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DOUG MALONE MADE A face as he checked the package's vitals one more time. It was a tricky thing using sedatives on an extraction like this. There was an extremely fine line between helping an uncooperative extractee to take a little nap and making that nap permanent if one was not extremely careful or lucky. Body weight...metabolism...drug allergy...a few milligrams too much and...well...that was pretty much that. The tall, muscular man frowned and nodded to himself. Pulse and respiration were slow but strong, indicating she was out like a light and hopefully going to stay that way long enough for them to get back to base. The burly operator gave Thompson, his team leader, a thumbs up across the bay of the Huey who flashed a wide toothy grin and returned the gesture. Malone grunted when he noticed that the unconscious woman's hands were turning an angry red color, indicating that the plastic restrains securing her wrists to the firewall behind her were cutting off the circulation. An involuntary shudder ran through him at the comparison his mind instantly made between the woman's purple red fingers and those of the things.

Malone's slate colored eyes gave the unconscious woman an appraising look as he drew a knife from his vest and cut the restraints. I could think of a thing or two I'd want her for, anyways... Malone thought with a wry grin as he gently placed her hands in her lap and returned to his seat next to the package. She wore a khaki tee shirt and green fatigue trousers with a military issue pistol belt and sidearm around her waist. The black leather army issue combat boots spattered with dried blood she wore told him something as well. The sunglasses and short black hair was another interesting element in the equation. The fact that she was also drop dead gorgeous was probably the most interesting at the moment though. He reached over and gently pulled the woman's sunglasses off, frowning again as he turned them this way and that in his calloused hands. Fucking expensive... Malone thought with a low whistle as he carefully folded them shut and hung the glasses on the collar of her tee shirt. She ain't no grunt. Malone pondered, glancing around the inside of the bird Not with no three hundred dollar sunglasses. Then again, it was not like privates did not blow their whole paychecks on stupid shit like that all the damn time, either. 

“Why do ya think they want her for, anyway?” Daniels said loudly into his helmet's boom mic, the wiry Texan tossing his head toward the package from where he crouched in the doorway behind the Huey's M60 machine gun. He could see several dark specks moving through the fallow pastureland almost a thousand feet below the bird through the open side hatch in front of him. Do they see us up here? Daniels wondered absently then uttered a noncommittal grunt and shrugged at his own question. The man's jaw worked on the wad of chewing tobacco shoved into his cheek and squirted a stream of juice out into the air. 

The helicopter shimmied and shook, buffeted by a sudden jolt of turbulence. The four men in the bay of the chopper looked at each other trying to hide their anxiety with cocksure grins. “Don't worry guys. Just some chop.” said one of the bugheads, the pilot's voice made tinny and sexless by the intercom. The pilots' visored helmets gave them look sort of like dragonflies, hence where the nickname came from. The four operators glanced at each other then Thompson rolled his eyes. 

“Not any of our business, fellas.” Thompson commented, glancing over at the package who's head lolled from side to side with the movement of the bird. “That shit's above our fuckin' pay grade.” He was a lean, compact man with a stubble of beard on his chin like that cop on the TV show everybody had been watching. “Make sure you spit that shit over the side, Daniels.” Thompson grabbed a handle near his seat when an especially vicious jolt seemed to pick up the whole damn bird and slam it on an invisible table. Nothin' to worry about my ass... he thought, giving the pilots on the other side of the firewall behind him a dirty look.

“I got ten bucks that says she's a scientist.” Hartman said, studying the woman across the bay from him with a critical eye. “Gonna find a cure. That's what the big wigs sent us out here for.” He nodded then looked at the other men as if daring them to contradict him. He leaned over a little and gave Daniels a nudge with his elbow and grinned. “Whatdaya say, Daniels? Scientist?”

A sound like hailstones striking the side of the chopper followed by a violent shudder went through the Huey's frame. Daniels' eyes went wide when he spotted thick black oily smoke pouring out of the engine compartment above them. “Hold on, fellas...” one of the bugheads said, their voice tense over the intercom “Hold on... Powell! Keep pressure on the...” Now all four men looked nervously at each other, all sense of bravado disappearing as the helicopter started to fishtail viciously from side to side while the pilots struggled to keep the thing in the air. 

“Crash positions!” Thompson shouted as the bird started shaking violently. Warning sirens blared in their helmets and a red light flashed near Thompson's head. Oh goddamn MOTHERFUCK! Thompson thought, squeezing his eyes shut as the Huey went into a spin. Everything that was not strapped down in the bay turned into a projectile and whizzed out of the open doors then out into the early morning sky. Hartman lunged to try and catch him as the centripetal force of the spin sent Daniels screaming out of the open bay door. The line attached to the man's safety harness snapped taut when he jerked to a bone snapping halt ten feet below the helicopter's skid. There was a noise like the entire world getting ripped apart and then nothing...

Malone opened his eyes and looked around. “Thompson? Daniels?” he coughed and pulled off his helmet, letting it drop to the floor of the bay. The helicopter was lying half on its side at a weird angle so the helmet rolled to a stop against the side door next to him. Malone shook his head and realized that the two men were trying to free themselves from their harnesses so he turned his attention to the package. “Lucky bitch.” he muttered under his breath when he pressed his index finger against the woman's carotid artery and felt her pulse still thumping away like nothing happened, save for the little cut on her forehead.

After a brief fight with his harness Malone quickly patted himself down and, satisfied he was relatively uninjured, looked around the Huey's cargo bay. Thankfully he could not smell anything that indicated the fuel tanks might be on fire...yet... “Where the fuck is Daniels?!” he shouted as he forced himself to his feet and started in on the package's harness. The metal buckle over her chest looked sort of like Clifford the Big Red Dog had used it for a goddamn chew toy. “Thompson!? Hartman?!” He glanced over his shoulder as he gave trying to get the package's harness unbuckled one last try before pulling his knife “Time to get a fucking move on, folks!” he called as he started cutting on the first of the wide nylon straps holding the woman in her seat.

He glanced over his shoulder again then gently slapped the woman's cheek. “Hey! Hey! Wake up!” Malone hissed urgently then looked toward the open bay door. “Goddamnit...” he growled then grabbed the woman under her arms and hauled her out of her seat. Malone shifted his grip on her torso then started dragging her toward the open bay door with her limp body wedged under his arm like he was carrying a football. With a grunt of effort, he grabbed the machine gun mount and hauled the both of them outside.

He tumbled to the ground with a strangled cry, instinctively tucking and rolling as he fell out of the wrecked chopper while trying to not land on the unconscious woman. He climbed painfully to his feet and looked around, involuntarily holding his breath as he scanned the area. Apparently they had come down hard in a thick forest, the helicopter's bulk and whirling rotors snapping trees as thick as telephone poles like they were toothpicks. His eyebrow went up when he spotted what looked like it might have been bullet holes in the bird's engine compartment. Goddamn... Malone thought, shaking his head as he tried to get his bearings. “Okay. Any time you want to wake the fuck up.” Malone grunted through clenched teeth as he climbed to his feet and grabbed the woman's wrists, dragging her through the leaf litter to what he judged to be a safe distance away from the wreck.

Malone stood and started back to the wreck when the pilot's door facing him swung open and one of the bugheads started to climbed out, wobbled then half fell to the forest floor with a heavy thump. “Hey! Are you alright?” he shouted as he rushed over to help the pilot move away from the wreck. Aw shit. That's not good... Malone thought, grimacing as he knelt beside the figure in its green flight suit and black visored helmet. He could see bloody foam on the person's lips and they made a hacking, wheezing noise while the pilot fought for breath. “It's okay. Take it easy. You're gonna be alright, buddy.” he said, trying to sound comforting as he carefully worked at the chinstrap of the pilot's helmet.

Oh goddamn...goddamn... Malone thought, forcing a smile when he realized the pilot was a younger blonde woman. She stared up at him, her pale blue eyes wide and terrified as she struggled to breathe in spite of the fluid filling her lungs. “Take it easy. You're alright. Easy...” he lied as he patted the woman down, his features twisting into a grimace when his probing fingers reached her chest. Jesus, she must have broke every rib she's got... Malone thought as he involuntarily pulled his hands away. She coughed, hacked and a gob of blood frothy with air bubbles landed on her chin. Malone carefully rolled her onto her side as the pilot struggled to clear her airway, trying to help keep her from drowning in her own fluids. “Oh goddamn...” he muttered as he supported her head with his knee and looked around, hoping to see Thompson or Hartman coming out of the shattered helicopter. 

“Okay. Okay...” he carefully rolled the pilot onto her back. It was pretty plain that, unless a fully equipped medivac with a top notch flight surgeon on board was going to be landing in the next few minutes, there was really nothing he could do for the pilot besides try and make her passing as comfortable as possible. “I'll be right back. I'm just going to look for a first aid kit, alright? I'll be back in two seconds.” Malone stood, staring down at the woman for a moment before rushing over to the Huey's bay. “Thompson? Hartman?” he shouted as he grabbed the machine gun mount and hauled himself inside. “Hey, you guys alright? C'mon! We gotta get the fuck outta here!” 

Thompson's glazed eyes fixed on Malone like a laser, his jaw snapping as his hands groped for the man a few feet away. “Malone? Gimme a hand. I'm fuckin' stuck, man!” Hartman mumbled groggily. His uncooperative hands fumbled with the buckle of his harness. “The fuck happened?!” The man's dark green eyes tried to focus as Malone clambered over to him and drew his knife and the razor sharp steel cut through the heavy nylon straps holding Hartman in his seat. 

“Can you walk, man?” Malone asked as he slipped the knife back into its sheath and helped Hartman to stand up. “C'mon. I got the package.” He put a hand on his friend's back and gently pushed him ahead of him toward the bay door. “Careful. There's a drop, man. Hang on.” Malone got around Hartman then helped the man out. “C'mon. Over here...”

Malone froze when his eyes fell on the pilot standing about twenty feet away, her jaw hanging slack as she turned to face the two men exiting the wreck. “Aw fuck...” he muttered, his hand going to the butt of the M9 pistol still snug in the holster on his vest. The pilot took a few shaky drunken steps toward them, her arms stiff at her sides while her clouded blue eyes focused like twin laser beams on the two men. Malone sighed, rolled his eyes and pulled his pistol, flicking off the safety as he raised the weapon and took careful aim. She stiffened and went down when the pistol barked and the bullet blew the bridge of her nose through the back of her skull.

“C'mon man.” Malone helped Hartman over to where he had left the package, who was still sprawled on the carpet of dead leaves covering the forest floor and snoozing comfortably right where he had left her. “Keep an eye on the package, buddy. I'll see what I can find in the chopper and take care of the sensitive items. We gotta get going.” he said over his shoulder as he hurried back to the wrecked chopper. “Weapon and ammo check. Back in five.”

Malone glanced over his shoulder at the pair of them then climbed back into the bay of the wrecked Huey. Thompson's eyes tracked him as he approached his jaw clacking as he groped for his former subordinate, growling and snarling like a feral dog. Malone's hand hesitated on the grip of his M9 then went to the knife. “I'm sorry, buddy...” he muttered under his breath. Malone looked at the floor of the bay for a moment then eased the knife out of its sheath.

He caught Thompson's wrist with one hand then thrust with the knife. The tip missed its mark by perhaps half an inch, skittered along the man's eyebrow before sinking nearly to the hilt in the left eye socket. “Goddamn...” Malone grumbled, a wave of nausea washing over him as he wiped the blade on the leg of Thompson's trousers before returning it to its sheath. 

Well, time to get to it... he thought morosely as he stood hunched over and started looking around the bay of the chopper. It looked like the Huey had somehow spun in then hit the trees and flipped, coming to land at an odd angle... Malone shook his head as he started searching the stuff thrown around inside the wreck. He found a Combat Lifesaver bag and slung the smallish green nylon satchel over his shoulder. There should be MP5s in racks up by the pilot's seats though it did not look like there was much to find back here... Malone went back to Thompson and, gritting his teeth, started searching through the pockets and pouches on the man's survival vest, helping himself to a map and the pair of M9 magazines as well as the pistol.

He climbed around the side of the chopper and lowered himself into the pilot's compartment. “Aw hell...” Malone grumbled when the other bughead snarled and groped at the air with clawed fingers in greeting. Malone drew his knife again then carefully worked his way over to the dead pilot. The man's visor was down so he pinned the man's arm, flipped up the visor with the knife and after a couple tries got the knife into his eye.

Malone groaned with relief when he found the MP5s still in their racks next to the pilot's seats. He undid the Velcro straps holding the submachine guns in place then threw the slings over his head. He had three mags on his vest and relieved the pilot of his three plus the two M9 magazines he could reach from where he stood. An extra hundred and eighty rounds a piece. Not good but not bad... Malone thought as he started working his way backward out of the compartment. There was the four extra M9 mags which also fired nine millimeter so, in a pinch, they could put the ammo in the pistol mags into the sub gun magazines. 

A thought occurred to Malone and he scrambled back into the bay. Each of the helicopter's crew had a small 48 Hour Survival Kit on their vests. It had water purifying pills, a fishing kit, matches and (most importantly) three foil wrapped nutrient bars. He and Hartman both had two one quart canteens on their vests so that was more than a little concerning. Even if it was fairly early in the day it was already pretty goddamn hot out so they would need all the hydration they could get.

Hartman took off his helmet and let it fall to the leaf litter then carefully lowered himself to the ground beside the unconscious package. “Goddamn...” he muttered under his breath then ran his hands over his close cropped blond hair as if he expected his head to fall to pieces at any moment. Dizzy, slightly queasy... Yep, I think I've got a concussion... he thought as he turned his attention to the gear on his survival vest. The man's dark green eyes kept straying toward the unconscious woman stretched out in the leaves a few feet away as he checked his pistol. Two spare mags for the pistol, three spare MP5 magazines, a pressure bandage, canteens, 48 HSK... It seemed like just about everything still seemed to be there. The man rolled onto his knees and crawled over to the woman. She had lost her sunglasses but she seemed pretty much unhurt save for a few scrapes and bruises. Hartman glanced toward the wreck then looked around. It did not look like they had drawn any attention...yet... 

The man lowered his cheek to over the woman's mouth and nose and found himself mildly amused to watch the woman's sizable chest rise and fall slowly for a few moments. Placing his index and middle fingers against her throat revealed a slow, steady pulse probably dulled by the sleepy juice still coursing through her system. The man opened a pouch on his vest and dug out his pressure bandage. Hartman moistened the palm of one hand with water from his canteen then did what he could to wash the scabby brown blood dried to her skin. He tore open the bandage and quickly pressed the cotton pad against the woman's forehead as fresh blood started welling in the gash just above her right eye. Hartman saw the wound was razor thin and perhaps an inch long before the blood obscured it again. Not serious, but it would bleed like crazy. He wished that he could somehow sprout a third hand to hold the thick cotton pad in place while he carefully wound the long tails of the bandage around her head.

Hartman rolled his eyes and sighed heavily when he caught a glimpse of Malone coming out of the bay of the Huey then climb into the front of the chopper. There was a pop followed by the angry cat electric hissing noise, indicating that Malone was using a Thermite grenade to destroy the Huey's radios.

A curious frown crossed Hartman's features when he noticed something silver poking out from under the collar of the woman's tee shirt. He reached a finger inside and fished out a set of dog tags that hung around the woman's neck on a thin metal chain. “Huh. Well...nice to meet you, Grace K. Wilson.” Hartman said with a tiny smile as he read the name off the little sheet metal ovals and put them back under her shirt. 

He leaned over and, with a little effort, managed to free the M9 from the holster belted around her waist. Hartman frowned slightly when he found the weapon loaded then unbuckled the belt. He stuffed the weapon back into its holster before slipping his head and shoulder through the belt so the weapon hung under his arm. She did pretty much go apeshit earlier. Hartman reasoned as he shifted the belt around his torso, trying to find a more comfortable way to carry the damn thing. I think it's probably best I hold on to this for now. He contemplated going through her pockets but staggered to his feet and met Malone a few paces away. “We it?” he asked, sparing a glance over his shoulder at the trees around them. He did not hear anything, but it was well past time to move out.

“C'mon. We gotta get going.” Malone said as he handed one of the submachine guns to Hartman. “Every goddamn rotter for miles is probably on the way here.” He looked from the man to the woman on the ground then pulled a map out of his cargo pocket and showed it to Hartman. “Looks like there's a road about three and a half miles north of here. We'll find some wheels and get the fuck back to base.” He subtly studied the man as he handed Hartman three of the spare magazines for the submachine gun. “I'll take the package. Are you sure you're alright?” 

Hartman made a face as he fiddled with the sub gun to make sure it was loaded then pushed the switch to get the stock extended. “What about Thompson and the other bughead?” he asked as he stuffed the magazines into one of his trouser's cargo pockets then made sure the weapon was loaded. “Damn.” Hartman muttered when he saw the grave expression on Malone's face before the man stooped and caught a hold of the unconscious woman's arm. “Wait. Let me take the map.” He took the folded laminated piece of paper from Malone and studied it a moment before turning his attention to the surrounding area looking for landmarks.

“We're burning daylight.” Malone grunted as he pulled the woman into a sitting position then hoisted her limp form onto his shoulder then stood up. “C'mon.” He looked quickly around the crash site as if he half expected a horde of slavering walking corpses to come stumbling through the trees at any moment. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled when he thought he saw something moving in the trees a few dozen yards away. “C'mon. Let's get going, Hartman. We gotta move right the fuck now!” Malone hissed urgently.

The novelty of having a beautiful young woman's body draped over his shoulder started to wear off fairly quickly as they trudged through the forest. To make matters worse the adrenaline rush of the crash was starting to wear off and his body was starting to remind him that yes, he had just survived a high speed impact with the ground less than half an hour ago. Hartman called a halt every few hundred meters so he could check their direction with the map and compass. Malone glanced over his shoulder and and wiped his sweaty palms on the backs of the woman's thighs as he scanned the trees behind them. It did not seem like they had picked up any stragglers...yet... Hartman put the map and compass away then motioned forward only to repeat the process about ten minutes later.

Eventually the two men climbed a low rise that sloped down into a densely wooded valley. If Hartman squinted he thought he could almost make out the edge of the forest in the distance. “I gotta take a break.” Malone admitted at last, wiping his brow with the edge of his thumb “Gimme a hand, man.” Malone knelt and the two of them lowered the package to the ground as gently as possible. She was still out like a goddamn light, of course... “Goddamn...” Malone stretched, rolling his shoulders and putting his hand on each side of his head and pulling it toward his shoulder making the little bones in his neck pop.

Hartman pulled one of the canteens from its carrier on his back and took a drink. “Her name's Grace Wilson.” he said, motioning to the woman sprawled on the forest floor near Malone's feet. “That ring any bells with you, man?” The man's eyes flitted from Malone to the woman then back again as he put his canteen away. “She's got dog tags, anyways.” 

The two of them exchanged apprehensive glances. “You know the rules, man.” Malone said at last. He planted his hands on his hips as he stared down at the limp form at his feet still snoozing contentedly without a care in the world as he stretched a kink out of his back. “We ain't got clearance for that.” He knelt and checked her pulse, pressing an index and middle finger against the side of her throat then glanced up at Hartman. Well...when am I ever gonna get the chance? Malone thought with a resigned sigh then started going through the unconscious woman's pockets. 

There was a cheap green and black document pouch in her right hip pocket. Malone tossed this to Hartman as he continued rifling through the woman's pockets. Hartman glanced down at Malone then frowned and slipped the two twenties and a ten he found in the pouch into his own hip pocket. “Huh. Make that Captain Grace Wilson, dude. National Guard.” Hartman commented when his fingers discovered a military ID with the woman's picture on it. “Looks like she's from Virginia...” He found a driver's license with a picture that matched the ID as well as a Visa card, all with the same name on them. Other than that there seemed to be little for them to go on.

The woman arched her back and groaned, the dead leaves crinkling underneath her as she writhed and tried to sit up. Malone fell on his ass as he launched himself away with a strangled cry. The document pouch and various ID cards went flying from Hartman's hands as he wheeled about and brought his MP5 to bear on the woman. Malone scrambled to do the same. The woman winced, moaned then pressed her palms to her forehead as if she were trying to keep her brain from bursting out of the front of her skull. “Ahhh...guddamnut...” she mumbled sluggishly as she tried to sit up then crashed to the ground and blinked stupidly at the tree branches overhead. “Mudderfuger... Ow...” 

Hartman and Malone exchanged nervous glances then both immediately burst out laughing. 
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GRACE'S HAZEL EYES went wide as she tried to scramble away from the two men, fell on her side then propped herself up on her elbows. “ugh...dun't...don't shoot!” she managed, waving a hand at the men as if she could somehow ward off their bullets like they were annoying flies. It felt like someone had stuffed her head full of soggy cotton balls. Everything seemed sort of far away and hard to focus on... She blinked and rubbed her eyes, shaking her head as things slowly began to fall into some kind of shape. The look on Joey's face when one of the men shot him followed by the pain in her thigh... Sedated me... she realized groggily as she still struggled to get to her feet. 
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