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      Delta Force Captain “Killer Kristine” knows how to carry the load, right down to her very bones. Yanking some scientist out of a Venezuela prison is just another burden to bear.

      But the man she rescues is no average nerd. His hard questions force her to face how long she’s been carrying that load. And just what’s possible if she could ever set it down.
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      “Gonna be a cakewalk, Captain Killer Kristine.”

      “Pretty arrogant for someone who doesn’t have a clue, Mankowski.” She’d be damned if she’d call him by his first name. And being the only woman in the squad, there was no way she was using Master Sergeant Connie “Girlie” Mankowski’s tag. Having “Girlie” be her only other option just wasn’t going down.

      Command must have it in for her. Actually, Command notoriously had it in for all Delta Force operators but she seemed to draw the short end of the stick a hell of a lot—or maybe it was the electrified end.

      “Hey,” Mankowski protested as he rewrapped his MREs. “I’m not arrogant. I’m awesome.” A Delta operator who liked to talk too much—and of course he ended up on her team.

      They were both sitting on the hangar deck of the USS Peleliu helicopter carrier doing the standard mission prep. Last she’d heard, this ship had been decommissioned. But here it was as big as life, a secret floating base for the Night Stalkers Spec Ops helicopter guys. Too bad the air jocks couldn’t do shit to help on this one except dump them five klicks off the Venezuelan coast and wish them luck.

      Standard mission prep included pre-dissecting their Meals-Ready-to-Eat. With a little judicious opening and culling, they could cut down the volume-per-meal they’d have to carry in their packs by as much as fifty percent and mass by thirty percent. Wrap the retained meal packets in a strip of hundred-mile-an-hour duct tape and they were good to go. Every kilo less food equaled an additional pair of thirty-round magazines for her HK416 rifle or five seventeen-round mags for her Glock sidearm.

      The mission was only supposed to be ten hours. The last one-night mission she’d been on had gone for five days, so she packed enough food for two people to last three days as a compromise.

      “I’ve walked Syria and Afghanistan. This ain’t no worse.” Like he was trying to impress her.

      She was so immune to that crap. Her big brother had thought she was an ideal playground, until she’d nutted him so hard that he hadn’t walked right for a week. That had set the tone of her life. Uncle Juan, Steve who’d missed a whole season of high school football because she’d had to shatter his foot to back him off, three guys she’d left bloody in Brooklyn, and five she’d left dead out in the Congo.

      That had been another fine command decision, Puerto Rican dark didn’t pass for African black anywhere except in the two-tone colorblindness of America—white and not. Sure as hell hadn’t passed her in the Congo. This time at least they were sending her into Venezuela, so her skin would be okay, if not her accent. Of course Mankowski was a Chicago white boy—target right on his fucking face—she was so screwed.

      “Besides, walking beside a hot number like Killer Kristine, nobody’s going to be looking at this old boy anyway. I’m safe as can be.”

      Kristine wondered who was going to kill this guy first, her or the nightmare that was modern-day Venezuela.

      It was a bum assignment anyway: walk into a major military base in an exceptionally paranoid country, find idiot scientist, extract him out of whatever shitstorm political hole he’d gotten himself stuck in, and make sure he comes back alive and in one piece. Command had really stressed the alive and intact part of the mission—while being equally careful to not say one word about what condition men like Girlie Mankowski had to be in upon their return. Or her for that matter. But they were hella concerned about one Dr. Ray Ewing.

      You know, he’s one of “those” kind of scientists, her mission briefer had said.

      Yeah, and you’re one of “those” kind of briefers who would be clearly happy to eat his own shit and spew it back out again.

      One of “those” scientists? Absentminded, unworldly, or just an arrogant know-it-all pain-in-the-ass? She so couldn’t wait to find out which.

      “Where you from, Killer?”

      “Hell.”

      “No really.”

      She stopped slit-packing MREs and looked at him until he stopped opening his and faced her.

      “What?”

      “Hell. Really.”
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      Once she was done with organizing meals, water, and ammo, she started considering how she was supposed to extract a civilian alive. She sure wasn’t going to give him a weapon; he’d be as likely to shoot himself or her rather than the bad guys. But she stuffed one in her pack just in case by some miracle of Mother Mary he did know which end to hold it by.

      She didn’t wear issued armor. Between the weight and freedom of movement issues, she typically wore no more than a Dragonskin vest—even if it wasn’t official issue. It worked better and weighed a quarter of the fully-plated Improved Outer Tactical Vest with its heavy ceramic plates, it just wasn’t politically correct. But then she wasn’t either. This time, she’d layer up with both Dragonskin and the heavy armor of the IOTV, then she’d let the eminent Dr. Ewing wear the heavy shit on the return leg.

      Over that, she pulled on her MOLLE. The Modular Lightweight Load-carrying Equipment was a fancy way to say a harness vest. Its entire surface was covered with inch-wide horizontal straps, spaced an inch apart. Every Delta operator’s was unique because it was wholly configurable. The base MOLLE—pronounced Molly—carried eight magazines. Then various holders of the PALS—Pouch Attachment Ladder System—were added on to an individual’s preference. The various pouches interlaced through the straps in such a way that you could probably do a helicopter hoist extraction by any of them, though it had the ring on the front for that.

      A lot of operators put the med kit on the very back of their rucksack—Not gonna need it anyway. She kept it front and center so that she didn’t have to dump her pack to access it every time she was patching up some asshole who was too injured to reach the kit on their back, or worse, had dumped their pack in order to survive an op gone bad. Flares, breaching charges, timers, hydration bladder, extra mags for her sidearm and ankle piece, satellite radio, backup radio, batteries…the list was endless of what she wanted to carry. And now she had to dump half of it so that she could carry gear for some civilian who’d probably bitch the whole way.

      Girlie Mankowski only whined a little about how much of it there was, but took his share after she offered to remove his pelvis with the Benchmade Infidel blade she wore in a wrist sheath if he said another word.

      “Just jokin’, man,” he muttered to himself.

      By some mutual agreement, she didn’t point out that she was a woman and he didn’t mutter “bitch” aloud, even if she could hear it anyway. Oddly, that’s how she’d gotten her tag, she’d threatened to kill the next bastard who called her a bitch. It was Day Two of the month-long Delta Force Operator Selection. “Killer Kristine” had sounded from a Green Beret wag…and it had stuck. As had she. The Green Beret hadn’t made it to Week Two—not her doing either.

      Besides, the name was far too appropriate, even if no one would ever know. She let it stick because it was God’s honest truth.

      Cursing herself before she even did it, she tied another MOLLE harness onto her pack along with a dozen empty utility pouches threaded into the straps. Whatever the good Dr. Ray Ewing felt he needed to take out of the country, he could damn well carry it in his own rig.

      “Ready, Mankowski?”

      “Gotta pee.”

      “You’ve got until I reach the helo, then we’re leaving you behind.”

      “Sure, Killer.” But then he looked at her face and hurried toward the can.

      Yeah, “Bitch” versus “Killer.” Everyone meant it the same way. Thank God that Delta Force favored individual capabilities over team capabilities or she’d be out on her ass. Delta operators worked in solo or pairs and only came together when they had to. SEALs, however, hated breaking into smaller teams even when they had to—it tended to make them snivel like sad puppy dogs.
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