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1: Hawk

6 months earlier

 

I just received a mission or part of a mission. We're helping the Captain of the U.S.S. Enterprise. He suspects someone is altering the personnel files of certain people to change their clearance ratings, obtaining secret files, and passing them off to our enemies.

I first spoke with the Captain and then with the officer in charge of IT on the ship. The Captain had already briefed him about our mission. We discussed the possibility of an outside threat hacking into the system and changing the status of selected sailors, which they thought would help their cause.

He allowed me to scan their system for external breaches. My scan came up just like all of his daily scans. Nothing. We both agreed it had to be an inside job. I needed access to the personnel records that had been tampered with. He supervised a very trustworthy yeoman whom he'd worked with for almost two years. He sent me the email address for said sailor and told me he'd inform them I'd be messaging them tomorrow.

After I wrote down the email address, I leaned back in my office chair. I thanked my lucky stars for not having to travel to the ship to work the IT part of this mission. I hated ship life when I was in the Navy, which is a funny idea, considering I joined the Navy for the adventure on the seas.

As a youth, I thought being at sea for months would be fun. But in reality, the food sucked, the beds were small, and for a man of six feet, very uncomfortable. Not to mention, I sometimes found myself seasick, making time at sea even worse. The guys wondered how I managed to survive as a SEAL. Easy. Not all our missions required us to be at sea for weeks at a time. I was able to deal with the ocean for a few days, but the constant chaos of the sea and something in my brain went cuckoo, making me seasick if I stayed on the sea longer. To say I was thankful everything on my end of the mission would be done from a computer was an understatement.

***

Early the next morning, I already had a message from the yeoman I was to be in contact with. Apparently, the commander had given my email to them, too. Initiative. Nice.

I sent a brief email telling the yeoman the names of the personnel records I'd need access to and what kind of suspicious activity I was looking for so they could turn over any other records accessed while I was investigating meeting this criteria. They sent the permissions for the records forthwith, and I was happy. It meant my mission of examining who had accessed the records and put in for a classification change officially started.

There were hundreds of records for me to go through, and a handful of people from each person's chain of command had access to their personnel files. To top it all off, I was looking for a common name accessing all these files. Since the records I was looking at covered all rates and shops aboard the ship, it made for hundreds of people who had the potential to access the records.

It took me weeks to review all the records, but I kept in contact with the yeoman so they had an idea of when I'd finish the files. With electronic transmissions, it's difficult to determine if the person receiving the information is doing something nefarious with it or doing their job. Since I was allowed permission to view specific files, it was a professional courtesy to keep the yeoman updated on which files I had finished with so they knew I was working and could remove my permissions as I finished.

But we also talked about things going on in our personal lives. I remembered how much my family's letters from home got me through those lonely nights in boot camp. On missions, I couldn't carry letters with me, so I'd memorize them and recite them to myself when I couldn't hold them in my hands because if I got caught behind enemy lines, our enemies could use letters from our loved ones against us. Something in the way this shipmate had spoken to me in emails said they needed a friend.

It had all started as a daily update with a message at the end, just a little reach-out. In the thank you reply, my contact would tell me what they'd done during their free time. Swim call one time, getting to shoot the fifty cal on the aft deck another. Nothing much, just keeping each other's spirits up.

Then, one day, I got a long message telling me how depressed they were. They'd been standing watch a few months before and had an episode. Medics were called to assist my friend, and a relief watch was called. In medical, the doctors did a battery of tests. Their sugar had dropped extremely low. The doctors restored their sugar but kept them in medical for a few days. Each of those days, they'd tested their blood multiple times, and the doctors had determined my friend had developed diabetes. Now, the medical board was convening, and soon, they would know their fate in the Navy. 

Of course, the military is the way it is; it doesn't care how you get said condition. It's more about whether you can do your job and not require medication to keep healthy. We talked over the next few weeks about the reality of what the med board would say. They would discharge my friend—end of statement. The military couldn't risk their diabetes getting worse or a war breaking out, extending the ship's deployment and resulting in the medical running out of the medication they needed. It would mean unnecessarily putting a life or the entire ship at risk.

My friend understood what I was saying, but it all boiled down to the fact that they felt like they were letting everyone down. The career they had dreamed of for most of their life was ending. They'd have to tell their family that the Navy medically disqualified them after several years of service. Plus, a promise to a friend who was denied the chance to serve in the military. It was a lot of emotional weight. I told my new friend everyone else would either come to terms with their discharge or could take a flying leap. They hadn't done anything wrong, and their discharge would be medical, which is honorable.

After that conversation, my friend had gone radio silent for a while. I had worried they'd committed suicide, but nothing in their messages had indicated the will to end their life. I figured they were trying to tell their friend and family while still attending to the duties of the Navy.

Then, I got a message a few weeks ago. It simply read, "Getting discharged. Unsure of what I'm going to do next. So if I don't message much, it's because I'm traveling back home."

I replied, "Understand and keep in touch. I'm here if you need to talk to someone."

I didn't want this shipmate to turn into one of the twenty-two veterans a day that choose to end their lives. Depression is rough, and so is the medical system for the veterans. From what I've personally seen, it's a wonder the number of veteran suicides isn't higher.

***

Present Day

I am watching Joanie and Ace's little one today while Joanie is at an appointment. With Ace out helping finish the last of the current builds and Penelope's mom watching Viper's twins and Beth Ann's baby, I figured it was the least I could do when Joanie asked me to supervise her little one for an hour or so. I was entertaining the little one with cartoons in the security room when I saw a vehicle approach the gate. It's a little black Volkswagen bug. It stopped, and the driver seemed to verify the address of our headquarters. Damn, she was a hottie, even if it was just a surveillance camera.

The sound of the buzzer finally goes off, signaling that the woman wants in.

"State your business," I say.

"Um, I'm here to visit with Joanie Anderson." She even has a sultry voice.

I recognize Joanie's maiden name. How could I not? I work with her dad, Ghost. This must be someone who knew her before she married Ace. Before I buzz her into headquarters, I pick up the phone and ring the medical room since Joanie has a doctor's appointment.

"Yeah?" Bri is short with me.

"Sorry to interrupt, but a woman outside says she's here to visit Joanie. Is she expecting anyone?" I mentally smack myself for the choice of words. Joanie's seeing Bri; of course, she's expecting someone in nine months.

The women are talking, but it's muffled. Bri must have put the phone against her neck.

"Yeah, a friend from California is stopping by. Joanie wasn't sure when she'd show up, so she didn't tell you."

"Okie dokie," I say as I hang up the phone.

I press the button to speak with the woman and say, "Follow the driveway to the parking garage, exit your vehicle, and wait. Someone will escort you inside." I push the button to activate the gate. It swings open, and I watch her drive into headquarters.

Once her vehicle is off-screen, I grab the phone and call Grainger, who is doing weapons maintenance in the armory. He agrees to escort our guest into the common room. I'll greet her and keep her company until Joanie finishes her appointment.

I scoop up the little one I'm in charge of and head to the common room, leaving the security room in Zeke's well-equipped hands. Security is my baby; technology is his. We know enough about each other's jobs to work seamlessly. The guys have joked that we're an old married couple because we rarely leave the security room.

Grainger enters with the woman and escorts her to the common room couches. He tells her to stay in the common room until her host arrives. I'm giving Joanie and Ace's daughter a piggyback ride to keep her calm. When I spot the hottie from the entrance gate, she's wearing pink running shorts and a gray tee shirt. I can tell she's current or recently former military by how she wears her clothes. Her shorts sit on her hips, and her tee shirt is tucked into the shorts just like the military instills in you during your time in service, starting with boot camp.

I walk over and ask, "Can I help you?" I take in her backside as she begins to turn and face me. Her long brown hair has a curl, showing she wore it in a tight bun most of the time. Another thing saying she's military or former military. But today, she was only wearing it in a ponytail. I can't help but wonder why she wants to hide her long locks away from everyone.

She's taking in the enormous surroundings of our common room, mainly the entire area. "Uh, yeah. I hope so. I'm looking for Joanie."

"And exactly who are you?"

"Jen, her best friend." Her eyes land on the little one on my shoulders, and it seems recognition crosses her face. She says, "Don't tell me you don't know who I am."

I shake my head. I've heard her mention Jennifer a time or two, but I'm in the security office most of the time, so I'm not involved in the lives of my teammates, except for Zeke's.

"I can't believe she's been with you for almost three years and hasn't shown you a picture of me or told you about me." She continues to rant.

Thankfully, I'm saved by Joanie entering the area.

"Oh My God! It's been a lifetime!" Joanie embraces Jen and examines her. The two women seem to know each other.

"I can't believe you haven't told your husband or even shown him a picture of me." Jen fakes offense with Joanie.

"What? When did you meet my husband?" Joanie is looking around the common room for Ace but does not see him.

I take the cue, pull the squirming child off my shoulders, and pass her off to Joanie. I walk back towards the security room, not wanting to engage in this conversation. Just looking at Joanie's friend has twisted my brain, and I know my words will come out totally wrong.

As I'm approaching the door to the offices, their conversation continues.

"Wait, that's your husband, isn't he?"

"Uh, no. That's one of the team, Hawk. He was watching this little one for me." I hear Joanie chuckle as I slip into the security office.

Years ago, if anyone had asked me to describe my dream woman, I probably would have described a popular model. But in reality, it was her. Five-five with an athletic build. Just the moment we'd spoken to each other in the common room, I'd been looking her over. Her ass was firm, and her breasts were just large enough to fit in my hands. Her skin was slightly tanned, just enough to tell she enjoyed spending time outdoors. Her hair was dark brown, almost black with reddish highlights, and her eyes were as blue as the ocean in the Caribbean, so light, but as they get further from the pupil, they get darker, like the deepening of the ocean.

Fuck, there was no way I could be with her. She was barely in her twenties, and I was in my mid-thirties. The thought of being with me would probably creep her out. I know how women think. They want a man their own age who has had similar experiences in life. They want someone who shares common interests and common friends. We have both been in the military, possibly. We both have Jen and Ace as friends. That little voice in my brain tells me. Yeah right, but she wouldn't want to be pushing around a man in his seventies when she's in her sixties. Great, I'm going crazy having arguments with myself. 

I slide down into my chair, and for some stupid reason, the only person I feel I can talk to is on the other end of the computer. I opened my email and typed a quick message to my friend, whom I'd never met. The guys would tease me if I told them Joanie's best friend was the woman of my dreams. Hell, we have only known each other for ten minutes.

My fingers fly over the keyboard, and I type a message. I told my friend I saw the woman of my dreams today, but couldn't speak to her. I ask him, "How do I approach this woman and talk to her?" I hope he'll email me back soon, but he said he was traveling home. So, it might be a few days before I get a response. I guess I'll have to hide in the security room until I get some advice from my friend.

 


 

2: Jen

6 months earlier

I woke up in medical today. The last thing I remembered was standing watch. I had been posted as a roving watch in the female berth on the same level where I have a bunk. Rules are rules, our path was set. The only reason to deviate from it was if you spotted a fire or a female shipmate who was in need. I checked all the hatches in my area, the heads, and the berthing areas, then returned to our main post. It was a boring watch, but we had to keep a watch out for fires and water leaks. As I walked, a nervous feeling went through my body, accompanied by a cold sweat. I could see the podium where our other watch was standing. I just had to get to them and report, and then I'd start my rounds again. That's the last thing I remember. When my eyes open, a corpsman says, "Ahh, Petty Officer Zimmerman, glad to have you back with us."

"What happened?" I ask.

The corpsman stands up and replies, "I'll let the doctor know you're awake." He leaves before I can ask any more questions.

The doctor questioned me intently about when I last ate and what it was. I explained I ate a balanced breakfast of shit on a shingle, orange juice, and an egg at seven this morning. My watch started at eight, and I hadn't been relieved for lunch, but eight-hour watches didn't require relief for a meal like a twelve or twenty-four-hour watch did.

After hearing all my answers to his questions, he doesn't give me a diagnosis. Instead, he says, "Your sugar dropped way low, and you passed out. I want to keep you here for a few days and monitor your sugar levels."

I can't say no. Unlike a civilian hospital, you can't sign out A.M.A. (you know how the military is with acronyms). I lean back in the bed and let out a breath. I guess I'd better get comfortable. With the doctor having said his treatment plan, he enters it into the computer so the corpsmen know what he wants and expects of them. One of them brings me a gown to put on for my stay.

After a week of getting my finger stuck after meals, the doctor finally released me from medical and back to my normal duties. I have orders to come back to medical in a week. The doctor also gave me a blood glucose meter and instructed me to check my blood sugar five times daily and record it in the logbook. Five times. I mentally repeat the times I'm supposed to check my blood sugar. When I first wake up, two hours after each meal, and finally before I go to sleep.

I followed his orders for six weeks, even seeing a dietitian to help me make better choices at the galley to keep my sugars down. My sugars are way low when I skip a meal, and when I eat, they go way high. It's a roller coaster; the doctor knows when I do what. I've been given a medical chit that excuses me from watches that overlap meal times.

At the seventh weekly appointment, the doctor looks at the logbook with all my recorded blood sugars and lays it on the desk. He notes something in his chart before speaking to me.

"Petty Officer Zimmerman, we've been trying to control your blood sugar with diet and exercise. But it's not working. If we could control it with diet and exercise, I'd make the case to keep you in the Navy until the end of your enlistment. However, with uncontrolled diabetes, it's going to be hard to make that case."

"So what now?" I ask, having heard what I'd feared since my discharge from medical weeks ago. The doctor had been honest about the possibility of diabetes.

"Well, your case will be referred to the medical review board. The med board will make a decision about your medical fitness in the Navy."

"What next, medically?"

"Well, I'm going to start you on some medication we have available here on the ship. If it doesn't work, we'll have to send you back to the States to perfect your mix of medication just right."

"Okay," I say, faking confidence. Inside, I can't wait to be back in my berth to cry.

But first I have to return to my shop and finish my shift. With everything said and my new prescription, I head to my shop. It's not really a shop; it's a workspace. Mine is a personnel office. I even rotate and work in the mail office since it's part of our job. I figure I'll be stuck there today since technically I'm late, having had a doctor's appointment, and the mail office doesn't open until after lunchtime to give us time to sort the mail.

I walk into the shop, and it's no big secret where I've been going every Monday for the last six weeks. Everyone questions me about how things are going. Since we are underway, we don't have a ton of sailors wanting to update their records. It's just the day-to-day stuff.

Before I can answer their questions, my Chief gets my attention, and I head into his office. Figuring he wanted to discuss my medical issues and what the doctor said today, privately. Instead, when I step into his office, Commander O'Malley is sitting on the edge of the Chief's desk. We've worked together for almost two years, maybe longer. He's the one who gave me my meritorious promotion to second class. I'd help catch several sailors trying to steal from the Navy. They'd filed that they were married to receive housing allowances for their 'spouses,' and the yeoman who processed the paperwork knew it was faked. With Commander O'Malley's permission, we'd let them get caught. They'd been given Captain's mast and discharged with an other than honorable code.

Commander O'Malley points to the chair, and I take a seat. Of course, he asked me about the doctor's appointment, and I told him. Concern mars his face.

"I hate to lose a sailor, such an asset as yourself. But, until your medboard results come in, I have a project I need you to work on." He pauses, and the Chief slips out of the office.

Commander O'Malley explained that an outside group would review our personnel records, with the Captain's approval. Someone has been requesting that sailors with no classification status suddenly be approved for secret clearances. He told me that someone from the group would contact me via secure email, and he handed me a piece of paper with an email address. This is the email address through which I will communicate with them.

I head out of the Chief's office and sit at my desk. I sent a quick email to the address, introducing myself and asking them what kind of things I needed to be on the lookout for when new files came across my desk. Thousands of sailors live on board the ship. An aircraft carrier is almost as big as a city, and they only had a small portion flagged.

He replied quickly with a list of names, and I spent the rest of the day pulling files, linking them to the email, and giving him permission to view but not alter the files. I figured that would be the end of our contact until he notified me of the end of their investigation, and I took the permissions away.

Nope, he sent me a quick daily update, so I knew he wasn't just holding the files. It was what was at the end that made me smile. He would ask me the simple question of, 'How was your day?' I emailed my family occasionally, but they were busy homeschooling my younger brother. He competed in several sports, making calling and catching them at home difficult. So I buried the hurt and told them everything was fine.

But one day, I couldn't keep it to myself, and I opened up to the man on the other end. I told him of my fears of being discharged and the shame of going home with a medical discharge. I had promised Joanie all those years ago I'd stick with the career even though she couldn't.

He'd been nice and didn't sugarcoat that I would most likely get discharged. However, he reminded me I didn't do anything wrong. We can't help medical issues. He was good for my mental health. Too bad, when the med board convened, I'd have to fly back to Virginia and report to Portsmouth Naval Medical Center. Then I'd probably lose touch with him since he'd finished his part with the personnel records, and I was no longer needed in the case. It was now a communication between Commander O'Malley and my new friend. The case was above my pay grade.

The day came quicker than I thought. The med board found me unfit and suggested I be discharged. Before I could process everything, I was discharged with five weeks of terminal leave.

I logged into my email one morning and sent my friend a message so he wouldn't worry about me. He'd sent several emails over the past few weeks that I hadn't responded to, and it seemed he was worrying. I didn't want that hanging over my head. So I told him I was being discharged and traveling home. So he'd know I wasn't dead.

Why? I have no clue. He's been the first man I've spoken to, although only over the internet, who gets me and seems to care about me. He's the first man who doesn't see me as a woman to fuck. He's seen me as a person; whether or not he realized he was talking to a woman or not, he saw me for me.

***

Present Day

 

I pull up to what looks like a gravel driveway just off a Killeen, Texas road. Joanie, my best friend, lives here. She's emailed me since I got out of boot camp, and, just like everyone else, I've kept my medical discharge a secret from her. I look at the gate, and on a post next to a box is a sign that says, 'Press buzzer for entry.' I verified the address several times. From outer appearances, it looks suspicious. Someone could murder me behind that gate, and no one would know where I was.

I push the buzzer, expecting the gate to swing open, but it doesn't. Instead, a deep masculine voice says, "State your business." It throws me aback. This isn't like any place I've ever been before. This place is like Fort Knox. I inform Mr. Sexy Voice, "I'm Joanie Anderson's friend here to visit." I beat myself up for never asking her what her married name was.

There's a long silence, and I wonder if I was supposed to press the buzzer before speaking. Just as I'm about to push the buzzer again, the sexy voice says, "Follow the driveway to the parking garage. Exit your vehicle and wait. Someone will escort you inside."

Finally, the gate swings open, and I think to myself, tighter security than Fort Knox; this is definitely SEAL work. I'm in the right place.

I do as the voice says, park my car in the garage, and wait at the back of my little bug. Within a minute, a light-skinned black man approaches me. He's wearing a pair of green camouflage tactical pants, a black tank top tucked into the pants, and a military belt around his waist. As he approaches me, I catch a familiar smell, gun oil. Every step he takes brings the smell closer to me, and for a moment, I'm back on the ship. Our workspace smelled of gun oil since we dealt with all the Marines and sailors aboard who brought in all kinds of odors: gun oil, engine oil, burning electronics, and just plain sweat.  Definitely a group of SEALs; they got out of the military, but the military never left them.

"I'm supposed to escort you inside," he says. His voice is deep, but not like the man over the speaker earlier.

I follow the man up a set of stairs and inside. Seeing the inside reminds me of my time on board a ship and on base. It's wide open but three tiers tall. Before I can take in my surroundings, a man asks, "Can I help you?" It's the same voice from the speaker.

I turn around, and damn, he's as hot as his voice. He's only wearing a pair of blue jeans, and damn, does he look sexy in just what he's got on. His chest shows he cares about his physique, and he's got a smattering of chest hair, or should I call it abdominal hair because it doesn't just cover his chest; it covers his abs and his stomach, and he even has the hint of a happy trail it's mixed in with the hair covering his stomach. My fingers could get lost playing in his body hair. He's got longish wavy brown hair, not what I'm used to seeing on sailors, and he's built, not overly buff, but enough that a woman can believe she would be protected in those arms. He's definitely got to be a good six feet tall. Then I saw those eyes, chocolate brown. His face has a light dusting of a beard and a mustache. I can tell he doesn't shave daily, but he's not in the military; he's not required to shave every day.

That's when the little set of legs he's holding begins to wiggle. A little girl, and she looks just like Joanie. This must be her husband. Fuck, I've been fantasizing about him.

I finally realize he's waiting for my answer. "Uh, yeah. I hope so. I'm looking for Joanie." I say.

"And exactly who are you?"

"Jen. Her best friend. Don't tell me you don't know who I am. I can't believe she's been with you for almost three years and hasn't shown you a picture of me or told you about me." He looks confused by what I've said, but before I can continue to rant about my best friend's lack of informing her husband about my stopping by, I hear her voice.

"Oh My God! It's been a lifetime." We hug each other and we look each other over.

Motherhood has definitely rounded her body out. Joanie's hair is no longer dyed in all the colors of the rainbow, but it's now back to her natural dark brown. I wonder if she stopped dying her hair because of the kid or her job here at N.R.T.

I pull away from our hug and lay into Joanie playfully, of course. "I can't believe you haven't told your husband about me or even shown him a picture of me," I say teasingly.

"What? When did you meet my husband?" Joanie isn't looking at the man holding her child. Instead, she's looking around the common room as if he's going to jump out and say, 'BOO!'

The sexy man hands the child to Joanie and makes a beeline for a door. I pause, watching the man just before he slips into a room. He looked fine just standing there, but watching him walk away, well, it was something I could do over and over again. He had a decent ass.

"Wait, that's your husband, isn't he?"

"Uh, no. That's one of the team, Hawk. He was just watching this little one for me," Joanie chuckles as she answers my question.

"Oh." That's all I can say. I'm still looking in the direction where he disappeared.

"You think he's cute," Joanie says, playfully smacking at my arm.

"No. I thought he was your husband."

"Uh-huh. Hawk is single, in case you're wondering."

Oh, my goodness. I haven't been here ten minutes, and Joanie is trying to hook me up with someone. Is it that obvious I haven't had sex in over two years?

We sit on a couple of couches and visit. Joanie rocks the little girl, and she eventually falls asleep. I'm unsure how long I'm going to stay, but Joanie flags down a face I recognize, her uncle Hunter, and has him show me up to a room. She told me to rest and that dinner would be at six. It's already three. It means I can take a nap and a shower.

There is only one problem: my stuff is in my car. I pause as I follow Uncle Hunter up to the room.

"What's wrong, Jen?" he asks me.

"My stuff is in my car."

"Give me your keys. I'll have someone bring them up. 

I really can't say no. I've been driving all day, and I'm exhausted. Since my one low blood sugar episode, I haven't had my blood sugar drop super low, so hearing the doctor describe the warning signs was just that, hearing them. I hand Hunter my keys, and he opens the door to the room where I'm staying for my visit.

When I wake up, my bags sit inside the doorway with my keys on my seabag. I walk over and quickly find some clean clothes and my shower supplies. I head into the bathroom and take a quick but relaxing shower.

Afterward, I head out of my room and head downstairs to the common area. The aroma of dinner is already wafting into the air, and man, it smells delicious. When I get to the landing, I see the faces of the women I grew up surrounded by. Annie, Skye, Maria, and the rest of Joanie's dads' teammates' wives. All the women I knew greeted me with hugs and couldn't believe how much I'd changed in the last few years. As we are catching up on old times and where all the kids have gotten to, some have grown up and joined the military, others have gone to college, and the rest are here with their parents. Joanie promises to give me a grand tour tomorrow since I arrived so late in the afternoon today.
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