said when he finished.

      “Want to up it even more?” Spud asked.

      Hank looked at the neat pattern of his shots, centered on the target. “Sure. What else are you thinking?”

      “If I win, you’ve got to wear a little frilly apron.”

      “We’ve got a little frilly apron in the kitchen?” Hank asked, pasting tape over his holes and counting up his score.

      “This isn’t the first kind of bet that’s gone like this,” Spud replied, giving her a little smile.

      Better not fuck this up, Hank thought.

      She took her position at the starting point.

      “Ready?” Amigo asked.

      She nodded.

      “Gun.”

      She ran the course again, again hearing Hal announce fatal hits during every dash to the next target. Finishing, she took a look at her shots and counted up her score.

      “One point,” she announced. “One point difference.”

      “Who won?” Crow asked.

      She looked at him, her face expressing annoyance.

      Crow grinned. “Spud.”

      “Fuck,” Hank said. “By one fucking point. And I was looking forward to seeing him in a frilly apron.”

      Spud smiled. “I’ll just go off and find that apron for you, Love. See you at dinner.”
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      “This new veteran’s bill is going to be the correct thing to do for those who have served this great nation. These men and women... who have given so... given so much...”

      “Not again,” Spud muttered, watching the news.

      “...Given so much to our nation... Though I have to say, I don’t know why we... why we call them heroes. I should be the one called a hero, the way... the way I’m being... being attacked... unfounded...”

      Spud planted his face in his hand and shook his head as the President’s handlers once again steered him away from the microphones and cameras.

      “I don’t understand his behavior at all,” Crow said. “He started out just fine. Then it’s like you see him melt into a blubbering puddle right before your eyes.”

      “There are times when I wish I was still in the Protective Division,” Spud said. “Maybe I’d be seeing something that explains it.”

      “So, what’s the latest on the criminal charges, anyway?” Edge asked.

      “They weren’t able to find anything indicating emoluments clause violations,” Spud said. “The President was being truthful when he said he’d divested himself of any business dealings that involved foreign interests. The only businesses which he’s still involved with are completely domestic, taking no foreign money.

      “They’re still pawing through the campaign contributions and where all the money went,” Spud continued. “But so far, they haven’t discovered anything there, either. That’s not to say that they won’t find anything, just that they haven’t found anything yet.

      “It all makes me wonder if the President is just overwhelmed by the accusations at the moment, and the stress is getting to him,” Spud concluded.

      “If the stress gets to him to the point where he has a meltdown all the time, maybe he’s not fit to be President,” Hank suggested.

      “Well. That’s not going to get him impeached on an Article Two violation,” Spud said. “It could get him removed as medically unfit, though.”

      “And what does that take?” Amigo asked.

      “Invocation of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment,” Spud said.

      Crow pulled out his tablet to look it up. Taking a moment to read it through, he said, “I gather we’re talking about the provisions in Section Four of the Amendment?”

      “Exactly.”

      “What exactly does it say?” Cloud asked.

      Crow began reading. “Whenever the Vice President and a majority of either the principal officers of the executive departments or of such other body as Congress may by law provide, transmit to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House of Representatives their written declaration that the President is unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office, the Vice President shall immediately assume the powers and duties of the office as Acting President.

      “Thereafter, when the President transmits to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House of Representatives his written declaration that no inability exists, he shall resume the powers and duties of his office unless the Vice President and a majority of either the principal officers of the executive department or of such other body as Congress may by law provide, transmit within four days to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House of Representatives their written declaration that the President is unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office. Thereupon Congress shall decide the issue, assembling within forty-eight hours for that purpose if not in session. If the Congress, within twenty-one days after receipt of the latter written declaration, or, if Congress is not in session, within twenty-one days after Congress is required to assemble, determines by two-thirds vote of both Houses that the President is unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office, the Vice President shall continue to discharge the same as Acting President; otherwise, the President shall resume the powers and duties of his office.”

      “So the process is,” Spud began, “that the Vice President and, because the President has twenty-four people in his cabinet, thirteen of the cabinet members have to tell Congress that they believe the President is unfit to stay in office. That could be interpreted as temporarily unable, or permanently unable. Once they do that, then the President is effectively removed from office, and the Vice President takes over as President.”

      “Just like that?” Cloud asked.

      “Not exactly,” Spud said. “The President can protest it. If he does, he’s reinstated in office.”

      “Yeah, but is someone who’s potentially batshit crazy, as, sorry to say, this President just might be, competent to declare himself able to continue acting as President?”

      “The Amendment provides for that,” Spud said. “The Vice President and cabinet members can then go back to Congress and, in essence, say, ‘no, he isn’t.’ Once they do that, then Congress decides if the President is or isn’t fit to serve. If Congress agrees, then the President is removed from office and the Vice President takes over. But it takes a supermajority to do that.”

      “Supermajority?”

      “Two-thirds of the entire Congress has to agree,” Spud said.

      “And all of this is initiated by the cabinet?” Amigo asked.

      “Not the cabinet. The Vice President,” Spud said.

      “Fat chance of that, then,” Cloud said. “The Vice President will turn on the guy who got him where he is? I don’t think so.”

      “Somewhat depressing when you think of the schizoid behavior we’ve seen from the guy we’ve got in office,” Voice remarked.

      “Schizoid or not, this isn’t getting us to our training assignments,” Hank said. “Amigo and I have another date with our Marine Corps gunny out at the MOUT. He has something new set up for us, and frankly I’m curious about what it might be.”
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        * * *

      

      Amigo and Hank arrived at MOUT North to find the base commander already there.

      “Good morning, Sir,” she said as both of them saluted the officer. “I hope we didn’t keep you waiting.”

      The colonel returned their salute and looked at his watch. “You’re actually early. I’m simply earlier.” He looked over Hank’s cammies. “I’m glad to see my request for you to wear gunnery sergeant rank was agreed to by the unit, Hank.”

      Hank debated whether she should explain that rank really had no meaning for the unit. He seemed to pick up on her thoughts.

      “I take it you have something to say about that?” he asked.

      “Well, yes, Sir. You see, the unit really has no true rank structure. Our abilities and specialties dictate who will be in charge of each operation.”

      “I gathered that from the briefing materials I received concerning the unit when I became commander here at Quantico,” he said. “My request was more to express my admiration for your abilities, Gunny Hank. I have had opportunity to witness the performances of many Marines who I always felt represented the best and most disciplined men and women this nation has to offer. Being confronted with someone who I consider a step above those men and women, and having really no other way to show my appreciation of your capabilities, I figured at least I could grant you another stripe.”

      “I appreciate it, Sir.”

      “Given you are not a Marine, you can relax and drop the military courtesies as well.”

      “No, Sir,” Hank said. “The unit is pledged to fit in here at Quantico. The practice of proper military decorum is part of that pledge. While in your presence, that involves following the orders of a superior.”

      The colonel laughed. “So, if I order you to raise your right hand and take the oath of enlistment?”

      Hank smiled. “Shy of that one, Sir.”

      “Fair enough.” The colonel turned and looked from their position on MOUT North to the MOUT. “It impressed me the last time we were here that the unit trains as realistically as possible. Am I right?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “We’ve made some modifications in the MOUT. I’d like to see how you handle a target exercise.”

      “With pleasure, Sir.”

      The colonel raised a walkie talkie he held to his mouth and called, “Range Control, if you could activate the MOUT target assembly.”

      Amigo handed Hank his binoculars so she could see what was happening in the MOUT. Watching, she saw targets appear, then disappear, while others moved from behind one building to behind another.

      “Oh, that’s fucking awesome!” she said. “With apologies for the language, Sir.”

      The colonel laughed. “I would say from my experience while attending OCS that you sound very much like a gunnery sergeant, Hank.”

      She handed the binoculars to Amigo. He watched for a moment, then lowered the binoculars and said, “¡Jodidamente increíble es correcto!”

      “And there’s a little catch to this,” the colonel continued. “We’ll be informing our own sniper teams of how quickly you and Amigo can clear ten targets, with the aim of having them gain some incentive for improvement by attempting to beat your record.”

      “Best of three, Sir?”

      He grinned. “Why not?”

      Amigo and Hank set about setting up their firing point and readying ammunition. With her usual degree of organization, she set up loaded magazines and any other items she felt she might need within easy reach, and in places she used as habit, allowing her to simply reach for items without looking.

      “Where it will start getting interesting,” she noted to Amigo, is when we start eliminating targets. It will start getting a lot harder to locate them and eliminate them within the time frame each one is visible.”

      “In short, this is going to be fun,” Amigo said, getting them both laughing.

      “May I ask how long each target is visible, Sir?”

      The colonel grinned again. “It varies. Random times, random positions. Just like in real life.”

      Hank’s grin spread from ear to ear. “You’re a sadist, Sir.”

      “I would say, from the expression on your face, that you’re into sadism, Gunny Hank. Which is also appropriate to your rank.” He looked back down to the MOUT, then drew a stopwatch from his pocket. “If you’re ready, I’ll give the command to fire.”

      She positioned on her rifle, and Amigo at his spotting scope.

      “Spotter ready.”

      “Shooter ready.”

      “Fire,” the colonel said.

      She commenced firing on targets as they appeared and Amigo called them, pausing only slightly once to reload the Sako with another five-round magazine. “Ten,” they heard come over the walkie talkie. The colonel stopped his stopwatch.

      “Phenomenal. Sixteen point three seven seconds.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” Hank said.

      Running the exercise again, at the end of ten rounds and ten hits, the colonel announced. “A little slower, but not by much. Seventeen point five-seven seconds.”

      Hank was frowning. “A slight fumble with the reload and then having to make a shot to the top of the high building,” she muttered. “Not an easy combo, Sir. The fumble with the magazine is inexcusable.”

      “You’re a bit of a perfectionist, Gunny.”

      “Perhaps, Sir.”

      Running the exercise for the final time, the colonel announced at the end, “You are, if nothing else, consistent. Once again, sixteen point three seven seconds.”

      Amigo ran some mental math. “Average of sixteen point seven seven seconds, Hank.”

      “Are you sure that’s correct?” the colonel asked.

      “Amigo is very good with the math, Sir. It’s what makes him such a good spotter. He can come up with a firing solution quickly.” Hank slid back and sat on her haunches. “If any of your teams beat my average, Sir, I would appreciate the opportunity to redeem myself.”

      She stood. “If I may also, Sir, I’d like a little time to make a modification to our own range and then invite you to try your hand at our own little firing exercise. Your set-up here in the MOUT has given me some inspiration for an improvement we can make there.”

      “I’ll look forward to it,” the colonel said. “Is there a way I should prepare for this?”

      “I could be a sadist and simply tell you to show up with a sidearm, Sir,” she said, smiling. “Instead I’ll tell you that it would probably be a good idea to practice long-distance accuracy with a handgun, as well as the ability to shoot while on the move. Preferably running.”
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        * * *

      

      Crow sat with Hank and Edge in the FBO at Stafford Regional Airport. He was jiggling his leg in that nervous way that Hank had always found both amazing for men’s ability to do it and annoying at the same time. She finally punched him in the arm. “Will you fucking stop that?”

      “Sorry. I just wish Fred would get here so we can get this over with.”

      “We? We’re the one taking the checkride,” Edge noted. “Not you.”

      Crow had begun jiggling his leg again. “Then just consider that you don’t need to be nervous, because I’m nervous enough for both of you.”

      “Did you ever stop to think that when you’re looking like you’re nervous that it doesn’t make us feel like you have confidence that we can pass?” Edge asked.

      “What he said,” Hank added, watching him jiggle his leg with an annoyed look on her face.

      “You’ll both do fine,” Crow said.

      “Has anyone flipped a quarter yet?” Fred Parloy walked up and sat with the three pilots.

      “I am, fortunately, the winner of the toss,” Hank said. “I don’t think I can stand another minute of watching Crow jiggle his fucking leg.” She got up, grabbed her flight bag, and headed back to the pilot’s lounge on Fred’s heels.

      “She’s right, you know,” Edge said. “That’s really annoying.”

      About an hour later, Hank and the examiner came back out of the pilot’s lounge. She grabbed the Archer’s keys from in front of Crow and the two of them headed out to where the Archer was parked on the ramp.

      Crow stopped jiggling his leg for just long enough to grab a hand-held aviation radio from his own flight bag. Turning it on, he set it on the table in front of him.

      “Why don’t you just have Hal open a channel on comm?” Edge asked.

      “Hank takes her earpiece out when she’s flying,” Crow said, jiggling his leg.

      Hank completed her preflight check of the airplane and climbed in, Fred taking the seat next to her. He simply watched as she performed her cockpit checks after starting the engine and taxied to the runway after making the appropriate calls on the aircraft’s radio.

      “You don’t seem very nervous for this being a checkride,” Fred remarked after she’d completed her run-up.

      “I love instrument flying,” Hank said, configuring the plane for take-off. “I love the challenge and precision of it.” Making her radio call announcing the Archer’s departure, she positioned on the runway and applied throttle, allowing the aircraft to accelerate down the runway and then lifting off smoothly into flight.

      Following his directions, she climbed, maneuvered, and performed the various tasks required to show proficiency at instrument flying. Completing each of the flight tasks to his satisfaction, they then flew back to Stafford to perform the required instrument approaches. Keeping the navigation instruments nearly perfectly aligned to the correct course headings for each one, she flew the final approach – the ILS – nearly perfectly to the decision height for the approach as well.

      “Go ahead and land, Hank,” Fred said. “You’ve got your instrument rating. That was some exceptional flying.”

      She kept her attention on landing the airplane and rolling out until the speed of the aircraft allowed a controlled turn from the runway. As they taxied into the ramp, he said, “I take it the commercial ticket is next?”

      “Crow and Cloud intend us to do it as a commercial, single- and multiengine land, along with multiengine instrument checkride,” she said. “I think I’m going to love that one as well. They gave us a little experience in the Seneca on our way out to our last big training exercise, and it didn’t take long for me to fall in love with that airplane.”

      “I noticed you’ve even logged a half an hour in the Latitude,” Fred said.

      “Yeah. Now that airplane is a bit overwhelming for me right now. But very cool.”

      “I love the Citations,” Fred said.

      “Do me a favor, Fred,” Hank began. “Don’t let Crow know I passed.”

      “Oh?”

      “He sits in there and jiggles his leg. He’s even driving Edge crazy with it.”

      Fred laughed. “Yup. Crow jiggles his leg, Cloud flips a quarter back and forth over his fingers. If you ever decide to do a little instructing, you’ll probably develop some sort of nervous habit as well.”

      “I think I’ll pass,” Hank said, securing the aircraft. “My nervous thing is eating chocolate, and from their behavior I think I’d gain thirty pounds.” She took the offered Temporary Airman Certificate from Fred, folded it, and stuck it in her wallet. Walking inside, she handed the Archer’s keys to Edge, who looked at her questioningly. Noting that Crow had his head down and was still jiggling his leg, she simply smiled and winked at him.

      Edge took the keys and followed Fred back to the pilot’s lounge.

      Hank sat opposite Crow and stretched her legs out under the table, slouching in her chair.

      Not looking up, Crow asked, “Well?”

      “Well what?” She thought about the “Secret Service” face she’d see Spud get from time to time and tried to emulate it.

      “D’ja pass?”

      “Fred will talk to you once he’s done with Edge.” She noticed the speed of his jiggle increase. Karma, baby. And right now, I’m winning the war.
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        * * *

      

      Spud paused the recording of the news he’d been watching on his tablet as Hank, Edge, and Crow came into the cafeteria. Crow went straight to the coffee pot, grabbed a cup, and giving Hank a scowl, walked off to his quarters.

      “What’s eating him?” Spud asked.

      Edge grinned. “Hank wouldn’t tell him she’d passed when she got done with her checkride. She told him Fred would talk with him about it.”

      “And so?” Spud asked.

      “Usually, a flight examiner doesn’t talk much with an instructor unless the candidate failed,” Hank told him. “He was sweating so bad I thought we’d have to mop the floor of the FBO lounge before we left.”

      Spud looked at her with his “Secret Service” face. “So, why did you let him think you failed?”

      “Do you forget how he and Cloud announced our back seat activity?

      “Ah,” Spud said, a grin appearing on his face. “It’s the karma war in action.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Edge chuckled and sat down with his own coffee. “Not only that, but he was driving us both crazy, jiggling his leg and acting like he was afraid we’d fail in the first place.”

      “How do you guys even do that?” Hank asked. “I have never figured out how a man can jiggle his leg that fast.”

      Spud jiggled his leg, then shrugged. “Got me.”

      Hank rolled her eyes. “I guess I just have to attribute it to being a guy thing.”

      “I gather you passed, though.”

      “Oh yeah,” Edge said. “We both did.”

      “Fred told me I’d passed before I even got the plane on the ground,” Hank said. “He said it was some exceptional flying.”

      “Now I guess when I tell someone that you’ve got your head in the clouds, what I mean will be you’ve gone flying somewhere,” Spud said.

      “Now we can go for a hundred dollar hamburger whenever we want,” Hank said.

      “There’s some place out there that sells hamburgers for a hundred dollars?” Spud asked.

      “The hamburger costs what a hamburger usually costs,” Hank explained. “It’s the fuel to fly the plane to get it that costs a hundred dollars.”

      “Ah.”

      Spud went back to the recording of the news he’d been watching.

      “He’s obsessed with the news these days,” Hank pointed out to Edge.

      “It keeps getting more and more interesting,” Spud said. “The Justice folks have concluded that there was no malfeasance with his campaign funds. Basically, the opposition party hasn’t been able to stick him with any Article Two issues.”

      “So now, is that that?” Hank asked.

      “Apparently.”

      She sighed. “But he’s whacky.”

      “Yes, his bubble is showing him a bit off level,” Spud agreed. “Want to hear his latest?”

      “I don’t know. It’s laughable and depressing all at the same time.”

      Spud put down his tablet and said, “Hal, turn on monitor C1. Play AmNews noon newscast.”

      “The Justice Department has completed their investigation of financial dealings involving my campaign finances and has concluded, as I knew it would, that there was no illegal activity involved. And now, I can concentrate on what I was elected to do: engage in the important duties that are the responsibility of the Presidency of this great country. Thank you all.”

      “Sounds like he’s back on an even keel,” Hank said.

      “Just keep watching,” Spud said.

      She watched as the President shook hands with people at the rostrum and made his way off the podium. He paused to make brief comments to the assembled reporters. As he did, she noticed him start to lose coordination, beginning to stagger as if he was drunk. Secret Service agents near him reached out to steady him, and he looked at them wild-eyed and shouted, “Why don’t you motherfuckers keep your fucking hands off me?” He was then guided back into the White House by agents and staff, who could be seen supporting him before the door leading from the Rose Garden closed.

      She shook her head, wide-eyed. “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde,” she said.

      “For a second, I thought you had been elected President the way he cussed, Hank,” Edge said.

      Spud was once again in “Secret Service” mode. “Something very odd is going on here,” he said, his face emotionless.
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      “Unit, alert, gunny arriving.”

      Having greeted him at the door of the BEQ, Hank walked up to the hidden access to the unit’s underground complex with Quantico’s base commander. His slightly puzzled look was replaced by an even more puzzled one when the panel allowing access to the stairwell slid open to reveal it.

      “Somehow, I had the idea that the unit was entirely housed within the BEQ,” he said as they passed through the access and it closed behind them.

      “That would not be possible, Sir,” Hank explained. “We have a number of support personnel who work here with us, as well as support areas that would not be able to be housed in an area as small as the BEQ.”

      “I notice the door is just a flat section of wall. How does it open?”

      Prepared for the question, Hank replied, “We have a computer system that recognizes when one of the unit members is at the door.” True enough, and all he needs to know.

      “Gunsmith to armory,” she said.

      “Your computer system relays communications as well?”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said as they walked down the stairs, giving a mental shrug. Also true, and he doesn’t need to know more than that, either.

      Walking around to the door to the armory, the two were greeted by Luigi.

      “I think this is the first time we’ve had as a guest the person whose guest we are,” Luigi said. He extended a hand. “Very nice to meet you, Sir.”

      As the colonel shook hands, he took note that Luigi was also dressed in a MCCUU uniform.

      “Everyone here dresses as a Marine?” he asked.

      “Dresses like one, acts like one,” Hank confirmed. “Luigi, our guest is armed, but I’m certain doesn’t have enough ammunition to run our special handgun course. Which sidearm did you bring, Sir?”

      “I’ve always been a fan of 1911-style handguns,” he said. “So I’ve got the Colt with me.”

      “He’ll want two extra magazines, Luigi,” Hank said. “And if I can have my 1911 and three magazines as well.” She grinned. “And enough .45 ACP so we can both have a lot of fun.”

      “Sure thing, Sweetheart.” Luigi disappeared into the weapons locker.

      “Can I have some fun as well?” Spud asked from behind her.

      “Given I have to redeem myself, sure.” She turned to the colonel. “Sir, may I introduce my husband.”

      “Very nice to meet you, Sir. Welcome to the unit,” Spud said, extending his hand.

      The colonel shook hands, noting Spud’s name and rank. “Sergeant Major Spud? How does one get a name like Spud?”

      Hank reflexively lowered her face while grinning ear-to-ear. Spud, on the other hand, had adopted his Secret Service face, responding with, “It’s somewhat of a long story, Sir.”

      “I’m supposin’ you want your Sig and some ammo as well, Spud?” Luigi asked, returning with Hank’s pistol, spare magazines, and ammunition for her and the colonel.

      “If you would, Luigi,” Spud said, a confident smile on his face.

      “He believes he can beat me at this exercise, Sir,” Hank said.

      “I know I can beat her at this exercise, Sir,” Spud retorted. “Especially as I have already done so once.”

      “Ah, but you haven’t seen the little twist Voice and I came up with,” Hank said. She took a quarter from her pocket and held it up in front of Spud’s nose.

      “You’re on,” Spud said, coming up with his own quarter.

      The colonel smiled. “The bet is only two bits?”

      “All bets in the unit consist of a quarter,” Hank explained. “Just call it a ‘unit thing,’ Sir.” She grinned. “It’s more symbolic than anything else, Sir. The unit provides those of us in the Field Team literally everything we need.”

      She indicated that he should precede her out of the armory. Once back in the corridor, she said, “If you would follow me, Sir.”

      She led the way through the corridors to the range entrance. Expecting something much smaller, the colonel was surprised to see the depth of the range through the anteroom windows.

      “This is much larger than I was imagining,” he said. “How do you keep the sound isolated?”

      “Through some very clever engineering,” she said. “If you don’t mind, Sir, I’d like to wait here until Spud and Luigi arrive. The range is under negative pressure, as most correctly-designed and engineered indoor ranges are. I’d like to not have the anteroom door opened while we’re entering the range proper. It disturbs the suspended ceiling tiles.”

      Spud and Luigi soon came through the outer anteroom door, Spud joining the two others and Luigi heading for the range master’s booth.

      “I thought Luigi was the armorer,” the colonel said.

      “And the gunsmith, and the range master and manager,” Hank said. “Our support personnel have multiple talents, Sir.” She called to Luigi. “Could you check the colonel’s sidearm, Luigi?”

      “Sure thing, Sweetheart.”

      “Luigi is a very adept gunsmith, Sir. You may find that if he believes your Colt needs tweaking, he can do it quickly and hand you back a firearm that will run much better than you’re used to.”

      Luigi walked over and held out his hand, prompting the colonel to take his sidearm out of its holster, clear it, and hand it to the gunsmith.

      “Let’s go into the range for this,” Luigi said.

      The entourage entered the range proper. Checking the colonel’s magazine for how many rounds it held, Luigi inserted it into the magazine well of the pistol and slammed it home with a rap of his palm. “Everyone got ears on?” he asked, taking his own hearing protection and placing it over his ears.

      Ascertaining that everyone had hearing protection in place, he raised the handgun and fired all of the rounds in the magazine  into the range’s backstop at rapid speed.

      “Yeah, he mused, “This action has gotta little hitch in it, but I think I can make a quick fix for ya.” He pulled tools from his pockets, then stripped down the weapon quickly, organizing the parts and tools in front of him on a firing bench.

      “You came prepared,” Hank observed.

      “Yeah, I figured with the favor our colonel been doin’ for you and Amigo out at the MOUT that you’d want a favor done for him in return.” Luigi muttered to himself while he took a fine-grained stone and polished the sear face. He then quickly reassembled the firearm.

      “Now we just give this a try with another magazine. Jus’ five rounds.” He pressed five rounds into the empty magazine and reloaded the gun. Once again emptying the magazine’s contents into the backstop, he showed a hint of satisfaction. “I could still do much better, but for now I think you’re gonna be happy,” he said, dropping the empty magazine from the gun and handing both back to the colonel. “Why don’chu load up a few rounds and give it a go, Sir?”

      The colonel loaded five rounds into the empty magazine, loaded the pistol, and likewise sent the five rounds into the range’s backstop. “You’re right. That’s much smoother.”

      “You’re gonna need it, Sir. This little torture course Voice and Hank got worked up is gonna be a challenge.” Luigi headed for the range booth.

      “Luigi is a fine range officer as well, Colonel,” Hank said. “If he should see anything unsafe, he’ll immediately halt the exercise. I’ll warn you, also, that he’s very jealous concerning this range, as am I. You’ll note that there are no stray pock marks from errant rounds anywhere. Should you cause one to appear, both he and I will be very disappointed. With apologies for the strong admonition, Sir.”

      “No apology required, Gunny,” the colonel replied.

      “If everyone would like to place their firearms either in a holster or on a firing bench, I’ll take you downrange and describe the course for you.”

      Holstering their weapons, Spud and the colonel followed Hank downrange to a line taped on the range floor.

      “This is the starting point. Spud, you’ll note it’s pretty much the same as the first course we set up. From here you can see seven numbered barricades. Number one is the furthest from the target, and number seven is the closest to it. The game is simple, Colonel: place a fatal hit on the target before it places one on you.”

      “The target shoots back?”

      “Yes, Sir. I’ll show you that as we move forward.”

      She walked ahead of the two men, stopping at the target. Inviting them to walk around behind it, she first said, “Please watch your step. Don’t trip on the target rails.”

      Spud had noticed the rail assembly, but figured Hank would explain it.

      “For our guest, these are shot sensors,” Hank explained to the colonel, pointing out the sensors on the back of the target. “Hal uses the sound of the bullet passing through the target to determine if the shot is a miss, a nonfatal hit, or a fatal hit. It can also now automatically score the hits.”

      “Hal?”

      “Our mainframe computer array,” Spud explained.

      “Hal will score the hits based on distance from this point.” She indicated a point on the face of the target. “Above the neck, Hal will score based on a distance from this other point. Your score will consist of an aggregate of the distances from either point to your shot location. He who scores lowest, wins.

      “As I told you before, Colonel, the target shoots back. This,” she said, indicating it, “is a simunitions gun. Spud will notice that the target is now equipped with two of them. The one on the target’s right is the target’s dominant shooting hand, and is the one that will be fired unless one of our shots hits an area that would disable the shooter’s right arm. In that case, the gun on the target’s left side will then fire, but with less accuracy than the one on the right..”

      “Oh, you little vixen.” Spud said.

      “I’m sure my dear husband,” Hank continued with a huge grin, “has also noticed the rails on the floor. Our suspect, as Hal will refer to the target, can now move, Sir. This was inspired by the targets you have in the MOUT. It will move randomly along this rail system, and can hide itself behind these two barricades just forward and on either side of the rail system. The barricades are considered impenetrable, both for the target and for us, so attempts to hit the target by shooting through a barricade will not be registered as hits, as Hal is programmed to know the locations of the barricades.

      “The target both moves and shoots at a realistic speed, to as closely simulate and actual adversary as possible. Hal will also announce hits over our range PA system on both the target and on us, and will let you know if a hit disables you in any way or eliminates you. Do you have any questions, Sir?”

      “Other than noting that this has both the potential to be an exciting exercise as well as a humiliating one, no.”

      “A friendly warning, Sir,” Spud noted, “the simunitions smart big time. You won’t need Hal to let you know you’ve been hit. I hope Hank told you to wear appropriate protective equipment.”

      The Colonel smiled, and with a glance toward Hank, said, “The jewels are safeguarded.”

      “Spud and I will toss a coin to see who goes first, Sir. That way, you can get an idea of how to run the course. He and I will run through all seven barricades, but if you wish you can stop when Hal records a fatal hit either for you or on you. Whichever one of us loses the toss will then toss a coin to determine which will go first for the second round: you, or the other one of us.

      “Expect some profanity, Sir,” she concluded.

      Spud handed the colonel a quarter. “Would you do the toss, Sir? She cheats.”

      The colonel laughed. Taking the quarter, he said, “Call it, Gunny,” while flipping it into the air.

      “Heads.”

      “Tails,” the colonel announced after catching it and slapping it on the back of his hand. “It looks like our Sergeant Major goes first.”

      Hank leaned back on a firing bench while Spud readied himself at the starting point. Over the range PA, they heard Hal announce, “Gun.”

      Spud ran to the first barricade, unholstering his gun as he went, then commenced to run from barricade to barricade, taking two shots at the target as he sprinted from one to the other and hearing “Fatal shot recorded, suspect” during each set of two shots fired. Hank grinned as he twisted and turned, trying to keep awareness of the motions of the constantly-moving target. Pausing at one point, the target hidden behind a barricade, he dropped a partially-depleted magazine into a pocket of his Cammie pants and reloaded with a full one. As he did so, the target reappeared and hit him with a simunitions bullet on his exposed ankle.

      “OW! Sonuvabitch!”

      “Nonfatal hit recorded,” Hal announced over the range PA. “Left foot disabled.”

      Hank grinned. “Care to up the bet a bit?” she asked Spud.

      “No.”

      “Aw, come on, Spud. I was game when you wanted to up the bet.”

      He scowled at her. “Ok. What?”

      “I’m inviting the colonel to dinner. You wait on us hand and foot if you lose. I’ll do the honors if you win.”

      “Ok.”

      “In the frilly apron,” she added.

      “NO.”

      “You made me wear it,” she said.

      He glared at her. “Ok. But don’t think I’m going to just give up.”

      She grinned. “That’s the whole idea. You’ve got three barricades to get to. Time’s a-wastin’.”

      She folded her arms, a satisfied smirk on her face, while Spud resumed running the remainder of the course. Shooting it cleanly, in spite of hopping on one foot, he cleared and reholstered his pistol while limping slightly as he walked uprange.

      “You got hurt?” she asked.

      “No. I’m just limping for sympathy,” Spud said, annoyed. “Yes. The sim bullet caught me right on the ankle bone.” He pulled down his sock to reveal a reddening welt.

      “Poor baby,” Hank said. “That’ll be a beautiful color by tomorrow.”

      “Note, Sir, that this is my wife,” Spud said, boosting himself up to sit on a firing bench.

      “Toss a quarter, cripple,” Hank said, grinning.

      “Call it.”

      “Tails.”

      “Heads. Looks like you’re up, Sir.”

      The colonel readied himself, and hearing Hal announce “Gun,” proceeded to run the course, hearing a fair number of “Fatal shot recorded, suspect” as he went. Then he was hit in the leg with a sim bullet.

      “Damn, that hurts!” he exclaimed, falling to the floor.

      “Move, Sir,” Hank admonished.

      Too late in doing so, he was hit in the chest with another round. “Fatal shot recorded. Team member eliminated,” Hal announced. He held up a hand in surrender.

      “A Marine does not surrender!” Hank bellowed. “Get up! Complete the course!”

      The colonel looked at her with astonishment and scrambled to get behind the next barricade. Taking a quick peek to see where the target was and yanking himself back just in time to see a simunitions round whizz by where his head had just been, he came around the other side of the barricade and resumed running and firing. Reaching the last barricade, Hank said, “Hal, end.”

      The colonel had beads of sweat standing out on his forehead.

      “Exhilarating, isn’t it, Sir?” Hank asked, smiling.

      “Are you sure you’re not a Marine?” he asked.

      “Positive, Sir.” As he walked back uprange, she pulled out her 1911 and the three magazines she had prepared, checked them all over, and took her place at the starting line, noting as she did the smile on Luigi’s face in the range officer’s booth.

      “Gun.”

      She commenced running the course, dodging and weaving between the barricades while hearing a constant stream of “Fatal shot recorded, suspect” from Hal as she did so. Reaching the final barricade, she sat hidden behind it. “Hal, end.”

      “That was a clean run, Sweetheart,” she heard Luigi announce from the booth.

      “Who won?” she asked.

      “Oh, Sweetheart, you mopped the floor with ‘im.”

      “Gotta go find that apron before she makes me wear it,” Spud muttered, and made for the range door.

      “Oh, Spu-ud,” Hank sang out.

      He turned and looked at her. She was pulling something from one of the cargo pockets in her Cammie pants.

      “Looking for this?” she asked, waving the apron.

      He scowled at her. “I should spank you.”

      “Sounds kinky. Want to try that tonight? I’ll let you wear the apron then, too, if you want.”

      The colonel fell on his knees laughing while Spud continued to scowl in Hank’s direction.

      “I’m going to give the colonel a tour of the facility,” she said. Waving the apron, she added, “See you at dinner.”
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      “I don’t believe I just heard that,” Cloud said, watching the news on the monitor in the library as the team gathered for a meeting.

      Spud sat watching with him. He was once again wearing the neutral expression of a Secret Service agent on duty. “It was inevitable, I suppose.”

      “What was inevitable?” Crow asked, coming into the library.

      “That the Vice President and the cabinet would invoke the Twenty-fifth Amendment,” Spud said. “The President has just been removed from office on the grounds that he isn’t fit to serve.”

      “And the shit, as they say, is hitting the fan,” Cloud added. “The President still enjoys a popular following. There are lots of people who feel he’s been taking the country in the right direction, and they’re expressing their unhappiness in the streets.”

      “Which is also inevitable.” Spud stood and put his hands in his pockets. “This is the first time a sitting President has been removed from office on the grounds of being mentally unfit to serve. There have been times when a President has voluntarily handed the responsibility of the Presidency over to the Vice President. George W. Bush did it twice during times when he was having medical procedures done, and then took back the responsibilities once he was able afterwards. But this is a whole new ball game. This time, you have the Vice President saying the President should be indefinitely removed. Which is tantamount to saying ‘permanently removed.’”

      “Any chance the President will protest it?” Amigo asked.

      “If he’s at all aware of the odd behavior he sometimes exhibits, then I don’t see why he would,” Spud said.

      “That’s what’s puzzling to me,” Doc Andy said from his seat at the table. “The behavior isn’t consistent. At one moment, the President is perfectly lucid. Then he will gradually slide into what appears to be a psychotic state. It almost appears to me that he might be under the influence of some kind of drug.”

      “You think he might be a drug abuser?” Spud asked.

      “It makes more sense than saying he’s mentally ill,” Doc Andy said.

      “Just what we need,” Hank muttered. “A junkie for President.”

      “With the oddity there being that I’ve never seen him appear to take anything. Unless he’s doing so when no one can observe him.” Doc Andy strummed his fingers on the table. “Betty Ford was abusing drugs while she was First Lady, but having a President abuse drugs while in the Oval Office would be a first. At least as far as any of us knows.”

      “In any event, our meeting today is simply to get an update on what Doc Andy has been doing with regard to profiling.”

      Doc Andy took his chin off his hand and sat up. “What I’ve been investigating lately is the observed differences between the brains of criminals and the brains of law-abiding individuals. This may not be of much use to us in coming up with a profile of a suspect or suspect group we’re seeking in a mission, but it might be of great use to us when it comes to screening candidates for inclusion in the Field Team.”

      “We’re talking about avoiding another Spot,” Amigo said.

      “Exactly. It seems that defects within certain regions of the brain are closely correlated with criminal behavior, most notably in a region called the amygdala.” He turned toward the monitor. “Hal, display human brain with amygdala location on monitor L1.”

      The monitor in the library popped up a display showing a CT scan of a human brain, with a small region at the base of the brain highlighted in color.

      “Defects in this area have been shown to be correlated with criminal behavior,” Doc Andy continued. “The amygdala is considered to be the seat of human emotion, so it would stand to reason that defects in this structure could also result in abnormalities in emotional responses. Reduction in volume of brain matter in this region have been shown to be correlated both with reduction of fear conditioning, which I’ll describe in a bit, and in deficits in inhibitory control, especially in patients with post-traumatic stress disorder.”

      Doc Andy looked in Hank’s direction. “It could explain why Spot attacked you, Hank.”

      “What makes you say that?” she asked.

      “Hal, display CT scans of field team members’ brains with amygdala highlighted.” The monitor replaced the former display with a display showing seven brain scans, each with a colored region at the base of the brain.

      “These are your brains,” Doc Andy said. “Notice that the colored regions, which are your amygdalae, are all relatively equal in size.” Pausing, he continued with, “Hal, display CT scan of brain, Spot, with CT scan of brain, Spud.”

      A new image came up on the screen, showing two scans side-by-side.

      “This is your brain, Spud,” Doc Andy said, indicating the scan on the left. “And this is Spot’s. Notice that his amygdalae are much smaller than yours.” He turned back to Hank. “Spot may lack the impulse control to keep from acting out violently. And when he saw you as the object of his anger, he manifested that lack of control in the form of a sexual assault.”

      “So now he gets excused because he’s got a defect in his brain?” Hank demanded.

      “One could argue that all criminals have a defect of one kind or another in their brains, given their criminal behavior isn’t considered normal. Whether this defect could be considered causative is certainly up for interpretation. Those of us in medicine simply do not have enough information on this topic to come to that conclusion, though a court of law might find that conclusion being drawn. There is also the possibility that this area may appear on a CT scan as perfectly normal, but may be functioning at a lower than normal level, giving the same result. But given we conduct a full-body CT scan of every field team candidate prior to approval for inclusion in the team, we could make this finding a disqualifying one. This, of course, runs the risk of eliminating someone who may never, as a result of having this defect, display any abnormalities in their behavior. It will be up to us to decide if the risks outweigh the benefits of someone who has this finding in their CT scan.”

      “I will not be one entering into that decision,” Hank said.

      “I think you should absolutely be one of those making that decision,” Edge retorted.

      “No. I simply can’t be objective on this one,” Hank returned. She sat back in her chair.

      “This should perhaps be best left to the medical team. Medical A,” Cloud said. “I fly aircraft. I don’t interpret CT scans.”

      “Medical A has discussed this already,” Doc Andy replied. “We’ve reached a consensus on how we believe we should proceed. But we didn’t want to exclude the field team from the decision should you wish to have a say.”

      “We already evaluate how we think a candidate will fit into the team independent of Medical A,” Cloud said. “It’s the whole reason Medical A is isolated from the team while we’re doing recruiting. My personal opinion, and other team members may vary in theirs, is that this is a medical finding and should be left to Medical A to determine if it’s disqualifying on medical grounds or not.”

      “Can we take a vote?” Spud asked.

      “By all means, let’s vote,” Voice said. “All those in favor of allowing Medical A to decide if this finding on a CT scan should be disqualifying, so indicate.”

      Seven fists reached out and tapped knuckles on the table.

      “Very well,” Doc Andy said. “I’ll then tell you that Medical A has already determined that this should be a disqualifying medical finding. We would rather err on the side of safety on this one.

      “Now let me go back and discuss the topic of fear conditioning, which I touched on earlier.

      “Fear conditioning is a learning process. Basically, you can perform an experiment in which you couple a stimulus, say, a tone, with a negative experience, like an electric shock. It’s not unlike Pavlov’s dogs.”

      “We aren’t getting into something that might be considered torture, are we?” Edge asked.

      “No, we’re not talking about a shock so strong that it actually elicits pain. Discomfort suffices. Hal, show fear conditioning experimental device.”

      A new display appeared on the library’s monitor, showing two hands, palm down on a table, with bands around both.

      “This is the way the apparatus is set up,” Doc Andy explained. Putting the actual apparatus on the table, he added, “And this is the apparatus itself.” He pushed it to the center of the table so all could get a look at it.

      “Both of these straps look the same,” Amigo noted, “except for the color of the bands.”

      “Look the same, but are in fact different,” Doc Andy said. “The one with the red band is the stimulus device. The one with the blue band registers the electrodermal activity evoked by the stimulus. You can see the stubby electrodes do look the same, but the ones on the red band deliver a shock and the ones on the blue register the electrodermal activity in the same way it’s measured during a lie detector test.” He brought up another device. “When recorded as a tracing on this device, we can see how the subject associates fear with the stimulus given. An electrical shock is co-administered with a tone. We’ve played with this and find that five shocks are sufficient to achieve the learning needed for this test to establish a good association in the mind of the subject with the tone. Then we administer five additional tones with no associated shock. Who would like to help me demonstrate this?”

      “Sounds interesting,” Spud said. “I’ll give it a go. What do I do?”

      “Practically nothing,” Doc Andy said. He strapped one of the bands on Spud’s left hand with the electrodes against his palm, and the other on his right hand with the electrodes again against his palm.

      “Now you just sit and try not to say anything,” Doc Andy said.

      Toggling a switch, the others watched as Spud winced, then winced again four more times with a tone sounding each time he winced. The tone continued to sound for five additional times.

      “Done,” Doc Andy announced. Taking a paper strip from the recording device, he spread it out on the table.

      “Note that while a shock was being administered, Spud’s electrodermal activity demonstrated this response: an increase in electrodermal activity, followed by a decline when the shock isn’t being administered. But when the shock stopped being administered, he still exhibited the electrodermal response. He has effectively associated the tone with the shock. This is a normal fear conditioning response. Subjects with an abnormal response, which is an indication of reduced amygdala functioning, won’t show the continued electrodermal response when the shock stops being administered.”

      “So, we’re looking at another medical finding,” Cloud remarked. “Which again, I believe should be left up to Medical A to interpret and decide if it’s disqualifying.”

      Seven fists reached out and tapped knuckles on the table.

      “I will admit to you that I and the other two doctors of Medical A aren’t quite so sure about this one. We may encounter individuals with a high degree of resistance to pain, which may invalidate the test. So what we’re asking for here is whether you believe we should be allowed to continue to assess whether this test could be a useful adjunct to determining if a candidate should be included as a member of the field team.”

      “You’re asking us to let you use potential team members as guinea pigs?” Crow asked.

      Doc Andy gave Crow one of his clinical looks and said, “Yes.”

      “If it will help us from having another Spot sneak in...” Crow said.

      Again, seven fists tapped seven sets of knuckles on the table.

      “That’s all I have for now,” Doc Andy concluded.

      Hank took a glance at her watch. “Good. I’ve got to help Edge with dinner.”

      “You’re kidding. Edge is cooking tonight?” Spud said. He looked in Edge’s direction to see him grinning.

      She gave him an annoyed look. “It will be simple. Spaghetti.”

      “He burns spaghetti,” Spud protested.

      Hank stood and put a hand on one hip. “He won’t burn it tonight, and you will all be there to eat it. If anyone dares to not show up, I will hurt you.”

      She could almost hear five little voices within the brains of their masters saying, Oh, shit.
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      “I don’t smell anything that smells like charred food,” Edge heard Amigo say as the other team members started arriving for dinner. He looked over at Hank.

      “Don’t mind them – they’re idiots,” she said.

      “Even Spud?”

      “Don’t tell him I said it, but he can sometimes be the biggest idiot of all.”

      “I heard that,” Spud said, coming into the cafeteria.

      “Good.”

      The five other team members looked over the offerings.

      “The salad looks great,” Cloud remarked.

      “It should,” Hank began. “Because unlike the rest of you, Edge now knows that you don’t cut lettuce with a knife.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the cut edges will turn brown. You tear lettuce, you don’t cut it.”

      “So that’s what does it.” Cloud put some salad on his plate.

      Spud was giving the pasta a sniff. “Doesn’t smell burnt.”

      Hank shot him a look. “Because it isn’t burnt.”

      Spud scooped some up with a pasta spoon. “It isn’t all sticky, either.”

      “Because Edge knows a couple of tricks for keeping it from getting that way, including just how much spaghetti should be stirred while it’s cooking. Unlike some people I could mention.”

      “The sauce smells good, too,” Voice said, ladling some onto his spaghetti.

      “The sauce was easy,” Edge said. “Just pour it out of the jars and reheat it. But Hank says she’s going to teach me how to make it from scratch sometime.”

      “What’s the dessert?” Amigo asked.

      “Tiramisu.”

      “For real?”

      “Yes, for real. Except no Marsala wine. We had to improvise on that one.”

      “And you made all of this yourself?” Spud asked, sitting down with his plate at the team’s table.

      Edge turned red. “Hank told me I should wear this so you’d be convinced of it.” He stepped from behind the prep table in the kitchen, wearing the frilly apron. Seeing him, the entire team broke out laughing hilariously.

      “Oh my God,” Voice laughed. “Hal, store image, security camera K1.”

      “Hal, belay that,” Edge said.

      “Hal, override FT1. Store image,” Voice repeated.

      Edge went to speak again, but Voice stopped him. “It’ll be futile, Edge. Being I.T. and the lead programmer, Hal will obey my override command over yours.”

      “Fuck this shit,” Edge muttered, followed by, “I’m going to kill you, Hank.”

      “Go ahead and take it off now,” Hank said, smiling.

      “You don’t want me to,” Edge said. “If I do, I’ll strangle you with it.”

      “Why did you put it on in the first place?” Crow asked.

      “She threatened to hurt me if I didn’t.”

      “And the Krav Maga guy felt threatened by that?”

      “Do you know that woman thinks nothing of kicking you in the balls and then gouging out one of your eyes with her thumb?” Edge protested, shucking the apron and grabbing a plate.

      “You’re the one who taught me how to fight dirty,” Hank said through a mouthful of spaghetti. “This is good, by the way.”

      “Gotta admit,” Spud added. “Anyone have objections to my turning on the news?”

      Everyone else was concentrating on eating. “Have at it,” Amigo said.

      “Hal, turn on monitor C1, AmNews.”

      The monitor sprung to life. “...The President delivered his response to his removal from office to Congress today, citing evidence from recent physical and psychological examinations that he possesses no inability to continue exercising his duties as President....”

      “And here we go,” Spud muttered as the others stopped eating and looked up. “Something tells me this is going to get really interesting, really fast.”

      “He just resumes office, doesn’t he?” Hank asked.

      “He does. Unless the Vice President and cabinet members who asked for him to be removed originally go back to Congress and say he isn’t fit. Then Congress will take up the issue.”

      “How likely is it that Congress would sustain him being removed?” Amigo asked.

      “That’s really hard to tell,” Spud said. “It takes two thirds of the entire Congress to sustain his removal, and if you look at the House and Senate combined, Congress is nearly evenly split between Republicans and Democrats. So, if it went on party lines, Congress would probably not sustain his removal.” Spud shook his head. “What this is doing to the office of the Presidency is unbelievable. We might as well take Article Two of the Constitution and just shred it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alright. Your turn this time.”

      Hank held the rubber knife at the ready in her hand, facing Edge in the gym. Lunging, she slashed at him wildly, feeling the fake blade connect, as well as his blade connecting on her.

      “How many times did I get you?” she asked.

      “Five.” Edge began drawing his hand over his body, showing where he recalled the rubber blade slashing at him. “This one right here?” he said, indicating a slash across his stomach. “I’m a dead man. How many times did I get you?”

      “At least as many times,” she said. “You got me a good one across my neck. So if I’m not dead already, I’m bleeding out fast.”

      Edge stood straight and asked, “So what’s the moral of the story?”

      “No one wins a knife fight.”

      “Unless you’re the only one with a knife. Now do you understand why I say escape if at all possible? All that fancy shit you see in videos on the Internet aren’t worth shit, fancy or otherwise. Now let’s try this again. I’ll be the aggressor with the knife, you use whatever means you want to get me subdued.”

      Edge stood, knees flexed, his rubber knife in his hand. He lunged, and Hank dodged, running to one side while drawing a ‘blue gun’ from a holster and aiming at him. “Bang, bang, bang,” she said.

      “And knowing you, that’s two to my chest and one to my head.”

      “Or at least as close as I could get to those,” she replied.

      “Let’s try it again,” Edge said. He held out his rubber knife and began circling her. Looking for her avenue to escape, she realized too late that he’d worked her into a corner. He lunged and stabbed at her repeatedly.

      “Don’t ever let someone with a knife get you into a place where there’s nowhere to run,” Edge admonished. “Let’s try it again.”

      This time, he stood close, keeping her pinned in the corner. She fell onto her back, and with her gun in hand and secured against her waist while pointing at him, said, “Bang, bang, bang.”

      Edge fell on top of her. “Depending upon where those shots went, I’m either stabbing you to death or bleeding all over you while I die,” he said.

      “There had better be a good explanation as to why you’re on top of my wife,” Spud said, having come into the gym and standing behind him.

      Hank laughed while Edge explained, “She just shot me to death and that’s where I fell.”

      “More hand-to-hand training, Spud,” Hank explained.

      “I figured.” He helped the two of them up from the floor. “I just came looking for you because I thought you might like to know: the Vice President and the cabinet have responded back to Congress regarding their contention that the President is unfit to serve. Now the decision to remove him or keep the President in office falls on Congress.

      “And it’s having some serious repercussions. There are already protests and riots breaking out across the country.”

      “Shit,” Hank said. “Is the whole country just going to go mad now?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “This is one of those times I wish I was still a Special Agent,” Hank said. “There’s going to be a need for a lot of people in law enforcement to keep the peace.”

      “This is one of those times I wish I was still in the Marines,” Edge said. “Not only because we could be called on to help keep the peace, but also because this is the sort of event that might make our foreign enemies decide it’s a good time to attack us.”

      “Congress has twenty-one days to decide. I’m expecting, given what’s happening around the country, that they’ll act on the matter quickly,” Spud said. “The more time they take to deliberate, the more violence we can expect in the streets. I’m not sure that Congress wants to see martial law be declared.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ready for this one?” Cloud asked.

      “Sure.”

      Hank and Cloud flew the Seneca into their chosen area for practice.

      “Today, you’re going to learn what happens when one of your big fans out there decides to give up the ghost. Before I do, describe for me what a critical engine is.”

      Hank considered briefly and responded, “The critical engine is the engine which, if it becomes inoperative, will have the greatest adverse effect on the flight characteristics of the airplane.”

      “Did you memorize that? Because that was a good description.”

      “I actually had to think about it a bit, because one of the features of a Seneca is that it doesn’t have a critical engine,” Hank said.

      “And why is that?”

      “Because the props are counterrotating. The left goes clockwise, the right goes counterclockwise.”

      “So, why does that result in the plane not having a critical engine?” Cloud asked.

      “Because in ordinary operation, the thrust being produced by the downward-moving propeller blade on either engine produces thrust at the same distance from the airplane’s centerline, meaning the effect of the yaw produced when one engine quits will be the same as the effect of the other engine quitting.”

      “You know, Hank, one of the things I like about you is that you really work at this. I can tell you’re taking time to really nail down your understanding of things, in spite of everything else you’re doing.” Cloud took a look around the area to ensure they would be safe while maneuvering, then said, “Let me give you a little demo first, and then we’ll see how quickly you can pick up what you need to do.”

      Cloud went about setting up the Seneca for the demonstration he wanted to do, then demonstrated to Hank the effect of the loss of one of the Seneca’s engines by reducing throttle on one of them. The aircraft obligingly yawed to one side, with the wing on the other side rising. Talking through the demonstration, he noted, “The mantra is dead foot, dead engine. If you’re trying to keep the airplane straight, then you will use rudder to keep it flying straight and dip the rising wing to keep it flying level. Confirm which engine is dead by reducing throttle on the dead engine, then feather the prop for that engine to reduce drag. Want to give it a go?”

      How hard can this be? All I have to do to know which engine is the ‘bad’ one is look at the throttles, Hank thought.

      She was about to get a surprise. Instead of raising his hand toward the throttles, Cloud lowered his left hand between the seats. Hank could tell from the sound that one engine was no longer producing full power, and watching the nose of the Seneca swing to the left, applied right rudder to straighten it. Then she reached up and pulled back the right throttle. Things instantly got much quieter in the Seneca’s cockpit.

      “Shit,” she muttered, and reset the right throttle, then pulled back the left one.

      Cloud chuckled. “It gets really quiet when you get the wrong one, doesn’t it?”

      Hank could feel herself turning red.

      “Dead foot?” Cloud asked.

      “Dead engine. And I should have remembered those stinking fuel selector valves,” Hank added.

      “Thought you could cheat, didn’t you?” Cloud asked, smiling.

      Hank mumbled under her breath.

      “Don’t tell Edge. I haven’t pulled that one on him yet.”

      Well, at least I don’t have to hear him brag about not being fooled, Hank thought.

      The two continued to practice maneuvering the twin on one engine, alternating left and right, until Cloud felt Hank could correctly respond to the loss of an engine in flight.

      “Let’s go back home,” he announced. “Think you can land it on one engine?”

      “You won’t let me kill both of us, will you?”

      “Of course not. Spud would piss on my dead carcass if I did.”

      Hank laughed. “Probably true.”

      “You’ve been landing this thing like a pro ever since you first flew it, so I have no doubt you won’t botch it, even with an engine at idle,” Cloud said.

      “I’m glad you have so much confidence.”

      “Your sight picture will be the same as landing in a crosswind. Once you’ve got one main on the ground, just let the other settle in and then the nosewheel settle in. Piece of cake.”

      Says you.

      Landing the twin with only one engine developing full power turned out to not be as challenging as she had imagined, and she smiled a bit that she was able to do so acceptably well.

      “I really love this plane.”

      “Wait ‘til you get to the Latitude,” Cloud said. “I’ve flown a lot of aircraft, but the Latitude is one very nice bird. You’ve noticed the wing on it. That upsweep makes it handle like a dream. It’s responsive, it’s comfortable – even for the pilots. You know the joke, don’t you?”

      “What one’s that?” she asked, parking the Seneca and shutting down its engines.

      Cloud leaned his head as far over to the left as he could. “I’m the first officer of that bizjet over there,” he said. Then leaning his head as far to the right, he added, “And I’m the captain. Some cockpits are so narrow that you feel like you’re a sardine crammed in an aluminum can. I used to get asked by linemen why the tops of my shoes were always scraped up, and I’d say, ‘You ever sit in one of these things?’ No head room and no room for your feet, either. That’s not true in a Latitude”

      As they drove back to Quantico, Cloud asked, “What do you think about all this crap with the President?”

      “I think it’s a fine way to tear a country apart,” Hank replied.

      “I have to ask: What does Spud think about it? Given he worked Presidential Protection.”

      “I think it’s a fine way to tear my husband apart, too,” Hank replied. “You’re a former Army officer. What you might not know is that those of us in federal law enforcement take the same oath you do. ‘I do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely...”

      Cloud joined her in the rest: “...without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter, so help me God.’ Funny how nearly everyone I know who has taken that oath remembers it word for word. And we’ve taken it twice.”

      “I’d remember it even if I’d only taken it once,” Hank said. “If you’re a Special Agent, your central duty is to the law of the land. And the central document that describes the law of the land, and the one on which all other laws are built, is the Constitution. Our duty in the unit is to the Constitution.

      “Spud’s sworn duty is also to the Constitution. He sees his sworn duty to the Presidency, because it’s part of the Constitution, but he has serious doubts about this President. He likes him just fine when he’s lucid, but he has real problems when the guy slides downhill.

      “And I have to admit that when Doc Andy suggested the President might be taking some sort of drug, it put a truly nasty taste in my mouth. My brother nearly destroyed our family over drugs, and got himself killed over them. I really wanted to make drug cartel taskforce before the unit approached me. A President on drugs? I’m having a hard time with the idea.”

      Cloud parked the car in front of the BEQ and the two of them made their way down through the hidden access and stairwell into the unit’s facility below. They could hear animated discussion coming from the cafeteria.

      “They could make a determination that fast?” Edge was saying, disbelief in his voice.

      “They probably felt they had to,” Spud said.

      “What’s happening?” Cloud asked.

      “Congress has just announced their determination that the President possesses no disability that will keep him from exercising the powers of his office,” Spud said.

      “For  real.”

      “Yup.” Spud looked at where his hand lay on the table. “There was a majority who opposed, but not the two-thirds required to sustain his removal. The President is once again the President.”

      “What’s the reaction of the masses?”

      “The protests are continuing, but some of the violence has settled down a bit,” Voice said. “No telling whether that will last or not.”

      “Any word from the President?” Cloud asked.

      “He’s supposed to hold a news conference tomorrow morning,” Edge said. “Which should be interesting.”
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        * * *

      

      The entire team sat in the cafeteria, eyes glued to the monitor. “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States,” announced an aide.

      The President came forward, shaking hands with members of Congress who were in attendance as he did so.

      “I’m pleased to be with you this morning after the momentous events we’ve seen over the past few weeks,” the President said. “I have been in full cooperation with Congress, and provided them with the detailed reports of the doctors who examined me during the time when my fitness to conduct the responsibilities of my office were in question. At every step, the provisions of our Constitution have allowed for an orderly investigation of this issue, and I am grateful to our Congress for having the... the wisdom in not... jumping to hasty conclusions regarding... regarding my fitness to serve.”

      “Oh, holy shit. Here he goes,” Spud muttered.

      “We should keep in mind... that this nation is a powerful nation. A powerful nation... with enemies. These events... are the kinds of events... events... that are intended and contrived... contrived to cast doubt on our ability as a nation...”

      The President paused, and then continued, banging his fist on the lectern. “This country’s enemies should keep one thing in mind!” he shouted. “This country is still, still the most powerful country on this Earth, and should they conspire to attempt to defeat us, they will... they will have to deal with the consequences of my... determination to use... to use the weaponry we possess, including nuclear weapons to defeat them!”

      “WHAT THE FUCK!” The team members all jumped to their feet. “What the fuck did he just say?!”

      The President stormed from the press room, which had erupted in chaos, his aides on his heels.

      “Holy shit,” Hank said, burying her face in a hand. “I’m betting every nation on the face of the planet with nuclear capability has just rushed to start repointing missiles, repositioning subs....” She looked over at Spud. “What the hell did he just do to us?”

      “Maybe set us up for becoming a big, green glass bowl.”
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        * * *

      

      The team sat, somber, watching the news, finishing their morning coffee. A general state of panic had set into the country, with some evacuating the larger cities, others making runs on supplies they felt they might need during a crisis. News reports continued to describe the reactions of nations around the world, especially those that possessed nuclear arms. The President was notably absent, with Congress left to the task of trying to calm the populace as well as the nation’s allies, while those allies sought to distance themselves from the United States in a move for self-preservation should the worst happen.

      “We haven’t seen this kind of tension in the world since the Cuban missile crisis,” Voice remarked. He went back to looking through the Classifieds in the newspaper.

      Edge sighed. “I should be above deck, getting ready to go to war.”

      “Hopefully, it won’t come to that,” Amigo said.

      Voice suddenly sat up, and taking out his ever-present pencil started decoding an ad.

      “Something for us?” Spud asked.

      “You people are always so stinking impatient,” Voice muttered as he continued to scribble in the margin of the page.

      “Message reads, ‘Quantico gunny arriving 0900.’”

      “I’ll go up to meet him,” Hank said. “It’s a little early, but he always seems to show up early. I’m going to go change into service Cs. Everyone else at least get into your full cammies.”

      Hank went off to her quarters and changed, then headed upstairs, noting the other team members making their way from their quarters to the library. She sprinted up the stairwell to the hidden access above and made her way to the front entrance to the BEQ. She opened the door as the base commander came up the stairs. Saluting, she greeted him with, “Good morning, Sir.”

      He returned her salute and stepped inside, removing his garrison cap and tucking it under his belt. “With everything that’s happening, I fear neither this morning nor many mornings to come can be characterized as ‘good,’ Gunny.”

      “Yes. It’s rather depressing,” Hank acknowledged, leading the way through the hidden access and down the stairwell into the unit’s facility. “I believe we’ll find the other team members in the library.”

      She led the way through the corridors, the two of them silent. Passing into Honor Way, she tapped the niches of the unit’s three fallen, the colonel doing the same, and at the midway point slapped the shutter of the niche on which was engraved “Mission First” with the colonel again imitating her example. Entering the library, she turned as he entered and said, “Thank you, Sir, for honoring our fallen.”

      “It was my great privilege,” he said.

      They both sat with the other team members at the table. “To what do we owe your visit, Sir?” Edge asked.

      “I was contacted by some members of the Senate,” he began. “They are vaguely aware of your existence and would like a meeting. They contacted me to arrange it.” He looked around the table. “Doesn’t the unit have a contact within Congress?”

      “No, Sir,” Spud replied. “We’re Department of Justice. Judicial branch of government. They’re legislative branch. We, in fact, would not have you as a contact except for the reality of our presence here as your guests at Quantico. We don’t have any contact within the Administration. The closest we come to having someone in the White House is our contact within the Secret Service.”

      “Well,” the colonel began, “they would like to come here for a meeting.”

      “Absolutely not,” Spud replied. “There is no one in Congress who has been vetted and can be trusted to know about this unit and this facility. The request to come here is denied. I’m sure the rest of the team agrees.”

      Hands reached out and knuckles were tapped on the table.

      “If they want to meet, we can send a representative of the team above deck to meet them at a place of their choosing,” Spud continued. “But they will not be coming here. You can relay that message back to them.” Spud looked over at Hank. “Hank, can you escort the colonel back above deck?”

      Hank walked ahead of the colonel, again slapping the shutter engraved with “Mission First” and tapping the occupied niches, the colonel following her example. Once around the corner, she said, “I hope you can understand my husband’s denial, Sir. We still live somewhat by the cultures in which we were trained. Your motto as a Marine is ‘Semper Fidelis: Always Faithful.’ Mine is ‘Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity.’ Spud’s is ‘Worthy of Trust and Confidence.’ Those things tend to get woven into our unit motto: ‘Mission First.’ Our mission is law enforcement, taken to the highest level possible. We can’t allow anything to reduce our ability to perform that mission.”

      “Understandable,” the colonel replied. “And something I can admire.”

      They climbed the stairs back to the BEQ above the unit’s facility. “I’ll pass along the message to the Senators who approached me,” the colonel said. Reaching the front door and opening it, he replaced his cap on his head and turned to her, saluting before she could render hers. Saluting, she apologized for her late reaction.

      “Beating you to the punch was quite deliberate on my part, Gunny,” he said, holding his salute. “A sign of my utmost respect for what you and the rest of your team do.”

      He completed his salute, and she followed by completing hers. “Thank you, Sir.”

      He turned and walked solemnly down the stairs to his vehicle. As she watched, she couldn’t help but think, We’re all acting like the walking dead.
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      Voice sat, doing his usual breakfast routine of reading the Classifieds. The rest of the team picked at their food, no one talking, the mood somber, dejected. Even Hank had lost her usual appetite.

      Voice sat up and slowly drew his pencil from his pocket. “Don’t even ask. I’ll tell you when I’m done,” he muttered. He began scribbling in the margin of the page.

      “Message reads, ‘Your representative requested to meet with Senators at 1000.’” He sat back. “The place for the meeting is also given. Who’s going?”

      “That’s a good question,” Edge said.

      “The little issue we have here is that with everyone being either ex-military or ex-federal law enforcement, there’s always a possibility that someone in DC is going to recognize one of us,” Amigo said.

      “Everyone except Voice,” Spud pointed out.

      Six faces swung in Voice’s direction. Seeing them looking at him, Voice said, “No, no, no. Not me.”

      “You’re the most logical choice,” Cloud said. “Do you think any of those old farts in Congress would recognize a face from Thor Games?”

      “You have to understand something,” Voice began. “Part of the joy, if you want to call it that, of being a game programmer is that you get to spend your time with a computer and not have to deal with lots of people. Being here is pretty much the same for me: I work with a team, just like I did when game programming, and then the rest of the time is spent working with Hal or goofing off making little covert drones. It’s perfect work for me. Meeting with Senators? Uh, no.”

      The rest of the team continued to look at him. “Do you have a suit?” Crow asked.

      “I just got done telling you, I’m not the one for doing this,” Voice protested.

      “Mission first,” Crow said.

      Voice’s demeanor had oh shit written all over it.

      “It’s not as big a deal as I think you’re making it,” Spud told Voice. “You go, you sit, you listen to what they have to say, you come back.”

      “And what if they ask me questions? What do I tell them?”

      “Did you get the new comm routine working?”

      “Yeah, but...”

      “Then just open a team channel and we’ll coach you through it,” Spud said.

      “I really, really would like someone else to do this,” Voice protested.

      “¡Marica!” Amigo muttered.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Sissy.”

      Voice scowled at him.

      “Look,” Hank said. “We all know that game programmers tend to be socially awkward teenagers encased in adults’ bodies. But you’ve known from the time you accepted being on this team that it involves doing things that weren’t in your original job description. Yes, you’re our programmer, you do the techie stuff, and that’s what you’re best at. But right now, we need someone who isn’t going to be recognized, and guess who the guy is who likes to hide from everyone and just talk to Hal? Suck it up, Buttercup. This is your mission this time.”

      Voice stood up. “I guess I’d better go change.”

      As Voice headed to his quarters, Spud said, “I’ll drive him. In case our Senators are a little too curious about us and decide to follow us back here.”

      “We could put some insurance on that by asking the Colonel to lock the base down for us as well,” Hank suggested. “No one in unless they have a base sticker on their vehicle. We can have it lifted once we get the two of you back inside.”

      “How do we get a message to him that we need this?” Amigo asked.

      “I’ll go in person,” Hank said. “Voice, bring your cammies and Marine Corps ID with you. You’ll need them to get back into base.”

      “Roger,” she heard in her earpiece.

      “Guess that goes for me, too,” Spud said.

      “Unless you like climbing over razor wire while being shot at,” Hank said. “I intend to ask for FPCON Delta.”
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        * * *

      

      Voice walked into the hotel that had been designated for the meeting and asked for directions to their conference room. “Hal, initiate team conversation,” he whispered, then, “Everyone on board?”

      Hearing a chorus of “Here” in his ear, he said, “Thanks, guys. Here goes.”

      Walking into the conference room, he was greeted by a group of seven men. He recognized all of them as being senior members of the Senate.

      “I represent the unit,” he announced.

      They stood and shook hands with him.

      “Please have a seat, Mr?” one of the Senators said.

      Voice sat. “Smith,” he said.

      The Senators all looked at each other.

      “Very well, Mr. Smith,” the Senator said, a slight smirk telling Voice he didn’t believe his name was ‘Smith’ at all. So what, Voice thought.

      “Mr. Smith, we have an assignment for the unit that we feel only the unit can perform. It is an assignment of the utmost importance. I’m sure you are aware of what’s been occurring around the country. Are you aware of what has been happening internationally?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “What has been happening internationally,” one of the Senators began.

      “Wait,” another said. “Mr. Smith, what level is your security clearance?”

      “I hold a Top Secret clearance, Senator, as do all unit members. Further, the unit restricts all discussions regarding unit missions to unit personnel only. We do not even discuss mission specifics with the agencies that request the mission.”

      “So, we can speak to you with complete confidence?”

      “Absolute confidence.”

      “What has been happening internationally,” the senator who had originally spoken said, “is that virtually every nation that possesses a nuclear arsenal has missiles pointed at us. We even have subs with nuclear warheads poised just outside our territorial waters. This nation is in grave danger.”

      “You’ve only confirmed what we have all suspected, Senator.”

      “Would you care to tell us what you believe has led to this situation?”

      “Senator, the unit doesn’t speculate on situations which we may be asked to become involved in.” You’re doing fine, Voice heard in his ear.

      “We believe we know what has led to this crisis,” another of the senators said. “We have a President who is not fit to serve.”

      “I can’t comment on that other than to say that I believe the Constitutional provisions for removing him were all attempted,” Voice said.

      “It remains, though, that the President now stands as a threat to the very continued existence of this country,” the senator said. “He cannot be allowed to remain in office.”

      “I don’t see how the unit can be of assistance in this endeavor,” Voice said.

      “Our understanding is that the unit has very specialized skills, and that it can act in a manner that doesn’t reveal its involvement,” the senator said.

      “This is true.”

      “Then what we are about to ask of you can indeed be of assistance in this matter.”

      Voice kept a neutral expression and asked, “What would you have us do, Senator?”

      “Assassinate the President.”

      Voice nearly winced as six voices practically shouted WHAT?! in his ear.

      “Senator, can I confirm that I heard you correctly?” Voice asked, unable to hide a bit of shock.

      “We would like the unit to assassinate the President,” the senator repeated.

      “Tell him you have to confer with the rest of the unit,” Voice heard Spud say in his ear. “Then get the hell out of there.”
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        * * *

      

      Spud and Voice raced down the staircase and into the unit’s underground facility, making their way quickly toward the library. “Unit, alert, meet the team in the library,” Spud called through the comm link. He heard the alert being repeated throughout the facility as he and Voice turned through the doorway. Neither of them had slowed to pay the usual homage to the unit’s fallen nor slap the shutter with “Mission First” engraved on it.

      Hearing quick footsteps behind them, they took in the five other team members, all sitting at the table, silent, appearing shell-shocked. The unit’s support personnel were all gathering, taking seats around the room.

      “Is everyone here?” Spud asked.

      “All present,” said Edge, having kept track of who came into the room.

      “For those of you in Support,” Spud began, “you are unaware that the team was asked to meet with a group of senators. That meeting was arranged for today, and Voice was in attendance. The senators made an extremely unusual request.”

      Doc Andy was paying special attention to the looks on the faces of the team members. “I take it the team was listening in on this request?”

      The other five members of the team all turned to look in his direction.

      “The looks on your faces suffice,” Doc Andy said. “What was the request, Spud?”

      Spud took a deep breath. In measured tones, he said, “They have asked us to assassinate the President.”

      Voice’s face held what is typically called ‘the thousand mile stare.’ “I still can’t believe I heard them.” He sat in the nearest empty chair to him.

      “That explains why all of you in the Field Team look like you’re in shock,” Doc Andy remarked as the rest of the unit’s support personnel murmured in agitated tones around the room.

      “They say we’ve got nukes pointed at us,” Voice said, his voice shaking. “They say we’ve got subs with nukes right outside our boundary waters.”

      The support personnel were now all staring at Voice in silence.

      Spud, as Voice had, sat in the nearest empty chair to him. “We’ve all taken an oath. Many of us have taken that oath twice.” He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. The conflict within him was readily apparent on his face. “That oath is to the Constitution. The presidency is part of that document. For eight years while a part of the Secret Service, I stood ready to protect the President as part of protecting the presidency. But right now, we have a President who is willing to have us annihilated. Does protecting the President in this case actually protect the presidency? Are we upholding the Constitution?”

      “You aren’t suggesting we actually take this mission,” Amigo said.

      “I don’t know what to suggest we do,” Spud replied.

      “This is not what we do,” Cloud said. “We’re talking about murdering someone. And not just anyone. The President of the United States.”

      “We should be alerting the Secret Service gunny,” Crow said. “These senators are dangerous, and a danger specifically to the President. They’ll find someone else to do their dirty work.”

      “Here’s the only problem,” Spud said. “Hal, display images of the US President and football on monitor L1.”

      The monitor in the library sprang to life, showing the President being closely followed by a man with a large briefcase.

      “Just in case there’s someone here who doesn’t know what I’m talking about,” Spud said, getting up and going to the monitor, “this is the football.” He pointed to the briefcase. “Inside this case, there’s another: an aluminum case. Inside that case, among other things, is a card called ‘the biscuit.’ The biscuit has on it our nuclear launch codes.”

      “And so?” Amigo said. “He can’t launch nukes on his own.”

      “That’s just it. He can,” Spud said.

      The room was deathly silent.

      “The President gives the order using the codes. The Secretary of Defense confirms that the order comes from the President, but he can’t veto it. All he gets to say is, ‘Yeah, guys – it’s the President’s order.’ Once that happens, orders are given to launch the missiles, and the nukes start flying. And you know that saying that you can’t call a bullet back into the barrel? You can’t call nukes back into their silos or launch tubes, either.”

      “That’s insanity,” Crow said. “Congress doesn’t get involved?”

      “Where’s the time?” Hank asked. “An intercontinental ballistic missile can take only about twenty minutes to reach us. Submarine-launched nukes can get here even faster. We’d be ash before Congress could even convene.”

      “It makes sense to give the President the unilateral ability to call a nuclear strike,” Spud said. “If he’s sane.”

      A generalized murmur went around the room.

      “Doc Andy, is he sane?” Hank asked.

      Doc Andy had adopted his chin-on-hand posture. Lifting his chin, he said, “I have not examined him, so I can’t say definitively one way or another. But he certainly appears to be under some sort of influence that renders him... irrational from time to time.”

      “And there’s our problem,” Spud said. Pointing to the football, he added, “Do we want an irrational man two steps away from that?”

      “I will suggest,” Doc Andy began, “that everyone take the rest of the day as a crash day, and give serious consideration to Spud’s question.”
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        * * *

      

      Hank and Spud sat in Spud’s quarters on the couch, Hank with her legs curled up under her, leaning against Spud, staring at the monitor on the wall. The nation in crisis, the news played nearly continually on any channel chosen. Currently, she was watching news of riots that were occurring as people fought over basic supplies that might be needed in an emergency.

      “I keep thinking about Roswell,” she said. “Abandoned sites, active sites... About a dozen old Atlas F sites alone. Decommissioned sites as our arsenal got more efficient. If there are over a dozen old sites in that one small corner of New Mexico, then how many active sites are there? How many can be made active just by putting a warhead on a missile? How many multiple re-entry vehicles on subs? How many planes? And all it will take is one little misstep, and the whole world goes up in our faces. Do we dare risk it, Spud? Do we dare let a man who, in a fit of madness, might pull out that little card and start dictating orders?”

      Spud was lost in a reverie. “My job was to protect the President. I did it by my choice. I willingly put myself potentially in the line of fire every time I stood near him, walked next to him, rode with him or in a follow-up vehicle. It was my duty, my responsibility to safeguard the office. How can I tap knuckles on accepting a mission to take his life?”

      “The areas being targeted represent nearly three-quarters of the population,” Hank mused. “Potentially two hundred and fifty million people dead?”

      “The worst part of this is that we have people scared enough to be evacuating those cities,” Spud said. “Which could lead our nuclear adversaries to believe we are preparing for a first strike. Having the President even suggest that this is what he intends to do doesn’t help.” Spud got up. “I won’t sleep tonight anyway. Should I make enough coffee for you, too?”

      Hank drew a folded piece of paper with worn creases from her pocket. Unfolding it, she looked it over.

      “What have you got there?” Spud asked.

      “It’s a poem. Free verse. I read it in a book back when I first arrived. Back when I first started to realize I loved you. So I wrote it down, and every so often when I feel really awful and chocolate just won’t cut it, I read it.” She paused. “Everything we’ve ever known, Spud. Everything we’ve ever dreamt about, gone.” She stood up, dropping the paper on the couch where she’d been sitting. “I can’t even be with you right now. I can’t even make love to you. All I’d be able to think about is that it might be the very last time I get to do so, and the only consolation I have is that, being as close to Washington, DC as we are, we’d both die together.”

      She went to the door, tears in her eyes. “I think right now what I need is to just be alone.” She walked out the door, turning to go to her own quarters.

      Spud stared after her. I think I might throw up, he mused. He went over to the couch and picked up the piece of paper.

      If you call me,

      I will come,

      And holding you,

      Feel your body against my body.

      I will raise my face

      To feel your lips against my lips

      And your tongue seek out my tongue.

      Longing you,

      I will feel your skin against my skin,

      And in that ultimate of giving,

      Feel your flesh move within my flesh.

      Then fulfilled,

      I will know the warmth of sleep beside you,

      And in the morning,

      Wake to find it was no dream.

      Don’t ask me, for I know not why,

      But if you call me,

      I will come.

      Tears filled his eyes. “Everything we’ve ever dreamt about, gone,” he murmured. He refolded the paper and put it in his wallet.
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        * * *

      

      The team gathered in the library, once again with all of the unit’s support personnel present.

      “The first thing I have to ask all of you in Support is whether you’re willing to give your full backing to the decision the Field Team is about to make,” Spud said.

      The Support personnel couldn’t help noticing how haggard Spud looked.

      “Spud, did you get any sleep last night?” Doc Andy asked.

      “No,” he said, whipping to face Doc Andy. “Did you?”

      “It’s a fair question,” Doc Andy said. “None of you in the Field Team look up to making any kind of decision right now.”

      Indeed, the entire team appeared to be in various stages of fatigue mixed with distress.

      “We can’t put off making a decision,” Amigo said. “This nation is on the brink of nuclear war.”

      “I’ll ask again. Support personnel, are you prepared to back the decision of the Field Team?”

      “You guys are the ones with your lives on the line. I’ve always seen it as my duty to support whatever decisions you make and whatever means you choose to execute a mission,” Mike said.

      “What about the rest of you?” Spud asked.

      “It’s your decision to make,” Doc Rich said. “It’s my job to support it.”

      The rest of the support personnel all nodded their affirmation of what Doc Rich had voiced.

      “Does anyone in Support wish to voice opposition?” Spud asked.

      Silence greeted him.

      “Very well. Then I’ll ask for any thoughts the Field Team might have.”

      “We’re being asked what’s more important,” Cloud began. “The President, or three hundred and twenty-eight million American citizens.”

      The rest of the team listened to him somberly.

      “We took an oath to uphold the Constitution,” Crow countered.

      “The Constitution won’t mean anything if we’re attacked. We’ll be under martial law,” Hank observed.

      “I don’t see that we have any real choice,” Amigo said.

      The room fell silent, the team members sitting with their heads hung.

      “Let’s vote,” Spud said. “All those in favor of accepting this mission, so indicate.”

      Slowly, fists reached across to the table. Just as slowly, knuckles were raised, then tapped on the table.

      Spud sat with his hands in front of him, not moving, as did Hank.

      “Hank?” Spud asked. “You know this mission is probably going to fall to you.”

      Hank’s face was ashen, and both her clothing and her hair betrayed the fact that she had not slept, changed, nor bathed since the morning before.

      “Has to be done,” she rasped out. She raised up a fist, and hesitating with her knuckles poised over the table, finally tapped.

      Spud sat, staring at his hands.

      “Spud?” Cloud asked.

      His face was as ashen as Hank’s. Lowering his head, he quietly said, “For eight years I protected both the office of the presidency and the man who held it. But I cannot support this President throwing us into a nuclear confrontation with the rest of the world.”

      He reached out and tapped the table with his knuckles.
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      “I can pretty much guarantee you, this is going to be the most difficult mission we have ever planned,” Spud began. “There’s a great deal of advanced planning that goes on whenever the President moves anywhere, never mind in an area where we might have good enough access to actually attempt an assassination.”

      The team still held their somber mood, and no one seemed truly willing to plan the mission they now had before them. All felt poised between two unacceptable situations, and being resigned to what was considered the lesser of the two evils didn’t erase the distaste they all held for what they felt they had to do for the good of the country.

      “It will literally need to be a long shot,” Spud added.

      Hank sighed. “My long shot.”

      “The more distance, the better,” Spud said. “The Secret Service advance team and Counter Assault Team will be concentrating on areas closer to the President, given there aren’t a whole lot of people who can make a thousand yard shot.”

      “I’m not going to be happy with a thousand yard shot,” Hank said. “I need to be out farther. Fifteen hundred yards. Maybe two thousand. At fifteen hundred yards, we’re scraping close to the maximum effective range for my Sako when it’s barreled for .338 Lapua mag. So it’s either going to be getting Luigi to turn out a .50BMG for me, or do some serious tweaking on ammunition for the .338 Lapua mag. The ammo will have to be the most precise and consistent ammo we can load, and then to be successful I’m going to have to be accurate enough to get a head shot, given in all likelihood they’ll have the President in a bullet-proof vest.”

      “You can hit a coconut at a thousand yards pretty consistently,” Amigo noted.

      “The last thing I want to be discussing right now is Luigi’s fucking coconuts,” Hank said. “Those damned things cost me more sweat than I care to recall. You try getting called before the CO while dressed in a man’s uniform and sporting a woman’s body that’s being strangled to death.

      “I’m almost thinking this needs to be done with the .338. Even though getting the accuracy might be tough, there will be better sound suppression. I’d like not to be sacrificing myself for this mission, nor Amigo, either. Plus, if we’re captured, it’s going to compromise the unit big time when they figure out both who we are and the fact that we’re both supposed to be dead.” She scratched her cheek. “Maybe we can push the loads a little on the cartridges and get a little better accuracy without blowing the fucking gun up. And it will have  to be one shot. One shot only.”

      “We can do it by usin’ a different bullet,” Luigi said. “I’ll have to get them in, but there’s a 270 grain .338 bullet out there made of copper-nickel alloy that has a ballistic coefficient of 0.861. That’s about as high as they get without goin’ into makin’ wildcats. It stays supersonic to almost two thousand yards. An’ if we’re real careful about keepin’ everythin’ very consistent, I think between the new ammo and you, Hank, you can get that head shot.”

      “If I’m going to get it, then we need to get these cartridge components in ASAP, Luigi, so we can get this ammo made. And then Amigo and I will need a shitload of time on the range.”

      “There’s another consideration as far as this mission goes as well,” Cloud began.

      “Which is?”

      “It’s a guarantee it’s going to have to be an outdoor event,” Crow said, “And they’ll have FLIR. You get an advanced team out there flying around with FLIR, there’s a good possibility that they’ll pick up Hank and Amigo.”

      “Unless we can figure out how to hide their infrared signatures,” Spud observed.

      “Mike, you told me once that we can heat and cool the graphene layers in the bullet-proof vests with an environmental controller. Can we get a large enough piece of graphene to make a blanket with the stuff?” Hank asked. “Then we could just stay under it and use an environmental controller to match the temperature of the surrounding terrain.”

      “Enough for a blanket isn’t a problem,” Mike answered. “I’ve already got that. But Spud’s saying you and Amigo might be out there for four or more days, meaning either someone’s got to stay awake the whole time to keep the temperature of the blanket the same as the terrain or there will be times when you’ll be visible as a regular patch of ground that varies from the ground around it.”

      “I can work on that one,” Voice said. “It will just require having a thermostat that can continually adjust the temperature of the blanket. It might mean being a little uncomfortable for Hank and Amigo, though. If it gets cold at night, they’re going to get cold as well.”

      “I think we can manage that,” Hank said. “If we get cold, we’ll just have to snuggle.” She smiled, knowing what was coming next.

      “I don’t think I like this at all,” Spud said, joking.

      “I knew you’d say that,” Hank said.

      “At this point, then, we need to get ammo components, get a thermal blanket made and tested, get Amigo and Hank on the range to ensure we can get a head shot in a single shot, and see if we can’t find out when we’ll have an opportunity to make the attempt.” Spud stood. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I feel like I’ve aged ten years in the past two days. Let’s call it a day, and we can get back together when we’re further along.”
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        * * *

      

      Hank sat at the reloading bench in the gunsmith shop, along with Amigo and Luigi. Each of them was meticulously measuring the components that would be used to make the ammunition Hank would use for the upcoming mission.

      “Everythin’ has to be absolutely identical,” Luigi kept saying. “We measure, we sort into lots that are identical, then we get the loads done up.”

      “This is going to take us forever,” Hank complained.

      “So, you just wanna run right out there and shoot the President?” Luigi asked.

      “Oh, fuck you, Luigi. You know I don’t want to do this mission at all. The only reason I’m doing it is because the alternative is maybe two hundred million people worse.” She huffed. “Now you made me forget what the fucking measurement was. I’ve got to do it over again.” She took up a caliper and measured the case in her hand. “Just needs the neck trimmed,” she said, passing it back to Amigo.

      “Have we even got a range here that can accommodate the practice we need to do?” Amigo asked.

      “Yeah, and I’ve got permission to use it,” Hank confirmed.

      “Even shooting into the MOUT is only...”

      “I’ve got permission to use the artillery range,” Hank said, cutting him short.

      “And I’m gonna put some honeydew melons down there for ya,” Luigi said.

      “And you’re going to go down with a trash bag and pick them back up,” Hank said. “Because I don’t want to get called before the mast. Besides, why even use melons?”

      Luigi made like he was holding one next to his head. “Right size, right shape.” He sat back. “That’s everythin’, I think. Now we can start gettin’ ‘em together.”

      “You’d better do that, Luigi,” Hank said. “I’ve had so much on my mind I don’t think I could be accurate about this. It’s tough enough trying to keep my brain quiet while checking over the components, and it took us ten times the numbers we need both for practice and for the mission just to get enough to have everything identical as it is. Make up some cartridges from components that are close to what I’ll be using, and I can use that to get into the ballpark, then switch to what I’ll use for the actual shot for the final practice. Amigo, did you manage to get everything plugged into our ballistics calculator for the shot itself?”

      “It’s there on my tablet, and Hal has it as well so I can just ask for it.”

      “Good deal. I’m going to head off to my quarters and see if I can’t get in a nap.”

      Hank headed off to her quarters and was met by Doc Andy as she came to the junction of the corridors leading from Medical and the cafeteria areas and the field team housing areas.

      “I’m glad I caught you.”

      “I was just heading off to see if I can get some sleep, Doc Andy. Can it wait?”

      “I’m not sure. Can you give me just a few minutes?”

      Hank sighed. “Sure, what the fuck. It’ll probably take me an hour to drift off anyway. Assuming I can.”

      They walked in silence to her quarters. Going inside, she dropped herself onto the couch. “Is this appropriate?”

      Doc Andy chuckled. “I’m Freudian schooled, but I seldom go quite that far.” He took a chair.

      “What? No glass of water?”

      “I figured you wouldn’t be able to sip on it while lying down.”

      She laid back, propping her head on her arm. “What brings you here, Doc Andy?”

      “I’ve noticed that you and Spud are sleeping in separate quarters.”

      “Oh, shit. You don’t want to go meddling in our sex life again, do you?”

      “From what I can see, right now the two of you don’t have one.”

      Hank closed her eyes. I wish he’d just go away. “This is a very stressful mission,” she said.

      “As it is for all of us,” Doc Andy said. “I would think that it would be a situation in which you and Spud would feel the need to support each other.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Doc Andy. He’s a Secret Service agent. He spent the eight years before he joined this unit safeguarding the President. And I am the one who’s being tasked with assassinating the President. It’s going to be my bullet. You don’t think that perhaps sets up a situation where some strain is involved?”

      “For which of you is it more stressful?” Doc Andy asked.

      “How the fuck should I know? When you’re done here, you can go see how stressed Spud is over it,” she said, her annoyance unmistakable.

      “I’m wondering if you can accomplish this mission, Hank. You had a bit of difficulty after shooting the man in Kearny.”

      She sat bolt upright and said angrily, “That was a different matter, and one that, in my mind, is resolved. That guy was intent on killing an innocent man, and had I delayed a second more, may have done just that. That is a far cry from assassinating the President of the United States. Doc Rich talks about having a kid... What do I tell my kid? ‘I assassinated the President and got away with it? The nation even called me a hero, because we were on the brink of nuclear war?’

      “Do you know about Alfred Nobel? An obituary for him was published before he died, condemning him for dealing in arms. He didn’t want that to be his legacy, so he left his fortune to create the Nobel prizes. What will my obituary say? Assassin? And you might remember that little talk you gave me regarding shooting the New Jersey perp where you said you can’t speculate on what the outcome may have been if your actions or inactions had been different. So, how am I supposed to know if what I’m being asked to do is even the right thing to do?”

      Doc Andy sat silently. How do I answer her?

      “Doc Andy, with all apologies, I really wish you’d just get the fuck out of here.” She flopped back down onto the couch. “Please. Just get the fuck out.”

      He got up, went to the kitchen, and drew a glass of water. Going back, he placed it on the coffee table by the couch. Then he walked out the door. As it closed, he heard the glass smash against the other side.
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        * * *

      

      Hank and Amigo came through the complex from the armory, having dropped off their gear from another day of practice.

      “So, what’s the verdict?” Spud asked as they grabbed coffee and sat at the team table.

      “I can make the shot,” Hank said.

      “In one shot?”

      “One shot,” Amigo confirmed.

      “That’s good, because we have our opportunity,” Edge said.

      “How?”

      “Remember how, when he was elected, the President said he wanted to vacation the way the American people vacation, by traveling to see all the sights the nation has to offer? Well, he’s kicking that off.”

      “Really,” Hank said, secretly wishing this news had not just been delivered.

      “Really,” Voice confirmed. “He’s going to Yellowstone. He says because it was the first national park, it’s the first place he wants to visit.”

      “Are they going to close down the park to visitors while he’s there?” Amigo asked.

      “He says he doesn’t want to hamper the ability of citizens to enjoy the park while he’s there. So the answer is no,” Voice added.

      “Lots of terrain to hide in, depending on where he goes,” Hank observed somberly.

      “The word is he’ll give a speech at Old Faithful,” Amigo said. “I checked on the maps and found a good spot. Hal, display topographical map, Yellowstone, Old Faithful, monitor C1.”

      The information appeared on the cafeteria monitor. Amigo pointed, saying, “Right here. It’s a bit over 1500 yards, downhill, and pretty clear of vegetation so we should be able to find a spot with a clean shot.”

      Fuck. “Yeah, looks like it should work,” Hank said. “Do we have anywhere close by where we can stage?” She quickly added, “And hopefully not built inside an old missile silo. The last fucking place I want to be trying to sleep right now is in a missile silo, even if it’s been converted into the Taj Mahal.”

      “We’ve got a ranch complex right here, near Kilgore,” Edge said. “It’s even above ground, Hank.”

      “Fine. When are we heading out?”

      “Tomorrow,” Cloud said. “The event isn’t for two weeks, so that will give us enough time to get organized, let you and Amigo reconnoiter the location for the shot, and get everything set up. And wait.”

      “Ok.” Hank got up and headed toward her quarters.

      “Aren’t you going to stay and eat dinner?” Edge asked her.

      “Not really hungry,” she said as she headed out the door of the cafeteria.

      “That’s not Hank,” Voice said.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Spud said, getting up angrily. “She’s just found out she’s only got two weeks before she has to assassinate the President. Give her a fucking break.” He walked out himself.

      “That’s not Spud, either,” Voice said.
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        * * *

      

      On a hill above Old Faithful, Hank opened her eyes wearily, awakened by the sun. Amigo was already awake, crunching on crackers from an MRE.

      “’Mornin’, Hank.”

      “Mm.” She rubbed her eyes. “What the fuck day is it?”

      “Game day,” Amigo said.

      “There is not enough alcohol to make me really want to do this.”

      Spud’s voice sounded in their earpieces. “Team, comm check.”

      “Edge.”

      “Voice”

      “Amigo.”

      “Crow.”

      “Cloud.”

      “Spud.”

      “Hank.”

      “Comm is good,” Spud said. “Mission is go as planned. CAT is in place, advance team is in place, Marine One is en route, ETA in thirty minutes.”

      Hank leaned over and gagged.

      “You ok?” Amigo asked her.

      She spit and wiped her mouth. “The good news is that there’s nothing in my stomach to heave. The bad news is, I’m heaving anyway.” She gagged again. “There’s a big difference between what you want to do, and what you have to do. My stomach doesn’t like what I have to do any more than I do.”

      “You going to be able to make the shot?”

      “Yeah. Once I settle in on the rifle, it will all be the mission. I figure let my stomach work itself out now rather than thirty minutes from now.” She laid down with her face on her arms, the rifle already poised on its bipod, the thermal blanket covering both her and Amigo as well as all their gear, a layer of leaves, needles, and branches covering the blanket adding to the camouflage pattern it already had.

      “Do you have a rough firing solution for me?” she asked. “Might as well get the scope set now and only have to do a minor tweak when we have the target.” She was finding it easier to refer to the President as ‘the target’ rather than ‘the President.’

      “Sure. Let me get that for you.”

      Amigo consulted his ballistics tables and weather gauge and wrote the firing solution down, then plugged the same data he’d used into his tablet. “Firing solution computed, checked, and set.” He slid his tablet in front of her, and she reset her scope settings. Then she slowly and smoothly chambered a round from the rifle’s magazine. Uncovering just enough of the rifle to expose the front of the silencer mounted on the barrel and the objective of the rifle scope, she took a practice aim at a region above the lectern that had been placed at the viewing area for Old Faithful.

      “Nice day. No wind, so compared to some of our practices, this should be easy.”

      Amigo noted the unemotional tone of Hank’s voice as he continued to monitor the weather indications on his gauge.

      “Marine One is arriving,” they heard in their earpieces.

      “Steady, Hank,” Amigo said.

      She grunted in reply, her cheek already on the rifle’s cheekpiece, her eye peering through the rifle’s scope. She tracked the movement of the man as he made his way to the lectern, waving to the gathered people, and turned to face the crowd. Time began to slow, along with her breathing and her heartbeat. She watched him turn, wave, place both hands on either side of the lectern, smiling. Watched as an aide placed a binder in front of him, opening it. His speech.

      “Extraction team is in place,” they heard in their earpieces. They then began to hear the President’s speech as the sensitive earpieces of other team members, scattered in the crowd, picked it up and relayed it to them via Hal through the satellite link.

      “My fellow Americans, what a glorious day for us to be here in Yellowstone National Park. This amazing natural wonder took its place as our first national park on March 1st, 1872 and as the world’s first national park on that same date. It has stood as one of the world’s most amazing natural wonders from well before that date to the present, and will stand as such for millenia to come.”

      Hank made fine adjustments to the rifle’s position, and watched as the tiny mildot on the scope settled on the President’s head. Glancing down, she checked the firing solution again.

      “Firing solution?” she asked.

      “Unchanged,” Amigo said.

      “These three thousand, four hundred and sixty-eight square miles encompass a diversity of geological wonders, plant and animal life, and a wildness that speaks to the heart of every freedom-loving American. Its mountains, canyons, rivers and lakes have been the inspiration for painters, photographers, and nature lovers from not only our nation, but from every corner of the Earth.” As the President said this, Old Faithful erupted behind him. “Just look at that! Isn’t it magnificent?” He turned and gazed at it as the eruption continued.

      “I have the target.”

      “Send it.”

      She began to move her finger slowly from the rifle’s receiver to the trigger, placing it lightly there, starting a steady squeeze.

      Her little voices started to chatter. What a wonderful speech. It is, isn’t it? Shouldn’t he be falling off the rails right about now?

      She kept the mildot on his head as the President turned back to the lectern. “Its rivers and lakes, mountains and meadows, geysers and hot springs, bison and elk capture the diversity of nature that is to be found here.”

      She paused, her finger on the trigger, her little voices chattering. It’s a wonderful speech. No rants, no raving. Why not? It always happens when he’s in public. Where is President Insane?

      “Hank, did you lose the target?” she heard Spud ask in her earpiece.

      “I have the target.”

      “Send it, Hank.”

      Something’s wrong here, her little voices countered. Something is very wrong here.

      “No.”

      “Hank, if you have the target, send it.”

      “No. Something’s not right.”

      “Send it,” Amigo implored from next to her.

      “Send it,” Spud said in her ear.

      “No.” She dropped the magazine from the Sako and carefully unchambered the round she had chambered earlier, then slid back slightly from the rifle.

      “Team, she’s refusing to take the shot,” Amigo said. “She’s unloaded the rifle.”

      “Amigo, can you make the shot?” Spud asked.

      “No. It has to be Hank. It’s her rifle, it’s optimized for her. The ammo is optimized for her. She’s more accurate than I am, and she’s practiced it. It has to be Hank.”

      “Hank, finish the mission,” Spud said. “Load and make ready, then take the shot.”

      “No. It’s not right. Not right. Something is wrong. Listen to him.”

      “Load, make ready, take the shot, Hank.”

      “No!”

      Through her earpiece, Hank heard the claps of the gathered people. Looking through the rifle scope, she watched as the President moved away from the lectern, walked waving and shaking the hands of people at the rope line, then re-entered the presidential helicopter.

      “We just lost our opportunity. The whole mission is a bust. Hank, do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” Spud asked her.

      I think I may have averted a disaster, Hank thought. But she said nothing.
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        * * *

      

      The team members unloaded their gear and walked with it into the ranch house near Kilgore. Each team member’s face held a stern expression, punctuated by lips welded shut. Once the door was closed behind them, they turned on Hank.

      “What the hell, Hank! What were you thinking?” Spud asked. “Do you know what you’ve done? Didn’t you see the military attaché standing by the President with the football? Do you really want a madman that close to that?”

      “Where was the madman today, Spud? Where was he?” She paced the floor. “That was a perfectly lucid speech. Ordinarily, when he’s speaking in public, he starts sliding into a hole well before the speech ends. Why is it when he’s in DC, surrounded by Congressmen, he slips on the diving board and face plants, but out here he makes a beautiful, coherent, uplifting speech about Yellowstone?” She pointed her finger at him angrily. “You had to have noticed that!”

      “We agreed, Hank,” Amigo said, trying not to sound angry but missing the mark by a bit. “We all agreed he needed to be taken out for the good of the country. If you had misgivings, you should have voiced them well before this mission got underway.”

      “I didn’t have misgivings until I listened to him giving the speech,” Hank said. “Am I the only one who noticed he didn’t derail?”

      “It doesn’t make any difference,” Amigo said. “Our job was to take him out.”

      “You didn’t have the option of a unilateral decision to abort the mission, Hank,” Edge added.

      “For fuck’s sake! Will you all listen to yourselves? We are talking about assassinating the President of the United States. We aren’t talking about your ordinary, run-of-the-mill law enforcement action, nor even an ordinary unit action. We were asked to do something treasonous, and you’re all acting like it’s perfectly ok! Something isn’t right here. We owe it to the President and to the country to make sure what we’re doing is the right thing to do!”

      “We’re sworn to defend the Constitution, not the President,” Cloud said. “He’s put us at the brink of nuclear war, over what? Please tell me what. And please tell me what’s more important: the survival of the President, or the survival of the two-thirds of the population that potentially would die if he goes bonkers and decides to not just rattle a nuclear sword, but wield it.”

      “I want more information. We need more information,” Hank said. “We can’t just draw the conclusion that the President must die.”

      “What more do you need?” Spud asked. “You’ve been watching the news right along with the rest of us.”

      “I’d like to talk with some people who are close to him and can give us an objective assessment of what they’re seeing.”

      “Like who?” Edge asked.

      “Like our Secret Service gunny,” Hank said. “Spud can tell you: there’s always an agent nearby. They’re in the best position to tell us what kind of behavior he exhibits. Twenty-four, seven, there’s an agent near the President. I want to ask them what they’re seeing.”

      Doc Andy had been sitting, listening to the argument. “Hank, are you sure that your reluctance to complete the mission isn’t because of your experience in Kearny?”

      “You know, Doc Andy? Having you along on this mission is a great idea because it’s probably the most stressful mission this team has ever had to accomplish. But let me tell you in no uncertain terms,” Hank said, skewering him with her eyes, “what happened today has not one damn fucking thing to do with Kearny. Alright?” She walked over and leaned into his face, and practically spitting, said, “You are the one who said he didn’t appear psychotic. You  are the one who said he looked drugged to you. Maybe what we need to find out is if that’s the case, and if so, if he’s taking drugs himself or if someone else is drugging him.”

      She turned to the rest of the team. “Yes, our oath is to the Constitution, not the President. But we’d better make damned sure that what we’re doing defends the Constitution, and that we aren’t acting as puppets for another cause. Damned fucking sure.”

      “Voice, is there any way we can get a message to our Secret Service gunny while the President is still visiting Yellowstone?” Spud asked.

      “Pretty sure we can,” Voice said. “I’ll get on it. What do you want it to say?”

      “‘Unit requests meeting Kilgore complex ASAP. We believe POTUS in danger.’”
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        * * *

      

      “Got a guy just drove up, coming to the door,” Cloud said, watching a security camera feed on his tablet.

      Spud took a look over Cloud’s shoulder. “That’s our gunny,” he said. “I’ll go let him in.”

      Spud arrived back in the dining room of the Kilgore complex with his charge in tow.

      “So, this is the unit,” the man said.

      “Thanks for agreeing to meet with us so quickly,” Spud said.

      “You get our attention when you say ‘the President is in danger,’” the agent replied. “In what way do you believe he’s in danger?”

      Doc Andy spoke up. “We’re noticing, as I’m sure you are noticing, that his behavior is sometimes erratic. We’re wondering if there’s a possibility that he is either taking some sort of drug, or is being exposed to one by someone else.”

      “We’ve had the same concern,” the agent said. “We’ve been investigating the possibility. As you know, everything the President eats or drinks is overseen by chefs who have been vetted, and we see nothing there. The White House doctors say he’s... uncooperative and won’t agree to give a blood sample when he’s acting... unusual.”

      “You’ve known about this possibility?” Hank asked, incredulous. “You’ve known?”

      “We’ve known, and feel fairly certain that somehow he’s being drugged. But in spite of all the investigative effort we’ve engaged in so far, we haven’t been able to tell who or how it’s happening.”

      “You motherfuckers!” Hank exploded. She jumped up and made for the man, only being stopped by Edge and Amigo grabbing her. “Why didn’t you fucking tell us?”

      “This was an internal investigation,” the agent said. “We didn’t see any reason to involve the unit.”

      “Let me tell you the reason,” Voice began. “We were approached by some members of Congress who are concerned about the current nuclear predicament. I was at the meeting as the unit’s representative. They requested, for the good of the country and to avert nuclear war, that we assassinate the President.”

      The agent got wide-eyed. “Are you sure that these were members of Congress and that they actually meant for you to assassinate the President?”

      “Positive. I recognized them, and I asked them to confirm their request.”

      “And after careful consideration,” Edge added, “and for the reasons they stated, we agreed to the mission.”

      “You were planning to assassinate the President,” the agent said.

      “Not just planning! We were ready to execute the mission!” Hank shouted.

      “And can I ask who you are?” the agent demanded of Hank.

      “I’m the unit’s sniper. And unknown, undetected by your detail, I was up on a hill this morning, with my rifle aimed, a round in the chamber, and my fucking finger on the trigger. It would have taken just a touch on that trigger and just the one round in the chamber and right now you’d have a dead President being flown back to Washington. Why the hell didn’t you tell us?”

      Hank went limp in the arms of the men holding her. “I was that close to killing the President,” she wailed. “That close! If I hadn’t listened to my little voices, I’d have killed him! Why the hell didn’t you tell us? Why the hell didn’t you tell us?” She writhed in the men’s arms, wailing.

      “We obviously have a situation,” Doc Andy said, getting up. “Bring her back to the medical suite.”

      As Edge and Amigo followed Doc Andy with Hank supported between them, Spud said, “This is the cost of not communicating with us.”

      “I don’t see why this is entirely our doing,” the agent said. “Neither did you communicate with us.”

      “Before I joined this unit, I was one of you,” Spud said. “I know how you operate. I worked PPD. Informing the Secret Service that we had been tasked with assassinating the President would have been counterproductive to the mission. With as long as the President has appeared to be compromised, with every legal mechanism that could have possibly removed him exhausted, and with your inability to determine exactly how it’s occurring, you should have at the very least notified us so we would not have accepted a conflicting mission.”

      “Hank was so upset she was dry-heaving this morning,” Amigo added as he and Edge came back into the room. “Doc Andy’s got her sedated and in bed, Spud.”

      Spud sat and massaged his temples, his elbows resting on the table. “What you also don’t know is that the woman who was just taken out of here is my wife. She has agonized over this mission ever since it was proposed that we do it. She’s been unable to eat. She’s been unable to sleep. She’s been unable to share our bed. And now I wonder how much of my wife I have left. So you will please understand when I tell you, there will be no more holding information back from us. This unit and PPD will now work hand in hand to get to the bottom of what’s going on with the President. There will be no instances when information isn’t shared with the unit, and the unit will likewise not fail to inform PPD of whatever facts we may discover. I’m sure I have the agreement of the rest of the team.”

      The five other team members reached out and tapped knuckles on the table.

      “There you have it,” Spud said. “Our decision is unanimous, save for my wife who is in no condition to participate. For the team members, I’m going to suggest we all get a good night’s rest, or at least the best we can muster. Tomorrow, we’ll do some mission planning for the joint mission with PPD.”
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      “Home again, home again, jiggity jig,” Edge quipped as the unit members who had been at Kilgore descended down the staircase into their headquarters at Quantico.

      “My rifle,” Hank mumbled.

      “I’ve got it, Hank,” Amigo said. “I’ll get it put away.”

      The entire team watched as Spud and Doc Andy led Hank off to the infirmary. “Ain’t none of this good,” Voice remarked.

      Doc Rich met the three as they came through the corridor within the medical area. “Let’s get her in bed.”

      “I want my blankie,” Hank said.

      Doc Rich and Doc Andy both looked at her with concern.

      “It’s ok,” Spud said. He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “She’s got a down comforter that she asked for from her things when she joined the unit. She’s always referred to it as her ‘blankie.’ I’ll go get it.”

      After Spud had left and they had Hank settled in one of the infirmary’s hospital beds, Doc Rich turned to Doc Andy and asked, “What’s your prognosis?”

      Doc Andy steered her aside and said, “I think if you do a medical work-up, you’re going to find that she’s physically exhausted, dehydrated, sleep deprived, and suffering a bit from a lack of food. The news that the Secret Service dished up was just the last shock to her system that it could take. My recommendation is going to be to get James in here to hang an IV and get her rehydrated, get her to eat something, and then get another dose of sedative into her so she can sleep. I’m betting with those things, we’ll see her back to normal in no time. Hank is not one who collapses under pressure in ordinary circumstances. But this mission didn’t entail even what the unit would call ordinary circumstances, and the greater part of the weight of it fell on her and her alone.”

      “Lab, to the infirmary,” Doc Rich said over the comm link.

      Spud came through the door with Hank’s comforter bundled in his arms. “This going to be ok?” he asked.

      “Go ahead – cover her up,” Doc Rich said as James came through the door. “James, set up an IV, please, and draw blood for a basic metabolic panel.” Doc Rich pressed on one of Hank’s fingernails and then watched how quickly the nail bed turned pink again. “She’s very dehydrated, so I’m hoping we won’t see any gross abnormalities.”

      Spud sat in the chair next to her bed. She turned and looked at him.

      “Hank, do you know who I am?” he asked.

      She smiled. “Did you think I could forget my husband?”

      “You’ve been pretty out of it. Do you know where you are?”

      “At HQ. In the infirmary.”

      “Do you know why?”

      Doc Andy and Doc Rich were both observing this exchange closely.

      “Might have something to do with freaking out after finding out I almost killed the President when it might not have been necessary.”

      Spud stroked her hair. “It seems my former organization doesn’t like to coordinate with us.”

      “Ya think?”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Hungry. I can’t remember the last time I ate.”

      Spud looked over at Doc Rich, who simply smiled.

      “What would you like to eat?”

      “I’d even eat something Edge made without my tutoring him on it first. I need some serious protein.”

      Spud recalled the last time he’d heard her say that. “How many eggs?”

      “Four.”

      “That ok?” he asked Doc Rich.

      “If she’s hungry, let her eat.”

      “Anything else with the eggs?”

      “I need some serious vegetables, too. I can’t remember the last time I took a crap, either.”

      Doc Rich shook her head. “It sounds like you’re going to be fine, Hank.”

      “And some coffee.”

      “No coffee,” Doc Rich said. “You’re dehydrated. Caffeine is the last thing you need right now.”

      “Besides, you’re going to drug me to sleep later.”

      “Yes, we are,” Doc Andy said.

      “It’s ok. I don’t remember the last time I slept more than a couple of hours straight, either.”
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s start with an assumption,” Voice said. “Let’s assume that the President isn’t taking anything himself, but is being drugged by someone else.”

      “Then we end up with the same problem the Secret Service has: who’s doing it, how are they doing it, and maybe we can add, why are they doing it,” Edge said.

      “This mission planning goes on without me?” Hank asked as she came into the library.

      “Amiga!” Amigo exclaimed. “You’re back!”

      “How do you feel?” Crow asked. “You aren’t AWOL from the infirmary, are you?”

      “Nope. Doc Andy says an assassination mission is more insane than I’ll ever be, and Doc Rich says that, given all my ordinary bodily functions have resumed normal cruise, I’m good to go.” Stroking her hand across Spud’s back before sitting next to him, she added, “All but one, perhaps.” Spud looked over and grinned at her.

      “None of that,” Cloud admonished. “All us lonely bachelors can’t take that kind of talk.”

      “Not my fault,” Spud said. “There’s this saying. Something about old age and treachery winning over youth and vigor? Just your luck, I’m the oldest guy here.” He put his arm around Hank. “Which is how I got the girl.”

      “Ok, we’re done, Spud,” Hank said. “These horny bastards – excuse me, bachelors are supposed to be mission planning.”

      “Alright. This horny bachelor was just saying that we have to figure out who’s drugging the President, how they’re doing it, and why,” Edge said.

      “The ‘why’ might not be too difficult to figure out,” Cloud said. “The simple question is, who has the most to gain?”

      “The obvious answer there is the Vice President,” Crow said. “With the President out of the way, he becomes President.”

      “Which doesn’t make a lot of sense, because the President, even with all the odd outbursts, still has a substantial popular backing.” Edge shrugged. “So, why not just wait and ride the President’s coattails into the next presidency?”

      “Maybe the problem is his popular backing. It crosses parties, and when he was criticized for that, his remark was, ‘I’m not President for the party that nominated me, but for the American people.’ That struck a good chord with the citizens, but not with the leaders of his party. I’ll admit I haven’t agreed with everything he’s done or proposed, but I have to admire his way of setting partisanship aside,” Voice said.

      “So, you think maybe he pissed off the party elite?” Edge asked.

      “If that were the case,” Crow began, “would it be to the party’s benefit to involve the Vice President? After all, if he’s involved and the whole thing unravels, he’s going to be impeached rather than elevated to the presidency.”

      “The ‘who’ may not be as difficult as it appears on the surface as well,” Amigo said. “The pattern seems to be that the President seldom derails unless it’s during a public event right in Washington, DC. So, if we can get some cooperation from Secret Service, perhaps they can get us footage from the events where the President has slid into the ditch and we can see who’s around him.”

      “I can tell you that there are certain things that need not be considered,” Spud said. “Food prepared in the White House is prepared by chefs who are cleared to prepare it.”

      “What about someone putting something into the food after it’s been prepared?” Crow asked.

      “That’s certainly something that could be observed in a recording,” Hank said. “It would have to be put in only the President’s food, because we don’t see anyone else at these events going gorky.”

      “And I’m sure that would be observed by a Secret Service agent as well,” Spud said.

      “Maybe the ‘how’ is what we should be looking for first,” Cloud said.

      “That would require being able to closely observe what’s going on around the President before he derails,” Crow said.

      “We need to somehow get close to the President at a public event,” Hank said.

      “A White House party,” Spud said. “He’s derailed at more than one of them.”

      “So, how do you manage to get invited?” Crow asked.

      “That’s a very good question – especially for us,” Spud replied. “They check everyone who is invited, and of course getting invited when you don’t exist presents its own problems.”

      “What’s the drill?” Crow asked.

      “First, you  have to have an invitation. Then when you enter the White House, the invitation is checked against the guest list, and you go through security screening. After that, you’re directed up onto the State Floor, where guests mingle with each other, enjoy the bar or the food, or dance to music in the East Room. There’s usually a photo op with the President and First Lady, and then people drift back out.

      “So our big problems here are first of all, getting an invitation. Second is the photo op. If someone who knows us sees the photo, the unit is potentially compromised,” Spud explained.

      “Who decides who gets an invitation?” Edge asked.

      “That’s coordinated through the social secretary’s office.”

      “And there’s no way we could get one of us onto the list?” Hank asked.

      “I could ask our gunny. He’s the SAIC – Special Agent in Charge – for the shift. Those are the guys who work PPD and are in close proximity to the President.”

      “Then it’s just a matter of an event occurring that wouldn’t make someone raise eyebrows over one of us attending,” Hank said.

      “There’s one coming up,” Edge said. “A reception for supporters of the arts.”

      “Want me to get a message to the Secret Service gunny?” Voice asked.

      “Do,” Spud replied. “If we can get an invitation to this event, it will give us a prime opportunity to see what happens around the President before he appears to lose his mind.”

      “And then Mike will lose his mind making what he considers to be appropriate clothing for a White House event,” Voice said.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve got word from our Secret Service gunny that invitations are on their way,” Voice said, putting his pencil back down.

      “I wonder who won the prize?” Spud asked.

      “Dave Garino will be bringing both the invitations and the fake credentials for the event. The gunny asked for pictures for all seven of us, so I guess we find out when Dave comes by.”

      “Speaking of which...” It was Dave himself, with a courier pouch in his hands. He dropped it in the center of the table.

      “Grab some coffee, Dave,” Edge said. “I think there might even be a little food over there if you want to grab some lunch.”

      “Don’t mind if I do. I’m curious about this big event that’s happening for the mission.”

      “It’s not specifically for the mission, but we’re taking advantage of it,” Crow explained. He picked up the courier pouch and unzipped it. Pulling out a sheet of paper, he read, “The Reception for Supporters of the Arts allows a person to bring a guest.”

      “That’s typical of White House affairs,” Spud said.

      “You will find an invitation for the two chosen Field Team members. Given Spud is an experienced Secret Service agent, he and his wife will be the attendees.” Crow slid out the invitation. “It seems that James and Katie Hank won the honors.”

      “We’re usually Jim and Katie Smith,” Spud said.

      “Maybe the Secret Service found out that Katie Hank has a pilot’s license,” Crow said. “That would make drawing up fake documents for Hank simpler, given the FAA had to create an entire identity for her in order to issue the license.”

      “I wonder if they’d do the same with mine, then,” Edge pondered.

      Crow chuckled. “I guess we’ll find out if you ever get invited to the White House.”

      Spud sighed. “I’m guessing you all think this is going to be one wonderful, glamorous assignment, but I’m dreading getting a tux done. If Mike fusses for a week over a simple business suit, he’s going to go out of his mind over a black tie tux and an evening dress for a visit to the White House.”

      “I already have a dress,” Hank said.

      “Like hell you’re wearing that dress to the White House,” Spud said. “I’m not going to be having the President inviting you to visit him in the residence.”

      The entire team laughed.

      “Glad you agree.” It was Mike, who had walked into the cafeteria midway through the conversation. “You, and you,” he added, pointing at Spud and Hank. “I need you both in the cutting room, and I’d like that to happen as close to right now as you can make it.”

      “This event is two weeks away, Mike,” Spud protested.

      “And it’s going to take me that long if I rush to get both your outfits done. No garment of mine is going to the White House unless it’s perfect.”

      Spud and Hank stood up and followed him. Turning and looking over his shoulder at the remaining members of the team, Spud silently mouthed, Help me!
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        * * *

      

      “Spud, hold still,” Mike admonished.

      “It will be easier for me to do that if you can try to keep your hand off my dick,” Spud said with annoyance.

      “Do you know how hard it is for a bespoke tailor like me to get a proper fit on a guy like you?” Mike protested. “Your physical attributes are not of my making, but this pair of pants is. Besides, this isn’t your first White House affair. What the hell did you do for the others you’ve been to?”

      “I rented a tux,” Spud said. “And no one made any kinds of comments on it.”

      “I’ll bet the pants strangled the crap out of you, too.”

      Now that you mention it...

      “If you want to have a pleasant evening of dancing with your wife, I’ll suggest you allow me to get this rise and give right for you.”

      Hank sat watching, her amusement obvious. “You should just cooperate and let Mike make you a stunning tux,” she said.

      “Do you let him grope your crotch when he’s making you a dress?”

      “It’s not groping, Spud. He’s just making sure the clothing will fit you just right.” She smiled at him. “You want it to make me want to get it right back off of you, don’t you?”

      “Which is why she’s not going in the red dress,” Mike said. “We’d never get the two of you out of your quarters.”

      “I just don’t like my manhood manhandled,” Spud said.

      “Bet you don’t mind when Hank does it. Drop the pants.”

      Hank cracked up. “Usually when it’s just us, those commands go in the opposite order. ‘Drop the pants, let me...”

      “Hank...” Spud gave her an admonishing look.

      “Are you going to make him a special pair of boxers as well, Mike?”

      “Hank...”

      “Spoilsport.”

      Mike took the pants and placed them on a hanger. “Go ahead and put your sweatpants back on. I’m done for now. Come back for the final fitting tomorrow.”

      “Ok, Hank, your turn.”

      Hank turned back to Mike and dropped the robe she was wearing, revealing nothing underneath but a pair of satin panties, identical to the ones Mike had done for the red dress, but this time done in a plum color.

      “I don’t like this at all,” Spud muttered.

      Hank looked over her shoulder at him. “Relax, Spud. Wait until you see the dress.”

      Mike brought it over, draped over his arm. “Lift your arms up for me, Hank.”

      Complying, Mike let the dress fall down over her body, smoothing it first over her buttocks and then coming around front and smoothing the bodice first down to where it stopped above her crotch and then readjusting how it fit around her breasts.

      “I definitely don’t like this,” Spud said.

      “You don’t like this?” Hank asked, walking over to where he was sitting. “I love it. Mike is a wizard with satin, and the way he gathered and textured the brocade with the silver thread is just gorgeous. And the silk georgette that goes over the shoulder I just love as well. Don’t you love it?”

      He looked at her appreciatively. “I do. I just don’t like him touching you like that. Especially when you’re wearing something that flattering.”

      “If he didn’t fuss and touch, then it wouldn’t fit just right”

      “Alright, Goldilocks.”

      “And it does fit just right,” Mike said. “You’re all done, Hank. Luigi even got your jewelry done. Not quite diamonds and rubies this time, but some very nice amethysts in silver. Earrings, a bracelet, and a dinner ring for your right hand. And a very nice decorative comb for your hair. We’re leaving your lovely neck naked this time.” He looked over at where Spud sat. “Now if we can get your date to cooperate, the two of you might just make a stunning couple.”
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        * * *

      

      Spud and Hank walked up to the East Entrance of the White House. Spud took the invitation from the inner pocket of his tux and presented it to the person at the door, then sent Hank in front of him through the security screening point, and followed her through.

      “That was weird,” he whispered, with not only Hank hearing but the entire team as well, group comm having been established prior to their arrival.

      “I hear you,” Hank replied. “For me, it was usually just show credentials and go right through security screening points. Hey, you’re FBI, yeah, you’ve got a gun.”

      “Same for Secret Service,” Spud said.

      As they walked up the stairs to the State Floor, Hank whispered, “I can’t wait to get you out of that tux.”

      “You realize the whole team is listening, right?” Spud asked.

      “And I don’t care. That tux is way better than your business suit. I’m going to be thanking Mike later. A lot.”

      “Don’t make me crazy, Hank. Mike didn’t tailor in enough give in the pants for that.”

      The rest of the team, gathered in their Quantico library and listening in, and in Amigo’s case, a vehicle to be used in case extraction would be needed, laughed out loud.

      “Don’t forget: if you find yourself in a bad situation, Hank, feign illness and I’ll get you out of here,” Spud reminded her. “Same goes for me. If you hear me use your codename, just remember: your dear husband has a heart condition.”

      “Our gunny knows what to do?”

      “Game plan is, we get out of the White House and into an ambulance, then transfer into the car Amigo’s driving and head back to Quantico.”

      “Here’s hoping I don’t have a relapse of my recent illness, you don’t have a heart attack, and we can see how the President is being drugged,” Hank said.

      Making their way around the State Floor, they mingled with the other guests, struck up random conversations, and did all the sorts of things that would be expected at an event of the sort they were attending, with the notable exception that they avoided eating or drinking anything on the rare event that this was the manner the drug was being introduced to the President.

      “What say we head to the East Room and do a little dancing?” Spud said. “So far, the President and First Lady haven’t made an entrance, and I happen to know someone who loves ballroom dancing.”

      Hank smiled and let him lead her into the room. As they danced, she asked, “How is it you’re so adept at ballroom dancing?”

      “Even as a confirmed bachelor for the first forty-two years of my life, I recognized that certain skills would be useful.”

      “One of these days, I’m going to get you to open up and tell me about all the women you had before me.”

      “So you want to know about uneventful dinner dates, the occasional one-night stand, and the guests I brought to these White House affairs – which, for an agent, was mostly just the White House Christmas party unless I was working? And when I was working, I wasn’t doing anything except standing watch.” He leaned toward her. “Are you going to tell me all about all your other men?”

      “There was only one, and trust me: he isn’t worth mentioning.”

      “Really.”

      “Really. He wanted a nice little wifey who would be a substitute mother for him. He didn’t want an FBI Special Agent who could think and act independently.”

      Spud smothered a laugh and said, “Yeah, I can see how that wouldn’t work out.”

      “So even after a one-night stand, those women weren’t interested in maintaining a relationship?” Hank asked.

      “More like, I wasn’t interested in maintaining a relationship.” He glanced downward. “That’s all they were interested in,” he added.

      “Ah. Crotch-watchers.”

      He looked at her with surprise. “What?”

      “Crotch-watchers. Other women call those kinds of women crotch-watchers.”

      The listening team members snickered. “Oh, shit,” Spud whispered. “I keep forgetting Voice’s damned new comm routine.”

      “How come I never got a woman that way?” Amigo asked.

      “You never got women that way because you’re not Spud,” Hank said, getting the other team members laughing.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States,” was announced at the door of the East Room. The band stopped playing and rose to their feet as the guests who had been dancing stopped and turned toward the door themselves.

      “Oh, don’t stop on my account,” the President said casually with a wave of his hand. “I just thought I’d come and see if any of my fairer citizens would like to dance with the President while the First Lady mingles with the other guests. Please, continue to enjoy the music.”

      Everyone resumed dancing, including Spud and Hank. Spud carefully maneuvered Hank around the dance floor so that one or the other of them could keep an eye on the President. Leading her so she could observe, Hank’s eyes made contact with the President’s.

      “He already appears to be a bit... animated,” she whispered.

      To her surprise, the President began to make his way over to them. Seeing him approach, Spud watched him until it was obvious the President had intended to head in their direction, at which point he stood still, the two of them sideways to the President.

      “May I cut in?” the President asked.

      “Certainly, Mr. President.” Spud released Hank, and the President began dancing with her, taking her hand in his and placing his other hand on the small of her back.

      “You are a marvelous dancer, Mr. President,” Hank said.

      “And you are a very beautiful woman,” the President replied. She felt him move his hand a little lower on her back.

      “Mr. President, I have to warn you. Although my husband is very generous with his money, he’s not nearly as generous with his wife.”

      “Then we’ll just have to make sure he doesn’t see,” the President replied.

      Spud watched as the President turned Hank so that his body was between her and Spud.

      Hank felt the President lower his hand to her buttocks and squeeze her. What the fuck? And I can’t say anything without the President knowing I’m communicating with the team.

      “Mr. President...”

      She began to feel him starting to lose coordination.

      “You are a very beautiful woman, indeed,” he was saying. He began to lean close to her, and she thought he was either going to dance cheek-to-cheek or stumble into her. But instead, he leaned and kissed her on the lips.

      “Mr. President, please. I’m very flattered by your interest, but I’m very devoted to my husband.”

      “I’m sure you are,” the President said. “I’m just having a little innocent fun.”

      Hank wasn’t sure at all that the President was acting innocently. She went to say ‘Spud’ for Spud to come rescue her, but as she did her forehead furrowed. “Garlic,” she said.

      “What’s that, my dear?” the President asked.

      “Garlic,” Hank repeated. “For some reason, I can taste garlic.” She licked her lips.

      “I taste garlic,” she repeated. She began to feel dizzy.

      Spud noticed both her and the President losing their coordination from across the room. He began to walk toward them, trying to be nonchalant.

      “Dizzy...” he heard Hank say. “Spud...” She looked over her shoulder, trying to find him among the other people on the dance floor. “Spud...”

      He quickened his pace. Arriving at where the President and Hank were dancing, he noticed the President already had a glazed expression. “Team, notify the gunny. The President has already been exposed. Hank is requesting extraction,” he whispered.

      “Excuse me, Mr. President,” he said. “My wife has been rather ill lately, and she appears to be having a relapse. I’m afraid we’re going to need to leave.”

      “Oh, and with the night so young,” the President said as aides approached him to lead him from the room. “Are you sure it’s not just the effect I have on women?”

      As aides led the President away, one of the Secret Service agents on the shift came over to where Spud and Hank stood, Spud supporting Hank.

      “My wife is ill,” Spud explained. “Can you help me? She needs to go home and rest.” He put his arm around Hank’s waist and steered her out of the room, accompanied by the agent. As they attempted to walk her down the stairs, Hank stumbled and nearly fell, Spud gathering her up in his arms and walking her down the rest of the way.

      “We have an ambulance waiting outside, sir,” the agent said. “They’ll take your wife to the nearest hospital so she can get prompt medical attention.”

      “Spud, where are you?” Hank moaned.

      “I’m right here,” Spud said, and turning to the agent remarked, “It’s a nickname.”

      “Gunny relays that everyone in the ambulance is Secret Service,” Amigo said in his earpiece. “I’m at the designated rendezvous point.”

      Loading Hank into the ambulance, Spud climbed in with her. “Just keep it up until we clear the gate, Hank,” he told her.

      Hank thrashed, appearing wild-eyed. She’s playing it up really well, he thought.

      As the ambulance cleared the gate to the White House, he turned to Hank and said, “We’re clear. You can relax now, Hank.”

      To his horror, instead of smiling and sitting up as he’d expected, she got more wild-eyed, clawing at the air, and began to scream. “Who are you? Who ARE you? Get away from me!”

      He stared. Then he pulled an earpiece out from inside his tux jacket, and placing it in his other ear, said, “Gunny, she’s not faking.”

      “What do you mean, she’s not faking?” he heard the ASIC ask.

      “She’s not faking! Somehow, she’s been affected!”

      There was a brief moment of silence. Then the gunny said, “Have the drivers take you to the nearest hospital.”

      “We can’t do that,” Spud emphasized. “We have to get her back to Quantico to our own medical team.”

      “Why not?” the gunny asked.

      Spud considered briefly. “I’m going to rely on you to live up to your motto,” he said, “and not divulge this to anyone. She has a device implanted in her body. It’s standard unit issue. We cannot risk having a doctor determine that it doesn’t do what it looks like it does.”

      More silence ensued. “Then I suggest you follow the original plan. I’ll see if I can get a Capitol police officer to escort your extraction vehicle so you can get there as quickly as possible.”
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      Spud rushed down the stairs into the unit’s headquarters from the BEQ above, Hank thrashing and screaming in his arms. “Medical, we’re here. I’m headed to the infirmary,” he announced, trying not to sound as panicked as he felt.

      Doc Rich and Doc Andy had heard her the moment Spud had come through the upper access and met him mid-way in the corridor. “What happened?” Doc Rich asked.

      “I have no idea. She was dancing with the President. I saw her start to stumble, and thought she was just setting up to be extracted for some reason. She called me by codename. After we got her out with the ambulance, I told her she could stop the act. But she didn’t. She got worse, and has been getting progressively worse during the trip back here,” Spud replied.

      “Put her on the bed, Spud, and help us get her out of her shoes and dress,” Doc Rich said.

      As they began to undress her, Hank shrieked. “NO! NO! Don’t touch me! Get your hands off me! Please! Don’t do this to me!” She kicked and scratched, then back-handed Spud in the face with a clenched fist as he tried to pull off her dress and tried to bite Doc Rich as she removed her earrings and the decorative comb in her hair.

      “Restrain her,” Doc Rich ordered to the nurses present. Those present fought to get her arms and legs into limb restraints, tying them to the bed rails.

      “Lab, to the infirmary, bring a bloodwork tray, stat,” Doc Rich intoned.

      James came through the door and briefly stood staring at Hank, a shocked expression on his face. Restrained hand and foot in the bed, she continued to writhe and yank at the restraints holding her.

      “Shit,” he said. “Someone’s got to hold her arm. No way I can get a PIV line in with her moving like that.”

      The two nurses pinned Hank’s wrist. Putting in the catheter, James asked, “What are we looking for?”

      “A drug,” Doc Andy said. “We believe she’s been drugged.”

      Setting about his work, James drew tubes of blood and then disappeared through the door into the lab.

      “Can’t you give her something to stop her?” Spud asked.

      “We don’t dare, Spud. Not until we know what she has in her system,” Doc Andy said.

      Spud sat watching in despair. Hank, what’s happening to you?  he thought.

      James suddenly burst through the door back into the infirmary. “No one touch her!” he shouted.

      “What? What is it?” Doc Rich asked.

      “The drug screen revealed two things,” he began. “Methoxyphencyclidine and dimethyl sulfoxide.”

      Doc Andy got wide-eyed.

      “What does that mean?” Spud asked.

      “It means she’s been exposed to a rather unpredictable hallucinogen,” Doc Andy said. “An analog of PCP called 3-methoxyphencyclidine. It is a very unpredictable drug, and very little is known about its effects on humans except that a very low dose can give the effects we’re seeing with Hank, and it induces psychosis-like symptoms, as well as an effect commonly called a K-hole which is also seen with drugs like ketamine.”

      “The presence of the DMSO also means she got it through her skin,” James explained. “Dimethyl sulfoxide has the unusual property of being not only a very good solvent for lots of things, but will take chemicals that are dissolved in it through the skin. The drug is somewhere on her skin. What areas of her skin were exposed enough for someone to get it on her?”

      “Her face, neck, right shoulder, portions of her back, both arms,” Spud said. “And... well, the dress is right here.” He held it up.

      James proceeded to look over the dress. “I don’t see anything on the fabric,” he said, “so it must have gone through a place where her skin was exposed.” He went over to Hank who watched him apprehensively, then tried to pull away from him as he got closer. She shrieked at him. “Get away from me!”

      He looked at her, then began to sniff her skin.

      “Can I ask what the hell you’re doing?” Spud demanded.

      “Looking for a garlic smell,” James said. “DMSO has a garlic smell. You even get a taste like garlic in your mouth when you’ve been exposed to it.”

      Spud’s face expressed shock. “She said she could taste garlic right before she called for me,” he said.

      “When?” Doc Rich asked. “During the time she was dancing with the President?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he acting strangely as well?”

      “Somewhat animated. Euphoric,” Spud confirmed.

      “Could you see where he was touching her?”

      “It was a typical closed dance position,” Spud said. “He had her right hand in his left, and his right hand on the small of her back.”

      James sniffed Hank’s right hand. “No garlic,” he said. “And I didn’t see anything on the dress where it would have covered the small of her back. Are you sure he didn’t touch her anywhere else?”

      “He was between me and her at one point,” Spud said. “I don’t know if he touched her shoulder or anywhere else on the front of her body during that time. I couldn’t see anything other than his back.”

      James went to sniff Hank’s face.

      “Be careful, James,” Doc Rich admonished. “She tried to bite me earlier.”

      James leaned down so that Hank would have to try to bite him with her head turned, limiting her head movement, then sniffed.

      “Get away from me!” she hissed.

      “There is it,” he said.

      “Where?”

      “Has to be on her mouth.”

      “On her mouth?” Spud asked.

      James wasn’t listening. “Swab,” he said.

      Doc Rich handed him a cotton swab, and he gently reached out with it and swabbed Hank’s lips, managing to get a good bit of her lipstick on the swab even though she jerked her head away from it.

      “This should do it,” he said. “I’ll have to extract the lipstick, but both the DMSO and the 3-methoxy-PCP will dissolve in water, so give me a bit and I can tell you definitively whether or not that’s how she came in contact with it. I can re-extract it once I get the aqueous extract by solid-phase extraction. Then I can put it through the GS/MS and find out what it is. I can’t put lipstick through the GC/MS, though.

      “I’m pretty sure that it’s in her lipstick, so if I were you, Doc Rich, I’d glove up and get the lipstick off her. Don’t spread it around, either, or she’ll get a bigger dose. Keep whatever you take it off with just in case I’m wrong.”

      James disappeared back into the lab as Doc Rich donned gloves and proceeded to carefully blot the lipstick from Hank’s lips.

      “Ohhhh... what’s happening?” Hank said, her eyes rolling back into her head.

      Spud looked anxiously to Doc Andy.

      “She’s likely slipping into a K-hole state, Spud. She may drift in and out of consciousness, describe seeing or hearing things that aren’t real, and may experience a sense of drifting away from her body, among other effects.”

      “And there’s no way to stop this?”

      “No,” Doc Andy replied. “The effects of combining this drug with other drugs is simply not well-enough known to risk it. We just have to wait for the drug to clear her system.”

      “How long will that be?”

      “That very much depends on how much is in her system already,” Doc Andy said. “It could be hours, or it could be a couple of days.”

      “A couple of days?! And we just wait and watch her go through this?”

      “I’m sorry, Spud,” Doc Andy said. “There’s simply nothing else we can do without potentially risking far worse effects.”

      Spud sat in a chair next to her bed and watched as Hank slipped out of consciousness. Taking out his wallet, he removed the poem Hank had left on the couch earlier when the mission was still to assassinate the President. Unfolding the fragile paper, he read the poem through, then refolded the paper and put it back into his wallet. “Everything we’ve ever dreamt about, gone,” he murmured.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of Hank stirring woke Spud from a tortured sleep. He was still sitting in the chair next to her bed, someone having draped a blanket over him at some point.

      “What the hell,” Hank murmured.

      “Hank? Are you with me?” Spud asked anxiously.

      “How did I get here? What the hell happened?” She looked over at him. “What the fuck? How’d you get the black eye?”

      “Umm... You back-handed me with your fist.”

      “I did what? I don’t remember doing that,” Hank said, her voice sounding groggy. “I remember feeling dizzy, and the room seeming to slant off to one side. Something scared me, and I looked for you and couldn’t find you.”

      “I was right there, Hank. You called me by codename. I thought you were asking for extraction.”

      Doc Rich walked into the infirmary, and noting that Hank was conscious came over to assess her. “Medical 3, Hank is awake,” she called via the comm link. “How are you feeling, Hank?”

      “Like I’m not quite here.”

      “It’s the residual effects of the drug,” Doc Andy said, coming over.

      Hank tried to get up. “I’ve got to piss,” she said.

      “Actually, you don’t,” Spud said, feeling like he was watching a different version of her post-op period from her bum ticker surgery. “You’re catheterized, Hank.”

      She lifted the blanket over her and looked down. “I’m buck-naked in this bed. Who the hell... Ohhhh...” she moaned, putting her hands over her face. “There were monsters. They were trying to rape me. They yanked off my dress...”

      Spud felt tears form in his eyes. “Hank, I took off your dress.”

      “No. Monsters. They wanted to rape me. They experimented on me.”

      Spud looked over to Doc Andy.

      “Hank, you were exposed to a powerful hallucinogenic drug. A dissociative. You were hallucinating,” Doc Andy explained.

      “Oh, shit. It was horrible. Horrible.” She began to cry. “Is this what my brother wanted? Who could want this? It might be escaping from life, but it’s escaping straight into hell. I couldn’t tell which way was up. The room kept tilting. Pieces kept falling out. People smeared as they moved. There were beings there. Hideous monsters, all around me. I couldn’t get out. I had no control...”

      “You have to keep telling yourself, Hank, that it was just the drug you were exposed to,” Doc Andy said. “None of it was real.”

      “And we have to figure out how you got exposed to this drug, Hank,” Doc Rich said. “Can you tell us what happened? What were you doing before you felt dizzy?”

      “I was dancing with Spud. We were watching the President. He came over and asked to dance with me.”

      Spud was nodding, her recollections matching his.

      “He had his hand on my back. He told me I was beautiful. He moved his hand lower, onto my hip. It made me feel uncomfortable. I told him Spud would get jealous.”

      Spud was now listening closely to her.

      She looked over at Spud. “He said he’d have to make sure you couldn’t see. He turned me around.” Her forehead furrowed. “He groped me.”

      “He did what?” Spud asked.

      “He groped me. He put his hand on my ass and groped me. He was acting strange. He leaned toward me, and I thought he was going to dance cheek-to-cheek...” She put her fingers to her lips. “He kissed me. He tasted like garlic. It was weird. He tasted like garlic, and after he kissed me, all I could taste was garlic.”

      “That’s it,” Doc Rich said. “That’s how you were exposed. We found the drug and a carrier chemical in your lipstick. The carrier smells and tastes like garlic.”

      “So now the question is, who kissed the President before he kissed Hank?” Spud said.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to be glad to get out of here?” Spud asked Hank after helping her get dressed.

      “I... I guess so.”

      Spud was surprised by her answer. In the past, Hank could never wait to get out of the infirmary.

      He walked with her back to his quarters. She went inside and went straight to the couch.

      “Coffee?”

      “I don’t think so, Spud.”

      “Do I have to do a ‘Doc Andy’ and put a glass of water on the coffee table?”

      She looked at him, a hollow expression on her face. “We joke about Doc Andy’s little habits, but this thing has given me a greater appreciation of him than I had already.”

      Spud’s watch tapped him. “It’s Mike,” he said. “Ok to let him in?”

      “Sure.”

      Mike walked through the door, a garment bag over his arm. “I got the gown cleaned for you, Hank.”

      “What?”

      “The gown. It’s clean. Want me to hang it in the closet?”

      Hank’s face was pale. “No. I don’t want it here.”

      “You don’t want it?”

      “I can’t ever wear that dress again, Mike.”

      Mike looked at her, his face a mixture of puzzled and hurt. “What do you want me to do with it?”

      “Burn it.”

      “Let me take it, Mike,” Spud said. He took it and hung it in the back of the closet.

      Mike gave Spud a concerned look, then looked over at Hank. She was staring across the room at the opposite wall.

      “I guess I’ll see you later,” he said as he left.

      Sitting down next to her, Spud said, “It was the drug, Hank. You remember how you told me you were trying to get into the drug cartel taskforce? Now you know why the taskforce is needed.”

      “I keep thinking about my brother. He went down that rabbit hole and never found his way back out. Is that what’s going to happen to me? Doc Andy says there’s not much known about how this drug behaves.”

      “Your brother didn’t just get exposed to one drug one time, Hank. You can’t compare yourself to him.”

      “What if it doesn’t go away?” she asked, fear in her voice. “What if there are flashbacks?”

      He put his arm around her and held her. I don’t know how to answer this. No one knows how to answer this. “I think maybe you’re just still too close to the event.”

      “I’m afraid. I’m afraid to drink coffee. What if the caffeine makes the hallucinations come back? What if I go to sleep and see those demons again? What if something scares me and I hit you again? What if the world tilts and I can’t walk again?”

      “What if it all just fades away? Did you stop to think it could all just fade away, Hank?”

      “What if it doesn’t?”

      “What if. What if. I tell you what. What if you go into the bedroom and take a nap, because I’m betting that between all these ‘what ifs’ and the effect of the drug that you could use some rest in your own bed. In our bed. I’ll even go get your blankie for you.”

      Spud got up and went next door to Hank’s quarters, retrieving her down comforter.

      “Come on. Climb into bed, Hank.” He tucked her in under her comforter, kissed her, and said, “There’s always one thing you can count on. I love you. I’m Secret Service, and you’re my protectee. I’ll always be here within arm’s length, and I’ll never let anything harm you.”

      “I wish I could count on that,” she said. “I wish I didn’t have to think about this drug coming back to haunt me. If it does, I might not know who you are.”
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        * * *

      

      Spud walked into the cafeteria and grabbed a cup of coffee, sitting down with it at the team table. Amigo was already there, reading something on his tablet.

      “Hey Spud.”

      “Hey Amigo.”

      “How’s Hank?”

      Spud cradled his coffee cup in his hands. “I don’t know. She’s pretty rattled by this whole experience. She’s afraid the drug is going to permanently affect her.”

      “Will it?”

      “No one knows. Doc Andy says it can, but usually at high doses. Trouble there is, we have no idea what kind of dose she got.”

      “Hey Spud.”

      This time it was Edge coming in to grab coffee. Sitting down at the team table, he asked, “How’s Hank?”

      “Team,” Spud said, sending the message across the comm link, “seeing as everyone has the same question, why don’t you all come to the cafeteria and grab some coffee?”

      When the rest of the team members had arrived, Spud turned his watch toward them. On its face was the facility map, with the locations of the team members shown on it, FT1 through 6 in the cafeteria, FT7 in Spud’s quarters.

      “You’ve all got this one up on the watch, am I right?” he asked.

      A general murmur of, “well, yeah” went around the table.

      Spud sighed. “Ok. At least you’re honest. In answer to the question ‘How’s Hank?’ the answer is, I don’t know. She’s upset. She thinks the effect of the drug could be permanent, and even Doc Andy has no idea if it is or isn’t.”

      “Is she sleeping?” Amigo asked.

      “I hope so. She was sleeping when I left the quarters. But she tells me she’s afraid to sleep. For Chrissake, she tells me she’s afraid to drink coffee.”

      No one wanted to joke about how uncharacteristic that was of Hank.

      “I don’t know what to think,” Spud continued. “I don’t know if I should touch her. Did you know that she thought I was a monster trying to rape her when we went to get her undressed in the infirmary?”

      “Shit,” Amigo muttered.

      “It was the drug, Spud,” Edge said.

      “I’m telling you: after what I’m seeing with Hank, none of the President’s behavior surprises me anymore. This is one freaky drug. Even the experts have little idea what effects it has on people. The only information out there is from the relatively few people who’ve reported using it, and their experiences are so varied that there’s no way to predict what effect it will have on Hank.”

      The remainder of the team sat silent, the concern evident on every face.

      “I’ll apologize, if you wish me to, for listening in,” Doc Andy said as he walked into the cafeteria.

      Everyone turned to face him.

      “I see that the situation with Hank’s exposure to this drug has you all concerned.”

      “Can you tell us if she’s going to recover?” Cloud asked.

      “Spud is correct when he told you the effects of this drug on humans are not completely known. The effects are similar to PCP. We have no idea what dose Hank received. But my inclination is to believe that a single exposure won’t create lasting effects. I can’t guarantee this, but it’s my gut feeling, if you want to think of it that way, that Hank will bounce back from this. She’s never been the one to simply let something subdue her – she’s too much of a fighter.

      “However, Hank isn’t the only member of the team, and I will tell you right now that I’ve been very concerned about all of you while watching this discussion. And for that reason, I am ordering the team to stand down until further notice.”

      No one objected.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re up.”

      Spud had been sitting at the table in the dining area of his quarters when Hank came out of the bedroom.

      “I’m starving,” she said, heading to the kitchen. “I hope there’s some food in here.”

      “I figured you might want to stay away from the rest of the team for a while, so I stocked the fridge and the cabinets,” Spud replied.

      She raided the refrigerator and returned with cubes of cheddar cheese, some dilled pickles, and some strawberries. Looking at her plate, Spud remarked, “You aren’t pregnant, are you?”

      “If I am, Doc Rich has a lot of explaining to do,” she said.

      “Are you feeling better?”

      “I was able to get in a little nap.”

      She sat down next to him.

      “You’re going to sit and eat pickles and strawberries next to me?” he asked, smiling at her.

      “You see, you haven’t thought this through,” Hank said. “You’re thinking, ‘Pickles and strawberries. What kind of combination is that?’ What you don’t know is that I intend to eat the pickles, then eat the cheese. Pickles and cheese. Then I eat the rest of the cheese and the strawberries. Cheese and fruit.”

      “Ok. I was thinking...” Spud thought better of what he was about to say.

      “That the drug made me really weird?” Hank asked.

      Spud sat, silent.

      Hank stroked down his chest with a finger. “Spud, I want to know that I can feel normal again.”

      “You don’t feel normal now?” Spud asked, concern coloring his voice.

      “I want to know that seeing you as a monster won’t come back.” She took her hand and rubbed his thigh.

      “Hank, I...”

      “Make love to me, Spud.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Make love to me. I want to feel how you excite me. I want to feel how you complete me, and how relaxed I am when we’re done. I want to cuddle and go to sleep and have a wonderful dream the way I always do with you. I want to forget the nightmare I just went through.”

      “I tell you what: put on the dress, Hank.”

      She smiled. “Are you going to put on the tux? I never did get to take it off.”

      “Sure. I know how you like to unwrap your presents.”

      They went over to the closet. Hank reached in for the lipstick red dress.

      “Not that one,” Spud said. “This one.” He pulled out the plum evening gown.

      “You want me to wear that dress?” Hank asked.

      “You see, I saw the evening going like this,” Spud began. “We’d go to the White House and we’d work the mission. Then we’d come back and record the after-action report. Then we’d come here and I’d let you take off my bowtie, and you’d let me take the hairpin out of your hair. And I’d let you take off my jacket, and you’d let me take off your earrings. Starting to get the picture? None of that happened. I feel a little cheated.”

      She slid the dress off its hanger and laid it across the bed. Then she dropped what she was wearing on the floor. Her hands shaking, she reached out for the dress, hesitating momentarily. Then she picked it up and slipped into the dress, letting it fall over her body.

      Spud finished tucking his shirt into his pants. “The jewelry is in the top of the jewelry box,” he said.

      She took it out and put it on. “Can you help me with this?” she asked, holding out the bracelet. He put on his jacket and came over, fastening the bracelet around her wrist.

      “Is my tie straight?”

      She went to him and gave his bowtie a tweak.

      “Don’t forget these,” he said, holding out the satin panties.

      She slipped them on, then put on her shoes. “Have you ever noticed that men’s formal wear involves a lot more items than women’s does?”

      “That’s because our bespoke tailor is a man, and designs ladies’ dresses so that the lady is easily accessible,” he said, buttoning his jacket. He stood looking at her. “Hal, play Jim Croce, Time In a Bottle.” As the music began playing, he held out his hand. “May I have the honor of this dance?” he asked.

      She took his hand, and he held her close, swaying to the music, his hand on the small of her back, smiling and gazing at her.

      “Why don’t you move your hand a little lower?” she asked.

      He smiled and moved his hand to her hip.

      She smiled back at him and said, “A little lower.”

      He smiled and moved his hand to cradle her behind.

      “You are a wonderful dancer, Mr. President,” she said.

      He grinned and groped her.

      “Is it Christmas Day yet?” she asked.

      “It better be,” he replied. “Mike didn’t tailor enough give in the pants for much more of this.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Hank,” Spud said quietly.

      She lay next to him in the bed, stirring slightly against him as she nestled against his chest.

      “I don’t want to,” she said drowsily.

      He kissed her gently. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”

      “Don’t want to. Wonderful dream,” she mumbled.

      “Wake up and tell me your dream,” he said, brushing her hair back from her eyes.

      She lay with her eyes still closed and said, “I dreamt we had a big house in northern New Mexico. A big house, and a little boy.”

      “Where’d the little boy come from?”

      “I got pregnant. You delivered him.”

      Spud was taken a bit aback. “You know, I know how to deliver a baby, but I’ve never done it.”

      She opened her eyes. “You know how to deliver a baby?”

      “I was trained as an EMT in the Secret Service,” he said. “Doc Rich and Doc Wright keep me current. Ever since we dropped the policy of leaving injured team members down until the mission is completed, both they and I have seen it as an essential capability for at least one team member to have.”

      She sat up on the edge of the bed. “I should get them to renew the first aid training I got in the academy as well.” She got up and made her way into the bathroom.

      Hearing water running in the shower, Spud decided it was time to get up himself. Going into the bathroom, he started to brush his teeth. Taking a glance in the mirror, he noticed Hank soaping herself in the shower through the frosted glass of the enclosure.

      “Mmm.” He went back to brushing his teeth. Glancing in the mirror again, he gazed at Hank’s naked form and asked himself, Am I feeling normal again?

      He decided, both consciously and unconsciously, that he was. Dropping his toothbrush in the sink and his boxers on the floor, he stepped into the shower with her.

      “What are you doing, Spud?” Hank asked.

      “It looked like you were having a little difficulty washing your back,” he said.

      She turned toward him and said, “Somehow I don’t think you’re in here to wash my back.”

      “I’ll wash your back,” he said, “when we’re done.”
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        * * *

      

      Spud and Hank walked into the cafeteria where the rest of the team was eating lunch.

      “Well, look who decided to stop being antisocial,” Amigo remarked.

      Spud and Hank grabbed food and sat down at the team table. The other team members made note of the cup of coffee Hank had set down next to her plate.

      “Feeling better, Hank?” Amigo asked.

      She just smiled at him over the rim of her coffee cup as she took a drink from it.

      “Oh, I know that little smile,” Edge said. He got up, and the other team members got up along with him. Coming around behind them, Edge pointed at their heads. “Take a look here, guys. Both of them have wet hair.”

      The guys stood grinning as they watched the back of both Spud and Hank’s necks start turning red.

      Edge pointed at Spud. “Grab him, guys.”

      Voice, Amigo, Crow and Cloud grabbed Spud and dragged him out of his chair, knocking the chair over onto the floor. Struggling, he said, “Someone’s going to get hurt here.”

      “Oh yeah?” Edge said. He grabbed the waistband of Spud’s sweatpants and looked down. “Just what I thought, guys,” he said, letting go of the waistband. “He’s naked under his sweats.” He grinned at Spud. “Put him back in the chair,” Edge said, setting it upright. “It’s time to interrogate this perp.”

      “I’m not saying a word to you, copper,” Spud said.

      “Oh? Do we have to check out what’s under Hank’s sweats as well?” Edge asked.

      Hank turned crimson.

      “You’d better not!” Spud said.

      “Whatcha gonna do about it?” Edge asked. “Seems to me that these other fine gentlemen have you pretty well detained. Now answer my question, perp. Did you do her in the shower?”

      “I washed her back,” Spud protested.

      Hank had planted her face in a hand. Oh... my... God, she thought.

      “I don’t think we’ve heard the whole truth,” Edge said, grinning. “So I’m going to ask you again. Did you do her in the shower, Spud?”

      Hank had now buried her head on the table in her arms. Not being able to help herself she started to laugh, getting the entire team grinning.

      “I think your darling wife just answered for you,” Edge said. “You’re supposed to get clean in the shower, Spud. Not dirty.”

      “You’re all just jealous because your women all come with four fingers and a thumb attached,” Spud protested, waving a hand at them. “Except for Voice. His woman comes with her leaks patched.”

      Hank laughed out loud.

      “Oh, fuck you two,” Voice said, his face red.

      Hank got up and put her dirty dishes in the dish bin. “Don’t mind if we do. Let him go, guys, or I’ll hurt you.”

      Releasing him, the other five team members stood back.

      “You heard the lady,” Spud said. He dropped his own dirty dishes into the bin and followed her.

      Getting to his quarters, Spud told Hank, “I think I’d rather get into my tux.”

      “Why?” Hank asked.

      “Because I’ve got a few dance moves you haven’t seen yet,” he said.

      “Oh, really? So plum dress, not red dress. It’s a little tough to do any kind of dancing in the red dress.”

      “There’s always the blue dress Mike made specifically for dancing,” Spud said. “I think you’ll find these moves a little difficult even for the plum dress.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m not thinking ballroom dancing this time, Hank.”

      “Oh. Ok.” She headed off to her quarters to get it on.

      Meeting back up in the corridor, Spud commanded Hal, “Play Spud’s dance mix, facility PA.” Hearing the variety of music, Hank exclaimed, “So, you think you’ve got some moves!”

      Spud grinned and replied, “Let me show you the moves I’ve got.”

      Hearing the music, the other team members came around into the Field Team residential area to see what was up.

      “Ah! Ella sabe algunos movimentos caliente!” Amigo said, and went over behind Hank, beginning to dance along with them by rubbing his butt against Hank’s. She laughed and turned to dance with him.

      “No daggering my wife,” Spud warned.

      Other unit personnel were also beginning to arrive in the corridor, joining in with the Field Team members, and soon everyone was dancing and laughing.

      Doc Rich and Doc Andy arrived and stood watching.

      “The conversation I listened to on the security feed from the cafeteria prior to this was quite interesting,” Doc Rich said.

      “Oh? You listened in as well?” Doc Andy asked.

      “Apparently, our married couple use the shower for more interesting things than showering,” Doc Rich confirmed.

      “Indeed. I do believe the Field Team is ready to resume their mission,” Doc Andy remarked to Doc Rich.

      “I do believe your diagnosis is correct, Doctor,” Doc Rich replied. “Care to dance?”
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      “We know from Hank’s exposure that she must have come in contact with the drug when the President kissed her,” Spud said. “So as we’ve already concluded, we need to find out who kissed the President before he kissed Hank.”

      The Secret Service gunny pondered this information. “The easiest way to find out will be by talking to the agent on the shift that night who was accompanying the President. Let me find out who that was and ask him, and then get back to you.”

      “Let’s hope that solves this case,” Spud said.

      Once the gunny had been escorted from the unit’s facility, the team members got back together to plan for contingencies in the event that all questions might not be answered by the gunny’s questioning of the agent who had been with the President the night of the reception.

      “We certainly know who we can eliminate,” Amigo said. “It’s a given that it’s a woman behind what’s going on with the President.”

      “True, but who?” Spud asked.

      “Maybe the First Lady,” Hank said. “The guy groped and kissed me. Maybe the President isn’t exactly faithful and the First Lady isn’t exactly passive about it. The First Lady was certainly there that night. When the President came into the East Room looking to dance with some of his ‘fairer citizens’ I believe he put it, he said the First Lady was mingling with guests elsewhere.”

      “Was she acting normally?” Edge asked.

      “As far as I know,” Hank replied.

      “So, if she had the drug in her lipstick, why wasn’t she affected?” Edge asked.

      Everyone turned and looked at Edge.

      “That’s a very good question,” Spud said. “If this stuff is being exposed to the President through skin contact, and I’d assume if he was kissed to get it on his skin it would be from someone who had it on their lips.”

      “Unless he kissed a woman’s gloved hand,” Hank said. “Quite a few women will wear gloves with formal wear.”

      “We need to get a message to our Secret Service gunny, Voice,” Spud said. “Tell him we need to not only know who kissed the President, but also who he kissed, even if that kiss was on a gloved hand.”
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        * * *

      

      “Here it is,” Voice said, taking up his ever-present pencil. He began to jot down notes in the margin of the newspaper’s Classifieds. “Message reads, ‘Agent reports no other women kissed nor kissed by President. One other woman kissed by President on hand, not gloved.”

      “Really?” No glove on her hand?” Cloud asked.

      “That’s what the gunny says.”

      “Who was it?” Hank asked.

      “The Vice President’s wife. The Second Lady.”

      “I saw her mingling with the guests. She was acting perfectly normal,” Spud said.

      “None of this makes any sense at all,” Hank said. “Whoever transferred the drug to the President transferred it to his lips. I smelled the garlic smell on him, and tasted it when he kissed me. Unless he chewed on a clove of garlic before he kissed me, that had to be how I got the drug on my lips. But if the only other person he kissed was the Second Lady, and on her bare hand, then she should have been acting strangely as well. And I’m certain she wasn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Amigo headed to the armory. Arriving he found Luigi rubbing some kind of lotion on his hands.

      “I’d like my Glock, Luigi,” he said.

      “Give me just a minute,” Luigi said. “This stuff gotta dry before I can handle anythin’ without goppin’ it up.”

      “What’s the matter? Are your hands irritated?”

      “Nope. It’s Glove Cream.”

      “What?”

      “Glove Cream,” Luigi repeated. “I’m gettin’ ready to clean some of you messy Field Team member’s guns. This stuff you just rub on, let it dry, and the grease, oil, and powder residue don’t get into your skin. Lets me do a little work on the guns if I notice they need it, and I can feel everything just like I’m not wearin’ gloves at all. When I’m all done, it just washes off with soap and water, takin’ all the grime with it. Keeps my nails pretty,” he added, grinning.

      “I see.”

      Luigi went to retrieve Amigo’s handgun. As he waited, Amigo started to think about what Luigi had said. When Luigi came back, he asked, “You say this Glove Cream doesn’t let grease and grime get to your skin. Do solvents go through it?”

      “Not that I’ve ever seen. Gun oil don’t go through it. Cleanin’ solvents don’t, either. Which is good, because some of them really stink.”

      “Stink like what?”

      “Like something with sulfur in it,” Luigi said.

      “Which ones? Show me,” Amigo said, his mind beginning to race.

      Luigi retrieved one of the cleaning solvents. “This one really reeks,” he said. “But it does a great job, so I use it.”

      Amigo looked over the ingredients on the bottle of cleaning solvent. “Luigi, can I borrow these two?” he asked, picking up the tube of Glove Cream.

      “Sure. Bring them back, though.”

      “Team, meet me in the library,” Amigo said over the comm link, the tube of Glove Cream and bottle of cleaning solvent in his hands. Making his way back through the underground complex to the library, he joined up with the others as they moved through Honor Way. Rendezvousing with them in the library, he said excitedly, “I think I know how it’s being done.”

      The rest of the team all stood around, waiting for his explanation. He set the bottle of cleaning solvent down on the table. “This is one of the things Luigi uses to clean the guns,” he said. “One of the major ingredients is DMSO.” Then he tossed the tube of Glove Cream on the table next to the cleaning solvent. “Luigi uses this stuff to keep the grime off his hands when he cleans the guns. He just rubs it on his hands and it dries. I couldn’t even see that he had it on. He says that stuff,” pointing at the solvent, “doesn’t get through it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Houston, there’s a problem here,” Voice said to the team gathered in the library. “I’ve had Hal do some face recognition of events where the President has derailed. And the Second Lady isn’t even at most of the events. In some cases, she isn’t even in Washington when the President has gone off the deep end.”

      “We know she’s involved. She has to be. She was the only one who had the kind of contact with the President that would have resulted in him getting the drug on his lips and transferring it to Hank,” Amigo said.

      “Then there’s only one conclusion we can come to,” Edge said. “She’s not the only one involved.”

      “Great. We know she’s involved, but we can’t stop her until we figure out who else is involved,” Voice said.

      “You have to figure, though,” Cloud began, “that whoever is dosing the President is doing it in a way that doesn’t transfer to someone else. Otherwise, we’d see other people going gorky at the events where he has.”

      “You got unlucky, Hank,” Amigo said. “Just your luck, the President manages to transfer some of the drug to you when he’s never done that before.”

      “Maybe because he was dosed in a way that’s never been done before,” Cloud said.

      “So, what does that mean?” Amigo asked.

      “Maybe all the other players are men.”

      “But they can’t be transferring the drug by a simple handshake. When Presidents move through groups of people, they shake just about every hand that comes their way. If he was getting the drug through a handshake, then we’d see a lot of people getting dosed,” Spud said. “We don’t.”

      “But it still has to be skin-to-skin contact,” Amigo said. “Or Glove Cream to skin contact.”

      “Voice, can we get Hal to pull up video footage of the events where the President has been drugged and see who touches him in a way that could possibly transfer the drug to him that wouldn’t result in it being transferred to someone else?”

      “Some tasks are simpler than others,” Voice said with a smile. “We can go back to the date when the President first started acting strange and just watch the videos ourselves.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hal has our video file for us,” Voice said as the team gathered in the library. “It looks like there are about two dozen events total. Everyone take notes – there’s going to be a quiz when we’re done.”

      The team sat around the monitor in the library, ready to examine the videos for all the contacts made with the President by any of the individuals present.

      “Right there,” Voice said as the team sat watching the first one. “He grabbed the President’s left wrist with his left hand. Hal, save video.”

      As they continued to watch, the team members would point out the odd contacts that were made with the President.

      “We’re starting to see the same people over and over,” Amigo observed as they reached the end of the videos. “The same five, along with the Second Lady.”

      The Secret Service gunny made note of the events himself.

      “It’s time you got involved,” Spud told him. “The videos are circumstantial at best. You’re going to have to actually catch each of them in the act. And if the President hasn’t been informed, then now is perhaps a good time to inform him.”

      “The difficult thing for us, as you well know, Spud, is that it appears that we will have to use the President as bait to catch these people,” the gunny said. “Allowing the President to be exposed to potential harm is not something we do.”

      “It may be a matter of some delicate timing,” Spud said. “You may not need to allow the President to be physically contacted by these people, but only allow them to approach him and have it be obvious that they intend to do so. And, of course, if one of them cares to mitigate the potential consequences of not cooperating by revealing what they know about the others’ involvement, then that will allow you to make the arrests without further risking harm to the President.”

      “Perhaps we can get the President to agree to set a meeting with all five present,” Amigo said. “And get them all at once.”
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        * * *

      

      “My dear Senators,” the President said, greeting five long-standing members of his party’s Congressional elite in the Oval office. “I’d like to thank each of you for taking time to meet today.” White House photographers snapped pictures to record the meeting.

      The President extended his hand to shake each of theirs. As he reached for one of them, the Senator reached out with both his right hand for the handshake, and his left as if to grasp the President’s wrist. Having been warned, the President withdrew his hand, and the Secret Service agent standing watch in the room stepped forward to grasp the Senator’s arm.

      “If you would come with me, Senator,” the agent said. Another agent stepped into the room as the first stepped out of the office  and was met by a member of the FBI’s forensics team. The FBI specialist, with gloved hands, reached out to swab the Senator’s palm.

      The Senator jerked his hand back. “Just who do you think you are?” he demanded.

      “Senator, you will allow a sample to be taken from your palm,” the Secret Service agent said, “or we will forcibly take one.”

      Fear crept into the Senator’s eyes. He hesitated, then extended his hand. The specialist wiped a swab across his palm and bagged it in an evidence bag, labelling it with the pertinent data needed to identify it.

      “You know what will be found when that swab is analyzed,” the Secret Service agent said.

      The Senator remained silent, regarding the agent apprehensively.

      “Do you know what a charge of threatening the life of the President entails?” the agent asked. “It doesn’t matter if you happen to be a senator.”

      A tear slid down the Senator’s cheek. “I’m an old man,” he said. “I don’t want to die in a federal prison.”

      “Then you may wish to mitigate the consequences of your actions,” the agent said. “We know the others are involved. If you wish to cooperate, that would certainly be conveyed to the court.”

      “I’d like to talk with the other Senators,” he said.

      The agent walked back into the Oval Office with the Senator, accompanied by other agents.

      “They know,” the Senator said to the others.

      “I told you this was a bad idea,” one of the other Senators said. “We should never have gone along with it.”

      The President stood, dumbfounded. “I can’t believe you conspired against me this way,” he said. “The leaders of my own party! Why?”

      “Because you’re not with the agenda,” one of the Senators said. “You’re not a team player. You cross the aisle at every opportunity. You’re not in our camp.”

      “Don’t any of you see the polls?” the President asked. “Don’t you see what being less partisan is doing for the party? We have higher approvals than we’ve had in the past couple of decades. What I’m doing is the way to solidify the electorate behind the party. It’s the way to be the people’s party and enjoy a solid leadership in Congress. With the people behind us, we can move the country forward rather than be stalemated at every turn by partisanship.”

      “We don’t want bipartisan cooperation,” one of the Senators hissed. “We want you to toe the party line. The Second Lady is absolutely right. You were the wrong choice to head the ticket. We should have put her husband at the top, not you.”

      “So, this was her idea,” the President said.

      “Yes, it was her idea,” the Senator with the drug on his hand said. “She knew all about the 3-methoxy-PCP, and that you can even get it legally as a veterinary drug. Remember, she had a business. A drug analysis firm that does employee drug testing. She’s got a degree in pharmacology herself.”

      The President turned to the Secret Service agent. “Arrest her,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Two Secret Service agents walked up to the front door of Number One Observatory Circle and greeted the agent already stationed there. “We’re here for the Second Lady,” one of them said.

      Knocking, the door was opened to them by one of the Vice President’s staff. They were taken into the house to where the Vice President and Second Lady were spending a quiet evening.

      “We’re very sorry, Mr. Vice President,” one of them began,

      “but we’re here to take the Second Lady into custody.”

      “What? What for?” the Vice President asked.

      “The Second Lady is being charged with an attempt on the life of the President, Sir.”

      “What?! This is ludicrous!”

      “There is a great deal of evidence to support the charge, Sir. As well as the confessions of the five Senators who were her co-conspirators.” He turned to the Second Lady. “Madam, you have the right to remain silent...”

      “I know my rights. You don’t have to continue reading them to me. I wave them.” She stood up. “Yes, I did it,” she said. “I’m not ashamed to admit it. It was necessary for the good of the country.”

      “My God! What did you do?” the Vice President exclaimed.

      “We were drugging him,” she said dispassionately. “We thought his behavior would get him removed under the Twenty-fifth Amendment if the accusations of Article Two violations were unsuccessful, but we couldn’t even get the numbers in Congress we needed to do that.” She grew angry. “The Congress is a weak, ineffectual body. They lack the courage to do anything, even when a President clearly appears to be out of his very mind. And this President is not loyal to the party. He’s not a team player. He should never have been elected President! The party knows what’s best for the country, and he’s nothing but a traitor to the party!”

      “How could you do this? How could you commit such an atrocious act?” the Vice President asked.

      “Because YOU wouldn’t do it!” she shrieked. “Because you wouldn’t stand up for yourself and assert your rightful position on the ticket. YOU should be the one in the Oval Office, NOT HIM!”
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        * * *

      

      “In breaking news, the United States Secret Service today revealed that a conspiracy involving five senators and the Second Lady sought to discredit the President through a concerted effort to expose him to a potent illicit drug that altered his behavior...”

      “It would be nice to have a beer or two after this one,” Amigo said.

      “No, thanks,” Hank said. “Take it from me: being out of it isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”
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      Hank walked into Doc Andy’s office.

      “Hello, Hank. How can I help you?” the doctor asked.

      “I need a little something from your drawer,” she said, sitting on the edge of his desk and sliding it open.

      Doc Andy watched her emotionlessly as she rummaged through his “special” drawer’s contents. “This one, I think,” she said, making a selection.

      Doc Andy gave her a look. “Is everything alright between you and Spud?” he asked.

      “Everything’s fine. Why do you ask?”

      “Because the last time you took any of that was before the fraternization rule change,” he said. “And that was on my recommendation, given the toy you had selected.”

      Hank laughed. “I see what you’re getting at,” she said. “No, I’m not having to... rely on my toy,” she added.

      Doc Andy’s eyes were asking for an explanation.

      “You see, Doc Andy, as I’m sure you’ve at least been told... Spud is a... generous man. We’ve simply exhausted the supply of this that both he and I had prior to becoming a ‘spousal unit.’ And sometimes I need a little help, if you know what I mean. Not that I’m complaining.”

      “As long as you don’t ask me to apply it,” Doc Andy said, just as clinically as he’d rendered his prior remarks.

      Hank laughed. “I think Spud likes it better when I do that,” she said. She smiled at him, tossed the item up in the air, and caught it again, sliding off his desk and heading for the door. As she approached it, she heard the door lock.

      She stood at the door, back to the doctor, slumped sideways, one hand on a hip. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Doc Andy. We’re not going to have this conversation again, are we? Open the damned fucking door.”

      “Hank...”

      “Right now!”

      “Hank, I’m not trying to restrain you,” Doc Andy began, his voice having adopted his typical clinical tone. “I understand you have... much better things to do. I’m simply suggesting a swap.”

      Hank turned and looked at him.

      He rummaged through the drawer himself. Taking out a different variety of what she had taken, he looked at her stoically and placed it on his desk.

      Walking over, she picked it up and read the label. Smiling a little, she said, “This sounds interesting.” She put her own selection down on his desk and took the one he’d offered. Giving him a grin, she turned and made for the door, which obligingly opened for her this time.

      The next day, walking into the cafeteria with Spud, she noticed that Doc Andy was there, drinking a cup of coffee. Spud went directly to the coffee pot himself, turning to look at Doc Andy with a grin on his face.

      Hank walked over, and leaning down to him, whispered, “Thank you so much. That was... very nice.”

      With a little smile, he whispered back, “You’re very welcome. I’ll be sure to keep that one in stock.”

      Having seen but not heard the interaction, Edge remarked to Voice, “I wonder what that was all about?”
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