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​Chapter One
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The telephone shrilled at Investigations Officer Jane Benton's ear as she lay sleeping at five a.m. For a brief moment, as she sensed the chill in the room and saw that darkness had not yet given way to day, she cherished a morsel of hope that it was a wrong number. But it shrilled again. She sighed heavily. It shrilled a third time.

“This had better be important,” she said, clearly and articulately. Jane never muttered or spoke under her breath. She always spoke calmly, her voice a vehicle of tranquility, whether or not she was feeling especially tranquil. At the moment, she was not.

She slid her hand out from under the warm covers, fumbled around on the nightstand to find the phone, and then at last got the receiver to her ear. She had to lift herself, and she realized that the room was more than chilly: it was cold. Wisconsin-winter-dark-morning-cold.

“Yes?” she asked.

State Agent Frank McKenna’s voice was abrupt. “Officer Benton, you’ve been placed on my team as Forensics Tech. We need you right away. I'm sending a car now for your protection. Don't waste any time.”

And then he hung up. The abrupt termination cut short any questions she might have had. Frank McKenna didn’t welcome questions from her anymore. He was kind to everybody. Except Jane. But, Jane told herself, that was her own fault. Well, maybe.

Thoroughly awakened by the unusual order, she rolled onto her back and gathered the covers to her chest. Normally on cold winter mornings she liked to rush to the thermostat, turn up the heat, and then run back to her bed. 

However, she could not afford a leisurely 15 minutes to let the apartment warm up. The car would arrive within thirty minutes, and the agents and police who reported to Frank McKenna took his orders quite literally. Her driver might just come into the apartment to get her if the current situation were urgent enough.

She made the decision and leaped into action. She scooped up her waiting clothes, dropped them on the floor vent, then darted for the thermostat and pushed up the tiny lever into the red zone. As the heat clicked on, she rushed to the shower and turned on the faucets. Steam filled the narrow room in rising clouds. Her shower head fired spears of water at her with the speed of tiny bullets, but she was accustomed to the hard spray. It was invigorating, forcing her to wake up. And she knew she would need to be fresh and alert.

Less than a year ago, Jane Benton had been fired from the local Peabody police force for her role in removing Dr. Theskulis from state custody. She had done this as a last resort to force the renegade scientist to help her team find the missing Doc Thorson. Her plan had worked, but in deceiving State Agent Frank McKenna, she had burned the bridges between them. Her apology to him had not rebuilt his confidence in her. He felt disgraced by her, believed her judgment to be unstable, and he had blocked her from joining the Wisconsin Field Operation Bureau of Law Enforcement.

So he was extremely annoyed when the Wisconsin Department of Criminal Investigations hired her as part of their new Forensics Investigations team. Benton had joined law enforcement right out of high school; over the years as a patrol cop in the small town of Peabody, she had continued to learn her craft on the high end: electronics, computers, programming, forensics. She had a spotless service record with the police force, until her abrupt termination. Along the way she had racked up citations and commendations: outstanding bravery, marksman-ship, devotion to duty. If McKenna didn’t want her on his team, plenty of other teams did. 

Her own superiors on the Peabody Police Force, after firing her, had privately provided recommendations for her. No hard feelings there. Her actions to take Theskulis into custody herself may have saved hundreds of lives, and some of the senior officers disputed the decision to fire her from the local force. But she had known it was inevitable. And heartbreaking. But not enough for McKenna. And now he was miffed that she had gotten an even better job, and one with the state, so readily.

Ironic to be reporting to him again, she thought ruefully. How odd. Just like the old days. Except it could never be like the old days.

She forced it from her mind. There was no point in anticipating troubles. This hot shower and the morning coffee might be her last pleasant moment for a long time. With that in mind, once snugly bundled into her winter robe, she popped two blueberry muffins into the toaster over and set out the butter to soften.

By then her garments for the day were warmed through: plaid slacks, a camisole, and a heavy sweater. Whenever McKenna was leading an investigation, it was wiser to wear adaptable clothes rather than anything fragile or too feminine. She had spent a generous amount of her time in law enforcement spelunking, exploring old factories, climbing ladders up to catwalks, and hiking over rough terrain. Besides, there was no time to press anything.

She swiftly brushed back her long, brown hair, fastened it up into place, and applied just a touch of foundation powder to her forehead and nose. Jane Benton had been told that she had a pretty face, large and warm brown eyes, and a kind voice to go with her good looks. But she also had wide shoulders, and she was shorter than her male colleagues. Typical of her, she had used her short, broad build to its best advantage by studying judo, and she was ranked a Second Dan by the Kodokan. 

By the time she was finished her preparations, the apartment was warm. The coffee maker was filled and ready to be plugged in. While it hissed, she fished out slices of bread from the bakery bag and made toast. The minutes were ticking down. She piled shaved turkey onto the toast, made an impromptu sandwich, and cut it in half. While the coffee continued to drip, she munched the first half of the sandwich and assembled her purse for the day, taking special care to keep her security pass on top. 

She looked around the tote-like purse, making sure that her keys, wallet, and comb were in there. Then she did a double-take as she saw the beaming face of Doctor Thorson grinning up at her. She gaped at it for a moment, then thrust her hand in and pulled it out. It was his state level security pass. He thought it completely unnecessary to carry a pass because everybody knew who he was, and the state was always asking him for his help. That they then required him to have a pass was nonsense to him. 

So he was always pretending to lose it or ditching it somewhere. She wondered how long she had been carrying around his pass. With a sigh, she thrust it back into her purse. 

Then she finished the breakfast sandwich, poured the hot coffee into her stainless steel travel mug, and used a napkin to scoop up the blueberry muffins, swiftly wrap them, and drop them in the large purse. At least with a driver she could finish breakfast in the car, she thought.

She made a precautionary trip to the bathroom before getting her coat and scarf. There was a chance that this car trip would take her far afield from Peabody, and she didn't want to ask for a special stop. As she came into the hall again, she had an inspiration and quickly pulled down her vanity case from a top shelf in the closet. She opened it and withdrew a pair of silk leggings and matching silk top. These last two items had been special ordered from an outdoor outfitters up north, on the advice of Doc Thorson. 

Cops didn't like to call them “silk underwear,” but the thermal undergarments offered a protection against severe cold that man-made fibers had not yet equaled. Doc's advice was a sign of camaraderie between them. Maybe Agent McKenna was miffed at her for snatching Theskulis and forcing him to assist in Doc’s rescue, but Doc, without openly expressing approval for her tactics, was grateful. She bundled the garments into a tiny wad and shoved them into the capacious purse as well.

She struggled into her heaviest coat, pulled on a woolen tam, and wrapped her scarf. The gloves came last. She opened her front door, squinted for a moment into the blasting cold, and saw that the black, sleek car had arrived. Exhaust, burnished red from the tail lights, rose in clouds around the car, and even from her doorway above, she could see that vestiges of heavy frost rimmed the car roof and rear window. The white glare of headlights, pointed away from her, cut through the pre-dawn darkness. She gathered up her leather case and purse in one hand and travel mug in the other. With some difficulty she closed and locked the door in the dimness, and then she hurried down the steps.

State Agent Franklin, identifiable by his huge frame, quickly exited the front passenger seat of the car as she approached. He was bundled into a heavy wool coat, and he pulled on his hat as he exited. She felt some surprise at having both a driver and a second person in the “shotgun” seat come for her. 

He opened the car door for her and smiled as she approached.

“May I take your case, Officer Benton?” he asked courteously.

“No, I'm fine, thank you,” she said. She stopped before entering. “Why are there two of you?”

“Agent McKenna’s orders, Miss,” he said. “He is the lead on this action.” The bland smile told her that nothing else would be forthcoming. 

Jane Benton wasn’t all that expressive. She seldom frowned and never cried. But now she frowned. Yet her voice retained its silken calmness. “What is going on? Why would I need an escort in Peabody? What does he think is happening?”

“I couldn’t say, Miss.” Now he was turning on the bland, polite, brick wall of silence.

“Are you certain that all of this isn’t the least bit ridiculous?” she asked, voice still calm.

He glanced up at her second floor apartment. “You didn’t see it, did you, Officer Benton?”

“What?” she asked. 

He pointed up to her apartment, where a cone of light from the street, no longer blocked by her at the door, shone down on the door and front wall of her apartment. She followed his gaze and looked up. The word PIG was spray painted in bold and jagged red letters across the cream colored paint on the door.

“We should go,” he said.
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​Chapter Two
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It was far too cold to stand and discuss anything. She handed him her coffee so that she could stow her bags, then she slid inside the warm interior. He leaned down, smiled again, and passed her coffee to her. Then he closed the door, got in on the passenger side in the front, and the car smoothly pulled away from the curb.

As always, Jane Benton quickly adapted to the moment. “I had no idea,” she said, and she worked to keep her voice calm. “I never heard anything.”

“It’s just paint right now,” Franklin said. “Nobody’s place has been broken into, nobody harmed. Patrols started calling it in a couple hours ago.”

“So it wasn’t just my door that was vandalized?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “Several. All law enforcement employees.”

So, she thought, that was why Frank McKenna had sent a car with a driver and a second to bring her in. To protect her. Once again she felt the pain of the rift between them. She had been his protégé. He had been a model to her of a Christian servant to the public. She had admired him more than she had admired anybody else. Where Doc Thorson was brilliant and brave but erratic and unpredictable, Frank McKenna had always been a lead officer of unswerving steadiness and open communication. But now he would not forgive her. 

“Well, I do appreciate your coming to get me on such a wicked cold morning,” she said. “I'm sorry, I don't know your name, Driver.”

The young man at the wheel offered her a quick smile in the rear view mirror. “Corporal Boyd, Ma’am.” He pronounced it “May-hum” with a Southern drawl so heavy that it had to be real. His eyes met hers, and for just a moment he looked at her with a happy familiarity. It startled her. But he swiftly turned his attention to the road ahead as he drove.

Jane spoke to Franklin, or really to the back of his head. “Was it just the vandalism, or is there more?”

“Disturbance at the gates, Miss,” Franklin said.

“What gates?” she asked. “Aren’t we going to the Peabody police station?”

“We are,” said Franklin as he watched the road. “Had to put up gates last night.”

She was surprised at the answer. “What sort of disturbance?”

Unasked, Boyd spoke up: “Some kind of demonstration. We don't know what it's about. But a couple rocks were flying, so Agent McKenna thought we better make sure outside people got in safely.”

Franklin threw a swift and concerned glance back at her. “As we get in sight of the gates you'll likely want to get down on the floor, Miss Benton. In a crouch, face down. The car's glass is shatter proof, but we don't want to test it.”

“Nothing to be afraid of, of course,” Boyd added quickly, quite at home with including himself in the conversation. “Plenty of time to finish your coffee. But when we say so, you'll need to get down, and stay down until we say it's all right. We may be stopped by the crowd. We don't want anybody to be hurt, so we're not going to try to rush the gate. We've got to let the folks inside open the gates for us without letting the demonstrators make a determined rush.”

She was amazed at this revelation. Peabody was famously dull and boring. There were no mobs in Peabody, unless you counted the gophers every spring that wreaked havoc on the garden vegetables. “How many demonstrators are we talking about?” she asked.

“Two dozen as we drove out, but the radio dispatcher says there are more coming. I think their number has doubled,” Franklin told her. “And more are arriving.”

She was incredulous, and she realized that this situation, certainly, had merited Agent McKenna’s concern. She kept her voice calm, and posed the most pertinent questions for the investigation, her voice still calm, not anxious or hurried. “Are these citizens of Peabody?” she asked. “And why would they be protesting at the police station?” She paused.  “And how did they identify members of law enforcement and get their addresses?” 

Boyd shot a look of admiration for her at Franklin and Franklin gave a slight nod. This was Jane Benton, doing her job.

“Very good questions,” Franklin said. “Everybody at the station is scrambling to find out.”

She collected her thoughts. “So there's been no message in from them?”

“Not that we've been told,” Franklin told her. “But a morning conference has been scheduled. Agent McKena wants you there. He is the lead.”

And then Boyd spoke again in his Southern drawl, completely at ease with passing on an order. “Agent McKenna says you're to report direckly.”

“Yes, all right.” She made her answer agreeable but brief. There was something about Boyd. He behaved as though he were in charge, instead of being the driver.

The darkness was not yet thinning. Dawn, she thought, was at least an hour away. She sipped the coffee and still tried not to be troubled over this strange turn of events. She had learned in the last year that trouble was trouble enough. When it came, it took complete control of her life, and she gave herself to it willingly, ready to work through the problems that had to be faced.

There was just no point in anticipating the weight of worries to come. The stainless steel cup was empty. She turned her gaze to the dark street. Most of the town still slept, their windows peacefully dark. The car now glided towards the center of Peabody. Neither Franklin nor Boyd spoke, but the radio crackled with the fifteen minute report that was the norm. The car was nearing the gates now. She gazed ahead to see as much as possible before having to hide.

“Best get down now, Miss,” Corporal Boyd said, and she obeyed, but not before observing that there was a milling crowd of heavily coated and scarved people blocking the emergency gating that had been erected the night before. For a moment, Jane felt a genuine stab of fear as she crouched down on the floor of the back seat. It didn't seem likely that this one car was going to try to pass through them. “Turn on the bright lights. I'll get the spotlight,” Franklin said.

“There must be more than fifty by now—” Boyd began.

“All right.” And Franklin's voice was uncharacteristically curt. Jane knew that he didn't want Boyd to alarm her. “You stay ready to inch forward. I've got the handset. Greyhound to track. We've got the rabbit. Can you get us in?”

The voice that crackled back at them was almost undecipherable to Jane, but Franklin spoke again. “Yes, we can hold. But it looks like a few of them are gathering up rocks.”

Now the reply from the radio was more distinct. “We'll attempt a sortie. Drag the leaders back in with us.”

Something clacked on the sturdy roof of the car, and a chunk of concrete skipped off the back side window. It left a jagged scratch, but the window held.

“Better hurry,” Franklin said. “They don't want us inside.”

The voice on the radio was terse and insistent, and she recognized Duty Officer Tommy Monroe of the Peabody force. “All right boys: Open the gates! Alpha and Bravo out on the flanks! Charlie front and center with me!”

“Here they come,” Franklin said. Brilliant white flood lights suddenly washed the entire car with blinding glare. The floor under Jane's eyes became distinct, and she easily saw fragments of litter under the front seat. The car interior was as bright as day.

“We need riot gear,” Boyd added, his voice tense. “It's guns or nothing in Peabody. Neither is the way to handle this.”

“We never thought we would have to handle something like this. Go!” And Franklin suddenly shouted. “Go!”

But Boyd needed no urging. The car had surged forward before Franklin even gave the order. Jane heard tremendous yelling and outraged, shrill screaming as some of the demonstrators were seized and dragged back inside the gates by the policemen who had rushed out. Shadows of rocks flying crossed the brilliant glare over the car.

For one instant there were angry faces at the back windows, and she saw several of them catch sight of her. Quite clearly, she heard a man's voice yell, “Is that your woman, Special Agent Frank McKenna?” And somebody else called, “They're taking a woman in!” Their gloved, angry fists pounded on the windows to get at her. “Who is she!” Another voice shouted. “McKenna’s woman!”

Franklin spoke into the radio. “Can you get that one in the black pea coat? Drag him in if you can.”

“No!” Jane exclaimed. It was over just as quickly. They were inside the gates now, which were swiftly and efficiently closed by half a dozen of the Peabody police. She took her place on the back seat. Her voice assumed its silken calm. “We're not here to fight with ordinary people, Agent Franklin.”

“Never mind,” Franklin said into the mic. “Don't risk it.” He turned rueful eyes to her. “I'm sorry, Officer Benton.”

The gates behind them clanged shut, and over the radio, Monroe's voice said, “We've got four of the ring leaders. The crowd's pulled back. I think we frightened them a little. Somebody get the bull horn down here. We'll try to keep them calm if we can't disperse them.”

Agent McKenna’s voice now spoke into the radio chatter. “The bull horn's been sent down. But it's no good. We'll have to have the full Peabody force called in. They've been alerted.”

Bringing in extra manpower to bail out a state investigation, Jane knew, was tremendously humiliating for Frank McKenna. Though he was always willing to work with local officials when they needed help, he expected the state authority to be treated as the more powerful entity. Having to be rescued showed up the chinks in his armor.

She turned and looked out the back window. The high metal gates were closed, the steel bars turned into black silhouettes by the conflicting rays of light that threw shadows onto them from the walls and hedges. Police officers, dressed in protective body armor, stood at the bars in a smart line, rifles held at attention position. The message was clear: enter and you'll be shot. But it wasn’t much protection. One of the demonstrators had shouted out McKenna’s name. Whoever these people were, they knew a lot about whatever was being investigated. More than she knew.

* * * *
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JANE HAD OFTEN MARVELED at the complete egocentricity of Doc Thorson that existed right alongside his complete generosity. She now knew what so many in Peabody did not know, that he had built the entire new wing of the hospital at his own expense. He also funded numerous food pantries in the rural areas around Peabody, and he had created grant programs for high school graduates from the surrounding farms to attend college. And he never said a word about any of this. 

Yet he continually felt sorry for himself when he didn’t get his way, and he often groused and complained about everything that went wrong for him—from rainy days to cold tea to the mud-like color of the paint on the walls at the station. He could be charming, but often the appearance of kindness in him was a warning that he wanted something. Yet he was a brilliant science teacher, devoted to his high school students, and in the earlier days of her adventures alongside him, he had slipped a few times and referred to them as his children.

That morning he was waiting right at the doorways when Franklin escorted her inside. “There you are!” the tall, white-haired science teacher said as they entered, and Jane saw that he had been genuinely worried. The grey eyes in his lined face scanned her face quickly, then swiftly turned to her escort. “And I could have gone with you!” he snapped at Franklin. “Do my services to this community mean nothing?”

“Special Agent McKenna told me to leave without you, Doc,” Franklin said meekly, his long, thick face unhappy. “I apologize. It was an order.”

“Yes, and then he had my car locked up in the machine shop. All to keep me here.”

Jane made her voice coaxing and conciliatory. “Doctor Thorson, there's not much protection in a Toyota Land Cruiser. Officer Franklin and the corporal were very capable.” She did not add that Doc’s precious Toyota Land Cruiser was now lime green. A present from his students, who had no idea how much he loathed the color. Then they had installed a horn that moo’d instead of honked. He would never have gotten it through the front gate.

“I'm capable too!” he insisted to her. “You're my friend and colleague, and I had a perfect right to go!” There was something about his complaining that was touching. He had wanted to go in order to protect her, and they had deliberately left without him.

Jane rarely played the frightened female, but at this moment she thought it necessary. “Well I was quite shaken up by the crowd,” she said. “I feel better knowing you're here now, anyway. They said some awful things.” And Franklin actually blushed. He looked away.

Doc Thorson noticed this and instantly quieted down. Then he became gentle and gallant. “They did, did they? Well it's all nonsense, of course. We'll get it sorted out, Jane. You and me both. Provided we can keep McKenna out from underfoot!” Then he smiled and offered her his arm. “Come on to the conference. Let's see if we can get a decent explanation!” He walked her down the hall. “And maybe some free doughnuts and coffee!”

It was the first time, Jane noticed, that he had called her his friend.

* * * *
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MORNING CONFERENCE always included coffee and perhaps cookies or doughnuts if the canteen service had been directed to provide for a Level Three Emergency. That morning, all available team leads were present at the long table. Duty Officer Monroe was still down at the gates. Jane, as always, was the only woman, and the only person not in uniform, apart from Doc Thorson and Agent McKenna himself, who was in charge. 

Jane noticed that there were, indeed, plates of cookies on the table. “We are at Security Level Three,” McKenna announced as the meeting began. Doc translated, his voice loud: “A desperate attempt to control something already way out of control. Yes, perhaps now that the horse is out, we might start closing a few barn doors.” He was still annoyed that McKenna had locked up his car.

“There will be television cameras arriving soon enough, Doc,” McKenna said. “If we cannot deter these fanatics from shouting their grievances at our gates, we may be able to set up some sort of contradiction to their claims.”

“What, exactly, are they shouting?” Jane asked.

Monroe was not there to report, but Corporal Adams, who had been duty officer until the day watch started, spoke up: “They're charging us—the state of Wisconsin especially—with supporting fascism. They say we've been part of a cover up, that we've destroyed incriminating evidence against a group of scientists who are running a research group north of here.”

Everybody was puzzled by that report.

“What research group?” Doc asked. There’s nothing but farms north of here. And Canada, if you go far enough.”

“Lots of water,” Jane added.

“Not—TSRG?” Agent McKenna asked, for once caught off guard. He spoke with the tone of a man trying to see where a link might exist but finding it unlikely.

Doc Thorson's voice sharpened. “What's TSRG?”

On quick inspiration, Jane supplied the definition: “Top Secret Research Group.” Then she laughed in delight at her own wit.

“That will do,” McKenna said. He kept his voice quiet, but he directed a glare at her. She met his eyes with her direct, calm stare. She knew he didn’t want her here. He still felt that she had betrayed him. But her conscience was clear. After a moment, he answered her. “We'll let TSRG stand for whatever you like, Officer Benton. They are top secret. We will not discuss them if it can be avoided.”

“Well what's Peabody got to do with them?” Doc asked. “Or Wisconsin itself? Why would anybody even associate the state of Wisconsin with them?”

“TSRG is aligned with the Federal government,” McKenna said. “But as they are located in the state of Wisconsin, State law enforcement and investigation have a dotted line relationship with them.”

“How does a relationship acquire the status of a dotted line?” Jane asked. “What does that mean?”

Adams spoke up again: “I didn't get any actionable specifics,” he said. “That's all that we could pick up. The protestors say the state of Wisconsin has been part of a cover up for a fascist group that's committed some sort of crime or atrocities. And the cover up is anchored here, in Peabody.”

McKenna sat down, his brows knit. All eyes turned to him, and now the room became silent. Something in Adams' report had hit home unexpectedly.

“Spit it out man!” Doc at last barked. “Has some state agency in Wisconsin been giving assistance to any type of abuse of power? If so, let's admit it and get things set right!”

“We have certainly not been assisting in any type of fascist policy!” McKenna snapped. “We've got laws and regulations to keep us from just such abuses, Doctor Thorson! My mission, the mission of my department, is to preserve the security of the citizens of Wisconsin.”

“Yes.” And Doc’s voice was acidic. McKenna knew he would get no sympathy from the science teacher. Doc was not a deeply suspicious man, but he believed, Jane knew, that government most often existed for its own sake. He did not vote in elections. He thought that Democrats and Republicans were just the opposite ends of a self-serving entity. He had dedicated his life to benefiting the poor, educating the young, and representing the badly treated. That, he often said, was better than voting. 

McKenna turned to the assembly of people at the table. “You are all dismissed. Back to your places. We will maintain Emergency status, Security Level Three.”

“At least that gives us cookies,” Jane said as she and Doc stood up.

“Not you two, Officer Benton,” McKenna told her. “We will continue. I have an assignment for you.”

They both plumped down again. Doc pulled the plate of cookies in front of himself. Jane pulled it over towards herself so that they could share. He glared at her, and she frowned at him—both of them joking. It was a little show of solidarity in front of the commanding officer.

“Yes, if you're ready now,” McKenna said.

“All right, what is it?” Doc asked. “Oho Jane, those ones have nuts.” He glanced up at McKenna as he took up a cookie.

“We may have to handle this with the utmost discretion and sensitivity.”

Jane slid the plate towards the state agent. “Nuts,” she announced.

“So this TSRG really has been up to something?” Doc asked.

“Look—” McKenna leaned back in his chair. “They do weapons research.”

Doc Thorson read the look on his face. “Illegal weapons research?”

“Legally speaking, Doctor Thorson, weapons research cannot be declared illegal unless it involves a material that has been banned by the NATO treaties or if it is directed at making a type of weapon that has been banned.”

“I see,” Jane said. “So if it's open ended research—developing something new, something too new to be outlawed—”

“Or research on a brand new category of weapon,” Doc added. “It cannot be declared illegal until some sort of blueprint or—better yet—a prototype has been developed.”

“Precisely,” McKenna said. “Not that the forces of the Communist Bloc or the Third World Dictatorships would view the legality of this research in the same light. Technically, everything TSRG does is legal. Put under a microscope of scrutiny, their work may raise serious international objections.”

“Enough to destabilize certain peace treaties?” Doc asked.

“Yes.”

Jane was still puzzled. “But what does this have to do with us?”

“TSRG's security department was charged with heavy handed tactics several months ago.” McKenna paused, looking for words. “Some of their researchers and directors are—Fanatically anti-Communist—”

“Fascist,” Doc said.

“Well, pretty close. They have erred consistently on the side of maintaining their security. That doesn't sit well with local farming populations around them. I get the idea that the federal government assumed that if TSRG were plopped out into the Wisconsin countryside in an old munitions plant, they would eventually blend in with the locals. It requires a certain confidence that the locals will want to know all the small business of the place without being all that interested in its higher purposes.”

Doc nodded. “I see. You can keep the information private by feeding the rumor mill at the taverns and Little League games. Tell enough silly stories to the kids, buy enough drinks for the adults, show up for church services, and they'll settle on the idea that you're a bunch of harmless and amiable machine engineers.”

McKenna nodded. “Yes, but TSRG was pretty ham-fisted about it. They detained trespassers from the start—poachers and the like, and put up about three times as much fencing as was needed. Then there were stories of them chasing out squatters who camped too close and actually using riot batons once or twice when local farm men showed up to argue about what was going on.”

Jane rolled her eyes. and Doc Thorson let out his breath.

McKenna continued: “My office was called in to investigate and advise. We offered them a few clinics on a hands-off method of security. They agreed to everything. Our investigation did show minor abuses of power, and we were promised that these were rectified.”

“Obviously!” Doc exclaimed. “The easiest way to get rid of state investigators was to agree with everything and promise to do better.”

But McKenna shook his head. “We must investigate, of course,” he said. “Monroe has detained four of the ring leaders from the protest outside. I'll talk to them.”

“How did they identify the homes of people employed in law enforcement?” Jane asked. 

Doc Thorson became alarmed. “What?”

“My front door was vandalized—”

“Several front doors were vandalized,” McKenna said gravely. “Patrols have been doing safety checks for the last couple hours.”

“Then these aren’t ordinary protestors,” Doc said. “They’re getting private information somehow.”

“My first guess is that these are ordinary people, but somebody more wily and powerful is fronting them,” McKenna told him. 
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