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			“Sucks!” I called out to the watch officer as I strode into the command hangar at the ass-end of Riyadh airfield. Surprising a Delta Force operator with one of my sniper-silent approaches was never a good idea. Doing it to the six-foot-two of officer who stood four inches taller than me and had much broader shoulders was an even worse one.

			Part of our low profile stance in Saudi Arabia was that we ran our operation in the shadowy back corner of the most rundown hangar on the base. It was so beat-up that it captured more of the passing sandstorms than it kept out. Delta’s watch post was tucked behind a small flock of Night Stalkers’ helos and an Air Force four-prop C-130 cargo plane which served as our secure storage and could get us up and out in fifteen minutes if we had to jump in somewhere. At night, with only a single desk lamp on, it was a murky place of shadows and secrets.

			“Kurt,” was all that Lieutenant Bill Bruce grunted in reply—about as much as my greeting deserved. Two a.m. shift change, and the country was still cooking so hot that I had probably sweat out a liter just crossing over from the long banks of containerized living units—CLUs—in the US Spec Ops sector. My last leave back home on the Oregon Coast was still in my blood and the desert sucked. The six hours that Lieutenant Bruce had just spent on the watch desk also couldn’t have been much of lark. So, neither of us had been issued a cheery mood.

			“I swear my CLU was shipped over during Desert Storm.” The container had two bunks, two chairs, and a toilet in a twenty-foot steel box with an AC unit bolted on one end that groaned, wheezed, and could sometimes drop the inside temperature a whole ten degrees—my home for the last six months that Delta Force had parked my ass here.

			“CLUs weren’t part of inventory back then, Sergeant.” The lieutenant’s ex-SEAL was showing through. Those guys never had a decent sense of humor, not even after joining The Unit—what most folks call Delta Force. We were officially CAG, the Combat Applications Group, with a strong emphasis on “Application.”

			“Maybe you could un-invent them, sir.” Then I didn’t see any reason to not keep messing with him. “I bet some supply sergeant timewarped it back so that it would corrode and spring sand leaks until I moved in.” It was almost plausible. I’d long since learned to never underestimate the power of a good quartermaster—especially if you ticked him off. 

			Still no response.

			“I swear, thing’s the same age I am and someone should have taken it out to pasture and shot it a long time back.” I might have done it myself if we weren’t supposed to be keeping such a low profile.

			We tried to stay quiet because the Saudis weren’t big fans of having US commandos squatting in the heart of their country, no matter how badly they needed us. Being here worked for us too. From Riyadh we were four hundred klicks to Iran, Iraq, Yemen, Syria, and a dozen other disasters waiting to happen. So, during those rare pauses in between assignments, this base was where we squatted and sweat until hot metal and the almost cinnamon tang of blowing dust had become a part of who we were.

			The lieutenant kept his blue-eyed gaze flat and his face deadpan. Thought I’d earned more than that, but there wasn’t even a hint of a smile; the bastard was damned hard to read at the best of times. He was married to a seriously cute helo pilot from the Night Stalkers, but I was careful to not even glance at her when Lieutenant Bruce was around. The man might be an officer, but he was also a Unit operator and just as dangerous as any of us. He also hung tight with Colonel Gibson who was more dangerous than all of us combined.

			“Anything cooking on the desk?”…other than the damned desk in this heat? I grabbed a water bottle out of the kicker fridge and rubbed it across my forehead—so cold it almost gave me a headache. A mission would make the night much more tolerable, but it all looked pretty damn quiet. The folding table supported a stack of silent comm gear, a couple big screens that were supposed to be for situational displays but streamed movies just fine on pizza-and-no beer nights—dry post on Saudi soil.

			“Left you some routine crap,” Bill flicked a finger against the paper in the in-basket.

			“Thanks so much, asshole.” I gave it a friendly tone.

			He glanced at me. There were certain looks that they only teach in officer’s school and this was one of them. 

			“Thanks so much, asshole Sir.” Shit! Still nothing. There was no saluting in the field. It might attract a sniper’s bullet targeted at whoever that identified as being in charge. But I was tempted just in case there was a sniper on the hunt tonight, because that would at least change the mood. 

			The lieutenant tapped the pile again, marking it as my top priority, before heading out into the dark heat.

			The small fan perched on the edge of the desk helped a little when I dropped into the folding steel chair. Now instead of slowly baking to death, I was going to be put out of my misery much sooner by the blowtorch of fan-driven hot air.

			Comms were silent. I logged into the computer and made sure the command message queue was up on the screen. I popped up a second window that showed the regional queue as well. Nothing but a whole lot of quiet. I could have heard a gecko walking on the metal ceiling a dozen meters above me.

			Feet on the desk, I pulled over the in-basket and began flipping through it. Some supply chain crap. New sergeant coming over soon. No sign of my reassignment to somewhere, anywhere else, not that I was expecting one anytime soon but I could always hope. I’d give up my next pay for two damned minutes of Oregon Coast air—just a walk with my lady down the long sand beaches; the wind off the Pacific rolling in cool, wet, and so fresh it was like no one had ever breathed it before.

			Dreaming of other places, I had the manila folder from deep in the pile half open before I froze in place. The chill up my spine had a whole lot more to do with Arctic training than Saudi desert. I almost shouted out Landmine! to warn everyone around me—except if I did, only the plane and helicopters were there to hear me. I was sitting alone and holding a viper made out of beige manila—a viper way more dangerous than the flesh-and-blood kind. 

			“Classified-Secret.” 

			A big red stamp on the cover. Typically illegible authorization signature. An innocuous number on the tab. 

			Why the hell was a classified document buried in the watch desk in-basket? I wanted to take the damn thing and ram it right up the lieutenant’s ass for leaving such a thing out to be found. 

			Protocol said to lock it up in the secure vault resting under the table, then report it to command and send an armed guard to take the lieutenant into custody. Reality said to lock it up and suggest to his boss that the man get a refresher course in proper handling of classifieds.
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