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      Sometimes being alone and in the lead rocks.

      Sometimes it doesn’t.

      US Secret Service Agent Nancy Sturgis and her sniffer-companion labradoodle, Iron, are used to going it alone. Their job? Pre-travel site security for the President.

      Only Agent Harley Davis, logistics planning, moves out ahead of them.

      After two years of knowing each other only through field reports, they are thrown together planning a major State visit to Senegal. Except before they truly begin, they’re called to rush off and scout a crisis trip that must happen not within months, but in hours.

      A heart-warming romantic suspense.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Nancy Sturgis eased her way onto the crowded HC-130J Super Hercules search-and-rescue plane. The massive cargo bay was packed to the limit by six 436L master pallets of emergency medical supplies. The fact that she knew the pallet spec made her brain hurt. If the Air Force issued frequent flyer miles, she’d long since have been set for life.

      Other than the crew of four, she and her Secret Service sniffer-dog, Iron, were the only passengers. The Hercules wasn’t off to search or rescue anyone tonight. Their flight would be crossing the Atlantic—conveniently at the same time she needed to do the same.

      Over the last two years, she and her black labradoodle had traveled with: relief supplies, helicopters, tanks, entire companies of soldiers, spare airplane parts… About the only cargo that the Air Force flew that they hadn’t traveled with was the Presidential Motorcade. She and Iron were the tip of the Presidential-travel advance scout spear. They were always onto the next site prep long before anything as mundane as the President and his Motorcade was involved. Not once since training had she even seen his Motorcade in action.

      Well, they were almost the tip of the spear. Motorcycle Man, as she thought of Agent Harley Davis (assuming that was even his real name), was one step farther out. She’d read hundreds of his reports but never quite caught up with the man himself.

      With a full load of pallets aboard, plus the search-and-rescue enhancements to the standard C-130, space was at a premium. She sat sideways on one of the few fold-down seats against the hull.

      In the narrow space between her knees and the closest pallet, Iron shuffled back and forth. She was fine in flight, just two gals going about their business, but Iron never enjoyed the taxiing and take-offs.

      If Nancy had been allowed to remove her muzzle and let her play with a toy, she’d probably have been fine. But dogs on military airplanes were muzzled when aboard. At least this crew didn’t require the box. Iron hated being inside a dog carrier. She’d been well-enough trained to not complain but, when incarcerated, she had raised sad-puppy-dog eyes to an art form. On this load, the only real space to put a dog cage was atop the pallets and Iron would hate that even more.

      “You’re four years old now, Iron. Deal with it.”

      She rested her chin on Nancy’s knee for about five seconds, but even an ear scritch didn’t keep her in place. She paced to the end of her leash, turned, crossed by—once more treading on Nancy’s toes—reached the closed rear ramp door, and turned again. Pacing.

      Nancy tucked her feet back until her heels were touching the curve of the hull beneath her seat, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes. Every few seconds Iron brushed by her knees as the plane taxied.

      Two years. They’d been in the field two years together. And, unusually for the Secret Service, almost always alone. They were so far out on point for the President’s advance team that she often wondered why they hadn’t run into the follow-up crew from some prior administration. If Iron had any space-time-continuum thoughts about that, she was keeping them to herself.

      How lonely was Motorcycle Man? Harley didn’t even have a dog to keep him company.

      This trip had started like every other. The President’s handlers had issued a Possible Presidential Travel notice. This time it was for a State visit tour six months out. That meant it was a major one. The smaller ones were okay but often frustrating as they were frequently canceled after all of the prep work was done. It was when there was an emergency somewhere, like a natural disaster, that life turned interesting. On those, the timeline from the advance scouts to full-on security lockdown abruptly compressed from weeks or months to hours.

      But a major tour wasn’t likely to be cancelled, which would be a relief. Though the aborted or changed-at-the-last-minute travel packages must be terribly frustrating for the teams downstream of her, they rarely affected her life. She and Iron would be long gone onto the next project by the time that could happen. It’s what they’d signed up for. Well, she had. Iron hadn’t had much choice.

      By the motion of the plane’s final turn, she knew they were at the head of the runway, though there were no windows back here. At the front of the cargo bay, big ones had been added to this model of the Hercules to allow for crew members to scan the ocean during SAR operations over the vast expanses they covered. Back here there was nothing but steel gray hull covered in fixtures for everything from emergency water and food for the crew in case of a remote crash, to life raft kits to dump out the rear ramp if survivors were spotted, to small cranes and who knew what all.

      All four engines roared to full throttle. Takeoff time. Despite her heavy earmuffs, it was still harsh. Air Force planes never wasted payload on sound insulation except for VIPs. The bumping roll of acceleration replaced the easy sway of taxiing along. Iron buried her head between Nancy’s knees. She covered Iron’s floppy ears with her palms each time. But it was never the volume that appeared to make any difference to Iron, she hated even the quietest planes until they were airborne.

      After a short roll, the Hercules floated aloft—it specialized in short landing-and-takeoff scenarios. With a loud hum and then a clank, the landing gear folded up and was locked away. Like a thrown switch, Iron raised her head, smiled at Nancy, then plopped down across her feet, pinning them awkwardly back against the hull.

      This was going to be a long-haul flight. Hurlburt Field in Florida straight across to Africa.

      Harley Davis would already have been there, sent out first to see if each stop mandated by DC was even logistically possible. If his report said yes, then she and Iron were sent along in his wake to assess the scale of the required Secret Service prep team. Key question for her and Iron: could the sites be sufficiently secured to ensure the safety of the President of the United States? If not, could they make a shift sideways but still achieve the initial objective. If not, it was a scratch—no matter what whim had been issued by the politicos.

      It was her and Harley’s job to avoid another Ouagadougou Debacle. Her mentor had been on the team that had created the plan for President Clinton to visit the capital of Burkina Faso during a well-publicized tour of Africa.

      It had been incredibly embarrassing to the Secret Service and to the President of Burkina Faso to cancel the visit with only a few weeks’ notice. It turned out that the capital city of Ouagadougou simply didn’t have enough hotel rooms for the five hundred people that made up a US President’s security team and entourage. A poor, landlocked country in the part of Western Africa that was mostly the Sahara simply didn’t have that kind of infrastructure back then.

      The first stop of this trip was a shoo-in. Dakar, Senegal, at the westernmost tip of the African continent was a city of a million people. Four million in the greater metro area. At the heart of a peaceful country, it was a major financial center for Western Africa. There was also a Pan-African conference that the President was to address at a major conference center. It would require an inspection, but not much of one. The Dakar International Conference Center was a modern building with Presidential-level security and meeting spaces built into the design.

      No, the catch was that the President was planning on being in the city for three days for meetings with individual leaders. When Presidents were in one place that long, it meant they wanted to see things—of course creating photo ops along the way. That vastly increased his exposure and it worried her. She had a long list of possibles to investigate.

      Nancy managed to wedge her legs free from under Iron and rested them on her belly. She offered a happy sigh and they both settled in for the long flight—a Hercules traveled half the speed of an airliner.
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