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      When the Stadium Lights Fade, One Linebacker Must Face the Fight of His Life … in Combat Boots.

      Brutus “Brutal” Townsend, a Pro Bowl linebacker, a team captain, a feared enforcer, has it all talent, fame, fortune as well as a busted ankle and a temper he can’t shake.

      So when a devastating loss sends him over the edge, he blows up and challenges a soldier to a fight on live TV.

      Faced with career-threatening backlash, he agrees to a week-long immersion with a battle-hardened Army unit.

      No cameras. No endorsements. Just early mornings, cold chow, grueling drills in a squad that wants nothing to do with a pampered celebrity.

      Staff Sergeant Linda Castellanos is a by-the-book Army fire team leader with zero tolerance for bs.

      She had to work real hard to get where she is in her male-dominated world and is in no mood to babysit a six-foot-five distraction with something to prove

      But in the unforgiving grind of training, mutual respect turns into something neither of them expected… and both of them are afraid to want. Falling for each other could cost them everything.
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      The roar of the January crowd was deafening, familiar. For eight years, Brutus had lived for this, the annual playoff grind. This year, though, the weight of expectation felt heavier than ever, a leaden pressure in his chest. The game he was about to play could change everything. If they lost, what would he do then?

      One year, they'd tasted victory. That championship run, with the Bluecats hoisting the trophy, remained the highlight of his career. He clung to the memory like a lifeline, something that helped keep him from remembering other, more painful things.

      But this year was different. The defense still had bite, but the offense was struggling. The new quarterback, a gamble that had backfired spectacularly, was costing them games. Brutus felt the weight of it all on his shoulders.

      Now, as the Bluecats took the field for the second half, their playoff hopes hung by a thread.

      "Well," Brutus told Johnson, their strong safety as they stretched, "at least we're not in New England."

      "Or Buggalo," Johnson replied, intentionally mispronouncing the city. He'd never forgiven that team since their general manager had passed him over. "Think they'll be able to keep it up?"

      Brutus didn't know. All season, the offense had faltered, leaving the defense exposed. Even his own record-breaking performance felt hollow. What good were personal accolades when they weren't winning?

      The defense had kept them in the game, barely clinging to a two-point lead.

      "We win this," Brutus said, the words a low growl. "We shut them down."

      Brutus glanced up, the first flakes of snow already swirling. The game, already a battle, was about to become a blizzard. Like his life, the weather was changing dramatically. The snow had been forecast for after the game, but it arrived early, quickly turning the field into treacherous terrain.

      The weather was a great equalizer. But as a defense, they were ready to handle anything.

      "Let's end this here," Brutus barked in the huddle, feeling the energy of his teammates around him.

      The Corsairs were backed up against their own goal line, desperate. Brutus crouched, muscles coiled, the quarterback his target. This was it. One play to change everything.

      He exploded off the line, ignoring the ache in his bones, the years of battles fought and won. He was in his element. He reached the quarterback just as he released the ball, his hands wrapping around his waist as he drove him hard to the ground.

      Brutus sprang up, ready to celebrate, but a flag lay on the ground.

      "Come on, Davey!" he yelled, frustration boiling.

      The modern rules made it impossible to just play hard, to get to the quarterback.

      "Chill," Johnson pulled him back to the huddle. "You know how it is."

      Brutus nodded, attempting to contain his anger. He understood protecting players. He might have been an aggressive player, but he wasn't trying to actually hurt anyone.

      For a moment, relief washed over Brutus as the Corsairs punted. Then, disaster struck. A fumble gave them the ball back, deep in Bluecat territory.

      "Defense! Let's fucking go!" Brutus shouted, glancing at the clock. Two minutes, twenty-seven seconds left in the game.

      It was all or nothing. The Corsairs were within striking distance. Brutus rallied the defense. "We hold them here. We win this."

      As the teams lined up, Brutus's ankle twisted beneath him as the ball snapped. A searing pain shot up his leg. Frank Bradshaw, the Corsairs' massive tackle, slammed into him, driving him into the ground. Helpless, Brutus watched as the running back slipped past.

      He pushed himself up, ignoring the white-hot pain.

      "I can do my job," he snarled when Johnson asked if he needed to come out, though a part of him wondered if he really could.

      Doubt gnawed at him as he lined up again, fire flaring through his leg with each heartbeat. He saw the confidence in Frank Bradshaw's eyes. The ball snapped. Brutus charged, but this time, there was no power behind it. Frank met him head-on, a wall of muscle. He felt himself lifted, slammed to the turf, his ankle twisting again.

      Helpless, he watched the tight end catch the winning pass.

      It was over. They weren't going to the playoffs.

      He sat on the sidelines, the trainers poking and prodding his ankle. Each failed play by the offense twisted the knife in his heart. The clock ticked down to zero, and Brutus, blind with rage and disappointment, limped off the field.

      "Brutal! You fucking blew it!” A voice cut through the cacophony of boos. Brutus's head shot up.

      A man in military uniform, his face twisted with disgust, pointed at him. "You had your fifteen minutes. Washed up!"

      Normally, Brutus would have ignored it, but something inside him snapped. He'd given everything to this team, to this city. Now, they were turning on him. A wave of shame washed over him, hotter than the pain in his ankle.

      "You know what? Come down here and say that to my face!" Brutus yelled back, suddenly not caring about the consequences.

      "You're done, football star," the soldier called back, each word laced with contempt. "Some warrior you turned out to be."

      As beer rained down on his head, Brutus lunged towards the stands.

      “Know what, how about you get your ass down here, motherfucker!” Brutus yelled, waving the man down onto the field. “See who’s a bitch? Fuck you and fuck the Army!”

      The pain in his leg and the quick hands of security personnel stopped him from reaching the railing. His fingers brushed it before they pulled him back.

      "Let me go!" he shouted, but they dragged him toward the tunnel, a chorus of boos following him.

      Later, as a trainer examined his swollen ankle, the General Manager stormed in, his face red with anger.

      "Do you know the mess you've made?" Hank McMahon demanded, standing over Brutus with his arms crossed.

      "Hank, it's the end of the goddamn season," Brutus replied, hissing as the trainer slowly moved his ankle. "Can you please not yell at me right now?"

      "Can you please not start fights with military personnel who are here at the team's invitation?" the GM countered. "This Bad Boy of Football routine needs to stop, Brutus."

      Brutus winced, the label stinging almost as much as his ankle. It wasn't like he'd asked to be called that. Sure, he picked up his share of penalties, but he wasn't dirty. And he'd been clean off the field since college.

      "Or what?" he challenged, though he already knew the answer.

      "Ask the league," McMahon said, turning to leave. "I've already got my phone blowing up with texts asking what happened. Trust me, Brutus, there will be consequences for that outburst."

      He left, and Brutus laid back on the table, letting out a frustrated groan.

      "Goddammit," he whispered, covering his eyes with sweaty his arm. “Just the cherry to put on top of the shit sundae of not making the playoffs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          LINDA

        

      

    

    
      "You know what I like about this job?" Staff Sergeant Aaron Orkin said as they disembarked the C-17 at Blackstone Army Airfield, the cold Virginia air a sharp contrast to where they'd been. The rest of first squad followed, heading towards the waiting vans.

      "What's that?" Linda Castellanos adjusted her pack on her left shoulder. She shivered slightly under her body armor, not enjoying the return to true winter weather. "The frequent flier miles?"

      "Don't I wish," Orkin admitted with a laugh, running his hand through his short hair, his helmet resting in the crook of his elbow. "I'd be taking leave in Australia for free if that was the case. Nah, it's the weather."

      "The weather?" Takeshi Satomura, Linda's assistant team leader, asked. "No offense Sarge, but are you nuts?"

      Orkin laughed. "Not at all. How's the weather right now, 'Keshi?"

      "'Keshi, huh? Guess you're officially one of us now, Sarge," Linda said with a playful edge to her voice that didn't quite mask her protectiveness of her team.

      "Colder than the inside of my fridge," Takeshi answered, wrapping his arms around himself. Like Linda, he wasn't originally a warm weather person and definitely did not enjoy Virginia winters. "Why?"

      "That's the beauty of our job, don't you see?" Orkin said with a grin, gesturing broadly at their surroundings. "Think about it. We're freezing our butts off here in a good old fashioned Virginia winter, scraping snow off our windshields and making sure we've got our Chapstick on before PT so we don't start bleeding when we run. And bam, Uncle Sam needs us to go take a week's vacation in the warm, sun-drenched tropics. All for the low, low price of doing what we've been trained and paid to do. How sweet is that?"

      Linda had to chuckle at Orkin's enthusiasm. The mission hadn't been too difficult compared to others she'd seen in her time with the unit. Two journalists had flown down to South America for another 'exposé' on the drug trade and gotten themselves into trouble with one of the cartels. They'd asked too many questions to the wrong people and captured too many faces on camera.

      Another couple of journalists in trouble. Linda sighed. This rescue mission was likely more about avoiding political embarrassment than genuine concern for the reporters. Still, she was glad they'd gotten in and out without complications.

      "So how was your first action with the squad, Hollywood?" Linda asked her newest fire team member, Logan Goodman. 'Hollywood' Goodman had been with 'Cranked' company for a couple of months and would pin on Specialist soon. But he was a lateral transfer, having started off in Third Squad.

      Linda usually approached lateral transfers with caution. They often signaled a soldier who'd struggled to find their footing. But Goodman was different—sharp, motivated, his reason for transferring had nothing to do with his performance.

      "Good, Sergeant," Goodman replied, yawning. He hadn't slept much on the plane ride back, his body still processing his first time in action. Linda would have been worried, except that he'd managed to nap during the last two hours of the flight. "But remind me... I gotta work on my foreign language skills. I felt like a damned idiot with you translating for us all the time."

      Linda smiled, her fingers unconsciously touching the small Puerto Rican flag pin she kept on the inside of her pocket. While she was proud of her bilingual abilities, she'd joined the infantry to be more than just a translator.

      "We'll get you set up for classes tomorrow then," Linda replied. "Tranquilo, the Army's got some good programs, but there are apps you can use too."

      The Spanish word slipped out naturally, a small reminder of the home and family she carried with her.

      The squad reached the hangar where a large van awaited them. Linda relaxed, looking forward to some downtime before the weekend. Major Kirk usually took care of them after a mission like this.

      "Hey Hollywood, is your girl ready?" Specialist Derrick Jackson asked, settling into his seat. With his close-cropped hair and sharp features, he caught the eye of many, though Linda had never seen him actually maintain a relationship longer than a month. "You don't have to push anything back, right?"

      "Nope, we're all good," Goodman said. "I messaged Sabby when we were about to go wheels up, so she knows we're still on schedule. I mean, that was a hell of a bachelor party I just had, but I'll still make it Saturday morning."

      Everyone laughed, and Orkin clapped Goodman on the shoulders. "Yeah well, you enjoy the two weeks off, got it? And we want a full video after the ceremony."

      Linda smiled, thinking about the wedding. Goodman and Sabby were doing things their own way, a splash of color in a world of green. It made her own life feel... stark.

      "If Sergeant Adams lets any video of her doing something as soft as a wedding ever even exist," Goodman joked, getting more laughs.

      The care he took to maintain professional boundaries with his future sister-in-law was something Linda genuinely respected.

      "Well, can you at least tell me what color hair Sabby's going to have?" Takeshi asked. "I've got bright pink and electric blue in the company pool."

      "Sorry... mint green and platinum silver," Goodman revealed, causing another round of laughs. "It matches the decorations that she and my mom decided on."

      "Can you bring in photos to prove it?" Takeshi asked. "So that somebody can win and we put all that behind us?"

      "Sure. How much is the pool, anyway?" Goodman asked curiously. "Nobody told me about it."

      "Well of course we didn't," Orkin said. "That'd ruin the whole thing. And three hundred dollars."

      Goodman whistled. "How many people are in on this damn thing?"

      "Too many, in multiple companies," Linda said with a little chuckle. She knew about it but had decided against the five dollar buy-in. "So where's the honeymoon going to be? Disney? Miami? The Keys?"

      "Actually, Sabby found a metal concert in J-ville that she wants to go to," Goodman admitted. "So yeah, back home in the fourth greatest football city in Florida it is."

      "Jacksonville," Simon Dawkins, the youngest member of the fire team and just out of high school, said in disbelief. "Of all the places you could go on your honeymoon, and you choose Jacksonville. I just... no words."

      "And where would you go, Dawks?" Derrick asked, raising an eyebrow. "You know, on a PFC's salary?"

      "Pssh, that's why I'm not getting married for a long while," Dawkins replied confidently, leaning back in his seat. "I figure I'm not even looking at settling down until I get to Sergeant at the very least. Until then, I'm playing the field and making sure my wild oats don't get sown in fertile soil."

      Linda turned to look out the window, her reflection staring back with a knowing expression. She'd heard that same speech from at least a dozen soldiers who ended up married within the year. It always seemed to be the ones who protested the loudest who fell the hardest.

      The van ride was short, less than two miles through Fort Pickett. As they pulled into the Charlie Company area, whistles erupted when a flash of metallic green and platinum hair bounded out of the company offices.

      "Baby!" Sabby called, running over and hugging Goodman tightly.

      Linda felt her chest tighten as she watched them. She looked away, busying herself with her gear. It wasn't Hollywood she envied, he wasn't her type at all, but that moment of pure joy when someone sees the person they love return safely. She couldn't remember the last time anyone had looked at her that way.

      "What're you doing here, beautiful?" Hollywood asked, planting a kiss on Sabby's cheek. "I thought you had work today."

      "Evening shift, and I wanted to come by and verify some stuff for the project," Sabby explained. "Major Kirk said I can start as soon as we get back from our honeymoon."

      "Sabby, we've still...” Linda began, but Sabby waved her off.

      "I know, I know, Sarge. You guys have gear to clean. Guns to clean, boots to clean," Sabby said with a dramatic sigh. "I get it. So I'll bounce for now. Logan and I can have our dessert later."

      Wolf whistles accompanied her statement as Sabby strutted off, her clunky goth anime boots clopping on the pavement.

      "God I'm going to be glad to get the fuck out of the barracks," Goodman declared to more laughter. "Finding privacy is hard."

      "Why not use her house?" Dawkins asked, earning a jostle in the shoulder from Takeshi.

      "Sabby lives with her sister," Takeshi explained. "I don't think Goodman wants to go to pound town when Muscle Mommy's in the building."

      "Oh yeah." Dawkins shook his head and then groaned. "Oh hell... does that mean Sergeant Adams is moving back into the barracks?"

      A collective groan went through the squad at the mere thought. Sergeant Adams's legendary attention to detail was inspiring on duty but terrifying off duty.

      "No, I already talked with her," Orkin reassured them. "As an NCO she doesn't have to live in the barracks unless she wants to. She found a place in Blackstone that's near her favorite gym. So you barracks rats can continue to live in your slob holes."

      "Man, that's good... I can't handle having M Squared on my ass in my downtime," Derrick said. "No offense to her, but she scares me."

      "Hey, just a reminder she's my soon to be sister-in-law," Goodman said with a bit of heat in his voice. "And while she's tough, she taught me a lot when I was hers. So chill."

      "Good point, Hollywood." Linda turned to go to the back of the van. "Sergeant Adams knows her shit, and taught you a lot. So no disrespecting her from anyone, got it?"

      There were assenting grunts all around. Linda opened the back of the van, and grinned. "Now, Alpha team... we get to unpack the van while Bravo can get the personal bags into the barracks. Then our favorite time begins."

      "Cleaning... yay," Takeshi said in mock excitement, earning laughter again. "And I thought we did a lot of cleaning at school in Okinawa."

      The squad got to work, and as cleaning began, Linda paused to look at Goodman. He was easily the happiest of the entire squad, and she knew why. The man had a lot to look forward to.

      Linda didn't, but at the same time she was glad about one thing. She respected Jessica Adams immensely, and she'd done a fantastic job of training Hollywood to be a good soldier. On the mission he'd more than held his own, and Linda knew that if they really got into the shit, Hollywood Goodman was someone she could depend on.

      But as the only other enlisted woman in Charlie Company, if Jessica did move back into the barracks, they'd end up being roommates. They were the same rank, both female... it was just the nature of the system.

      And the truth was, Linda liked having a barracks room to herself.

      "Hey Sarge!"

      Linda looked up, realizing she'd been lost in thought, and Sergeant Atkins, the Bravo team leader, was looking over at her. "Yeah, sorry. What's up?"

      "XO just got the armory unlocked," Atkins said. "Let's get this stuff broken down, what do you say?"

      Linda flashed him a thumbs up. "Let's knock it out."
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      Brutus hated coming to Bluecat Stadium in the offseason. The complex was cavernous and felt like a hollow wound of his failures. At least during the season, there was always some sort of energy, workers either cleaning up from or preparing for the next game. And of course… game days. Glorious, glorious game days.

      Looking out at the snow-covered field, he was reminded that this past season ended in failure, a bitter pill to swallow, especially with the league championship just days away. And the meeting he was heading into wasn't going to make him feel any better.

      Coming up the escalator to the team offices level, Brutus saw his agent and legal representative, Keith Stone, waiting for him.

      "Brutus, what's up baby?" he asked, exchanging handshakes. Keith was a bit old school, and always seemed to talk like he was straight out of an eighties or nineties movie. "How's the ankle?"

      "It sucks," Brutus confessed. "You know what the MRI said."

      Keith nodded, his face tightening. The results of the last two plays were serious, a high ankle sprain for Brutus, and this time the injury was lingering. During the regular season, Brutus would be missing time for sure, with as little pressure as he could put on the foot. While there was nothing torn, that didn't mean the pain wasn't there.

      "Well you've got time to rest and rehab it now, so you'll be fine come minicamp," he said. "In the meantime…"

      "I got it." Brutus looked towards the wooden double doors with the Bluecats logo painted on them.

      Normally his interactions with team executives were casual, friendly. After all, he was the poster boy of the Bluecat defense. Keeping him happy was important to the team.

      This wasn't one of those days, and as Brutus was shown into the general manager's office, he could feel the storm clouds in the room. They started with the eyebrows of Hank McMahon, the team's president and general manager, and were reflected in the face of head coach Don Pugh. Both men were clearly in a bad mood, and didn't really care how Brutus felt about it.

      "Have a seat, Brutus." McMahon indicated the chair on the other side of his desk. "How's the ankle?"

      "I'll heal." Brutus settled into the chair gratefully. He didn't like showing pain, but that didn't mean he was going to put himself through agony just to look like a tough guy by standing up. "Let's get to business. What's the league telling you?"

      "Hold on a minute," Coach Pugh said. "Brutus… damn boy, you keep wanting to gloss over the problem without actually addressing the cause."

      Keith held up a hand, popping off. "Just a minute Coach Pugh, my client…”

      "Stop, Keith," Brutus said, holding up a hand.

      Keith was a good contract negotiator, and had made Brutus a lot of money. But that didn't mean Brutus wanted him always talking for him.

      "Let Coach speak. He's earned the right."

      "Fine… but you're the one who's the All Pro linebacker," Keith reminded Brutus, doing his job as Brutus's pitchman. "You're the second generation superstar."

      Brutus grit his teeth. Keith had been around since his college days, but sometimes his "man above the team" attitude grated. Besides, Coach Pugh detested the man, he knew that for certain.

      "Brutus, your agent's got a certain point," Coach slowly admitted, "in that you are the biggest attention grabber on the defense. I'm sure Mr. McMahon can tell you the numbers, but you sell more jerseys than any member of the team for certain. My problem is that you're making headlines for headaches almost as often as you are for great plays."

      "Come on Coach, I haven't-"

      "Week two, five thousand dollar fine for roughing the passer," Coach said. "I don't give a damn about your paycheck, but that one cost us three points on the field. Week five, another roughing the passer. Week eight, two unnecessary roughness penalties. The past two seasons, you've racked up nearly a hundred thousand dollars in on-field penalties."

      Brutus couldn't deny it. He was certain he wasn't a dirty player, but he knew that he had a temper. And he hated the way the league was enforcing roughing the passer currently.

      "Coach, those penalties are up across the board. I think my contributions are more than my drawbacks."

      "Fine… until you start trying to start fights with military personnel in uniform," Mr. McMahon said. "Brutus, those men were there at the invitation of the Bluecats and the league. Do you know how much money our partnership with the Pentagon is worth?"

      "More than my contract?" Brutus asked.

      McMahon scoffed.

      "Look, I was hurt and pissed off. I know I fucked up, and I'm sorry for what I said. That's why I had Keith release that statement."

      "A statement isn't going to fix this," Coach Pugh said. "Especially some text wall on Instagram and Twitter. You didn't even say it on camera. Brutus, on a teammate level, you pissed off about half the locker room. That's the number of your teammates who have family members either in the military or are military veterans. Shit, our starting left tackle went to Annapolis! Those are people that you have to play with, that you have to trust and have watching your back next season."

      "On a professional level, the team's fielded thousands of letters, phone calls, and emails calling for your release," McMahon added. "Including season ticket holders threatening to cancel their tickets for next year if you're in a Bluecats uniform. The league has fielded even more calls, and a massive online petition for your release has roughly a quarter million subscribers. The cable news pundits are screaming about how you're disrespecting the flag and the military, and it's become a major national controversy."

      Brutus sighed, and leaned back in his chair. He knew that his outburst had gone viral, but the pure scale of it was disheartening.

      "And now the league's having to answer. How bad is it?"

      "Well, the Commissioner's office is giving you three options before making a public decision," McMahon said. "There's a fourth, of course."

      "Fuck around and find out?" Brutus asked.

      McMahon nodded.

      "Go ahead with what the league offered then."

      "Option one. You don't say anything other than what you have," McMahon said. "Sit on that press release, keep your head down, and don't fuck up between now and the end of the situation. For that, you get a half million dollar fine and an eight game suspension."

      "There's no way the union would allow that!" Keith exploded. "This is excessive! They can't just cave to public pressure like this!"

      "They have to be more mindful of their collective bargaining agreement," McMahon said. "Such as the upcoming talks. The union does not want to go into those on bad footing. Defending Brutus won't be a good image."

      Brutus nodded, unsurprised. "You said three options."

      "Option two, same fine, four game suspension, but you have to go through a full-blown PR campaign, including public apologies and charitable donations. Basically, you get to wrap yourself in sackcloth and ashes, and they take four games off your suspension."

      "The donations would be more money than sitting out the additional four games," Keith pointed out.

      Brutus shook his head. He definitely didn't like that one.

      "Which is why I talked with the league," Coach Pugh said. "As you know, the head of the player conduct committee and I have a connection."

      "You coached him to one of his two league championship rings," Brutus pointed out.

      Pugh closed his eyes to agree.

      "So what did you two hash out?"

      "Quarter million dollar fine," Pugh said, "and a three game suspension that can be served during the preseason. So no real suspension at all. But there's a couple of contingencies. One, you start seeing a shrink, on your dime, Brutus. Look, I've seen you carry the weight of that name and your father's legacy your whole life. This option gives you a chance to address that and get the help you need."

      Brutus had to silently agree. He hated being treated like a dumb jock. "Go on."

      "The second part is that you do a sort of outreach with the Army, not stuff that'll involve money but will involve a good chunk of time in your off season," Pugh said. "Including charity work the Army will approve of. Again, not so much money but time and lending your image and endorsement to Army approved causes."

      "So, what kind of commitment are we talking about?" Keith asked. "A quick photo op, or something more involved?"

      "That's up for the Army to decide after Brutus takes the offer," Pugh admits. "I know it's not great, but the Army will be flexible and take your team commitments into account with its requests. It's a generous offer, Brutus. And one that won't come again."

      "Or option four," McMahon said quickly. He leaned forward. "Let's be clear, Brutus. We value you, but we can't carry a liability. We need you on the field, contributing, and that starts with making the right choice here. You're not getting any younger."

      "Are you threatening to fire me, Hank?" Brutus asked, his jaw clenching. "Trust me, you do and I'll make the Bluecats regret it. I don't care if I sign with Miami, Los Angeles, or New York. I'll sign somewhere, and when I do, I'm going to make it my mission to make your life a living hell."

      "After you serve your suspension," McMahon pointed out. "Because the league won't waive it if we cut you. Now, we want you on the team, Brutus. I'm not trying to insult you. I see this as a respect move, talking to you dead even like a man. So as a man, and as the GM, I'm saying I won't go into next year with a dead spot in the linebacker corps for half the season."

      "Would you let me talk it over with Keith for a few minutes?" Brutus stood up. "You'll still be able to tell the league office what my decision is by the time the commissioner's morning blowjob's over."

      Without waiting for an answer, Brutus walked out of McMahon's office and into the hallway, Keith right behind him. Leaving the Bluecat offices, he paced the hallway of the stadium, his feet slapping on the polished marble and sending flares of pain up his leg from his hurt ankle. The pain made the anger that much worse, and he knew he was dropping into the sort of on-field rage that often got him in trouble.

      He didn't get penalties when he wasn't in pain.

      "Fuck!" he growled, jamming his hands in his pockets. "Do you fucking believe them, Keith?"

      "I do," Keith said quietly, shaking his head. "Fucking owners nowadays. They've got the league office in their back pocket, and you know how it is. They don't give a damn about championships except as a way to make more money. You know, what you get up to isn't shit compared to the old school players? When I was growing up, football was watching organized assault on a weekly basis. Some of those old school players straight up went out there to hurt their opponents. And don't even get me fucking started on what they did off the field."

      "My dad's told me the stories."

      Brutus went over to the railing. He leaned against it, looking through the gap in the concrete structure to look out at the field.

      "He said that if guys my size and strength played under those old rules, there'd be legitimate fatalities every Sunday. Maybe the new rules are better in that way."

      "Yeah, you might be able to walk when you're fifty," Keith admitted. "Look, I don't want to get into a diatribe here. We're not in my office, and I don't want to say things that'll be used against me later on. But I'm your numbers guy, right? Well here's the numbers. I've already had two of your endorsement deals contact me, saying they're going to at least temporarily suspend your contracts with them."

      "Who?" Brutus asked. "And why the fuck didn't you tell me?"

      "Because there wasn't anything you could do about it, not until after the league comes out with their decision," Keith said. "And you needed to focus on healing your ankle. They aren't your biggest endorsement deals, but the trend is going right now. Brutus Townsend's a bit of a toxic name, so even the ones that don't suspend you are going to be back benching your stuff unless you do some major PR rehab."

      Brutus nodded in understanding. "And I don't have a ton of time to rehab that image."

      "You've been the so called raging bad boy of the Bluecats defense for nine years," Keith pointed out. "Sells a fuck ton of jerseys, but it's cost you millions in endorsements too. Now you're in prime age for cashing in on your image, and you've got this to deal with. So here's what I say. Go with that last option. Eat crow for the Army, and I'll work with them to make sure whatever you say or do won't embarrass you too much. You'll still eat humble pie some, but nothing too bad. Serve your suspension in the preseason, and come week one of the regular season, your ass is out there on the field getting cheers."

      Brutus nodded, imagining it in his mind. "And the shrink? You know I've been seeing head docs my whole life."

      "Yeah, but those were sports psychologists," Keith pointed out. "Those guys just give a damn about your on field performance. Hell, maybe talking to a shrink will help you. You can't go through the rest of your life not dealing with that temper of yours."

      Brutus inhaled deeply, knowing he was tempted to snap back at Keith and tell him exactly why he had that temper... but resisted.

      "Fine."

      Turning, he walked back into McMahon's office, where he and Coach Pugh were exchanging small talk.

      "Deal. Let's go with that third option. But I've got one condition myself."

      "What's that?" Coach Pugh asked. "I don't think you've got a lot of wiggle room here, Brutus."

      "I know. But I want to actually do something with the Army," he said. "Whatever it is, I want to do something meaningful, not just some corporate ass kissing session. Think the league can set that up?"

      It was McMahon's turn to smile, and he pointed to a picture on the wall. "See the guy third from the left in that pic, Brutus?"

      Brutus looked over, seeing a picture of McMahon along with four other guys, all of them about the same age as him. "Crew cut dude, the one without a pot belly?"

      "That's my old college fraternity brother. He's now a two star general in the Pentagon, in fact he was with me in the owner's box that last game," McMahon ignored the pot belly comment. Mainly because it was true. "Let me give him a call, see what we can arrange. If he's got a good idea, I'm sure the league will sign off on it. We have a deal?"

      Brutus nodded, and stuck out a hand. "Deal. Let's do this right, and move on to next season."

      "Careful what you wish for, Brutus." McMahon shook his hand. "My friend, the general? After the game he was pretty hot, said that you needed to learn respect by spending some time with real troops."

      "Okay."

      "So you may not like what the program entails," McMahon warned him. "Might get dirty and sweaty."

      Brutus nodded, smiling a little. "Like every football practice I've done since I was five years old hasn't been? I'm a linebacker. I may wear a different uniform, and I may not actually kill anyone. But I'm a warrior too."
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      "So how was the weekend?" First Lieutenant Tristan Parker, Linda's platoon leader, asked as the platoon gathered in the shaded picnic tables by the company offices. "Everyone refreshed and rested? First Squad?"

      "We're good to go, sir," Orkin replied, looking around the table. "What's up?"

      Linda didn't mind the unusual post-lunch gathering. Most Mondays were spent all day in the motor pool, doing maintenance on various pieces of company equipment to make sure that training the rest of the week went according to plan. And while they'd done that this morning, doing maintenance checks on all the trucks in the platoon, after lunch they were gathered here instead.

      Lieutenant Parker glanced at Sergeant First Class Jackson Lincoln, the Third Platoon Sergeant, lifting an eyebrow.

      "You didn't spill any beans there, Sergeant Lincoln?"

      "Figured you'd enjoy the announcement more, sir," Linc said.

      Off duty, Linc wasn't a bad guy. He took mentoring seriously, but approached it more like a seasoned player guiding the rookies. He'd roll up his sleeves and get his hands dirty, proving he could still run the plays alongside them.

      Parker was more... buttoned-up. He came from a long line of Army officers – mother, siblings, the whole nine yards. Some days, it felt like he bled green, which could be a pain. But he wasn't all bad like Linc, loyalty within the platoon was paramount.

      "Why thank you Sergeant, I shall do my best to enjoy it then," Parker replied, giving a sarcastic little wave of his hand. Looking at the rest of the platoon, he shared his news. "This morning we got a unique assignment from Major Kirk. As you know, we need someone to fill in for Hollywood."

      "At least until Wednesday. Hollywood's gettin' hitched!" Sergeant Nate Nichols, the second squad leader, called out.

      "Good point Nichols," Parker said patiently. "Who here's familiar with Brutus Townsend and his little... dust-up?"

      There were hums around the area. Of course a lot of the troops had seen it, the Bluecats were one of the local teams. Every Sunday you could be certain that the Bluecats were going to be on television. And even if you weren't a football fan, Townsend's near fight with the soldiers in the stands got replayed on television at least a couple thousand times over the next few days.

      Linda had seen the whole incident live, and had to admit that she wasn't happy with either side. Brutus Townsend shouldn't have been trying to start a fight, yes. But at the same time, those soldiers were in uniform. What were they doing drinking beer, harassing players, and throwing drinks at people?

      Nobody seemed to care about their behavior.

      "So what's the deal, sir?" Nate Nichols, the second squad leader, asked.

      "The deal is, Townsend's worked a deal with the Pentagon and the league," Lieutenant Parker said. "In addition to a fine and suspension, he's going to be working with the Army to kiss up and make nice. Part of that is going to involve us. Seems the Pentagon or the White House or someone above our pay grades decided that the best way to get that relationship started is for Brutus Townsend to spend a week sort of 'interning' with a real unit. And we're the lucky unit who gets to do it."

      There were groans around the area, none more heartfelt than Linda's. Parker had started off his comments by saying that the platoon had some temporary holes in it, and she knew what that temporary hole was.

      Hollywood was on leave.

      "Sir, really?" Linda asked, raising her hand. "We're supposed to give this guy a guided tour for an entire week?"

      "Not a guided tour, Castellanos," Lieutenant Parker corrected her. "He's going to be working, sort of a one week internship, on the job. The Pentagon chose us because we do the kind of basic training Townsend could actually participate in. He can't fly a helicopter or work on a missile system, but he can learn about basic combat skills."

      "So we're basic, sir?" someone asked.

      Parker laughed.

      "Hardly. We're good at what we do, and we do it well. Townsend lives here in Virginia, and the Pentagon can keep an eye on us here too. But we're also isolated enough that this won't turn into a press media circus."

      "Hooah!" the platoon echoed almost in one voice, and Linda was right along with them.

      She knew that most of the hard work would come down on her, but she was good enough to handle it. She knew that she could walk Brutus Townsend through a week as a soldier.

      "Good," Parker said. "Now, I shouldn't need to say it, but I'm going to anyway because I'm an officer and we love to hear ourselves talk."

      "Hooah!" the platoon replied again.

      Parker laughed, relaxing slightly. The man might have been ambitious, he might have been looking at his time in the Army as a career, following in the footsteps of his mother and siblings. And sometimes that caused him to clench up a little, but he wasn't a bad person overall.

      "Thank you. So we're not going to have any sort of harassment of Brutus Townsend. Nobody's going to kiss his ass or try to get him to sign footballs or pose for a thousand selfies for your Instagram. In fact, his visit's under the same operational security as any other mission, at least until he leaves. Get me?"

      "Roger, sir," one of the soldiers said.

      "And on the flip side, nobody's going to give him a hard time either," Parker continued. "There's not going to be any sort of hazing, none of that. Yeah, he said some stupid shit to our brothers and sisters in uniform. But let's be clear, most of us have said stupid shit to someone in uniform. And from what Major Kirk told me, Mr. Townsend requested that he not do dog and pony work. I hold that in his favor. So we're going to be what we are. We're professionals. We do the odd jobs that nobody else in the Army is capable of doing. We're the unspoken elite because of that. And this is just another odd job that the Army wants done."

      It was glowing but oddly strange praise, and Linda felt warm inside at hearing her platoon leader's words. He was right, they were professionals, and they could get the odd jobs done.

      "Now, specifics will be coming down the pipe over the rest of the week," Parker continued. "But for now, know that Mr. Townsend will be filling in Hollywood's spot on the line. So he'll be in Alpha Team, First Squad."

      "Sir, a question?" PFC Vincent from third squad called out. Parker nodded, and Vincent continued. "What sort of training will be on the line for that week, if he can't do anything classified?"

      "We're Third Platoon, Charlie Company," Parker said. "Our missions aren't typical Army, you know that. But that means we can be flexible, and I've gotten permission from MAJ Kirk to do some 'badass' stuff. So while Motor Pool Monday will be typical, we're also going to go just a bit old school, polish up some of those skills that we don't pay as much attention to as we normally do. So be prepared to run obstacle courses, do some forest patrols and land nav, and whatever else Major Kirk, myself, Top, or Sergeant Lincoln can cook up over the next few days."

      "Now that's a spicy mix," Linc said.

      Linda had to chuckle. The man could be devious with his training ideas, Linda knew. The truth was, the skills that Charlie Company used weren't all that complex. Complacency and boredom could set in just running the same training scenarios over and over.

      Linc knew how to toss the occasional wrinkle into the mix, keep things fresh and everyone on their toes.

      "The key is to teach Brutus Townsend about the Army and he'll respect us more," Parker said. "Now I already know we're going to end with a three day of Field Training Exercise that'll cover the weekend. On the positive side, when we get back the platoon will have Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday off, a normal Sergeant's Time Thursday, normal Friday, and then a normal weekend."

      "Shit sir, sounds like we're going to have some stories to tell Hollywood when he gets back," someone called out.

      Laughter greeted it.

      "Sure we can't get Townsend to sign at least one poster, saying something like 'Miss You Hollywood!' or something?” someone else asked.

      "I'll mention it to Major Kirk, but nobody below a captain's bars asks for his autograph," Parker said, which included himself. "For now, go ahead and get back down to the motorpool, I'm going to meet with Major Kirk to get our plans hashed out. Dismissed."

      The platoon broke up, and started walking back towards the motorpool. As Linda walked, she heard boots behind her and glanced back to see Sergeant Orkin coming up.

      "You know you walk louder than half a dozen people, right?"

      "Tell that to my first platoon sergeant," Aaron said, chuckling. "Man wanted us pinging when we were in garrison."

      "Pinging?" Linda asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "Yeah, that old school power walking thing. Still slips out when I'm trying to catch someone."

      "So what's on your mind?"

      "Look, El-Tee's got to say what he's got to say," Orkin said. "And we'll bring Brutal Townsend into the squad. But I want to know how you're going to handle it. You okay, or do you need me to sort of hand hold this guy when he shows up?"

      Linda hesitated, wondering if she was truly ready for this. The last thing the platoon needed was for her to misstep with a high-profile civilian. Still, she couldn't let her squad leader think she couldn't handle a task, no matter how unusual.

      "I've got no problems, I'll deal with him just like he's Hollywood," Linda said. "Why?"

      "I just want to be sure. Lot of people are pissed with him after what he did. Also, I'm going to play things a little loose with this guy. El-Tee Parker's right, we're not going to haze this guy."

      "That's good."

      Up ahead, Linda could see the motorpool, the scent of diesel and oil already reaching her nostrils.

      Orkin slowed up a bit. "That being said, I plan on us running Brutus Townsend ragged. He might be a professional football player, but I'll bet you twenty bucks that we can send him back to the rest of his offseason with real respect for the Army."

      "You want to make him tap out?" Linda asked, a little surprised.

      Orkin did play fast and loose with certain traditions and regulations even, but he was never one to go over the line maliciously. If anything, he always broke the rules for the good of the unit.

      "If you mean grind him into the ground, not intentionally," Orkin said, relieving her worries. "We're not going to ask him to do anything we won't put ourselves through. Lead by example, you know?"

      "That's the way I do things," Linda said, "and the way that you've always done things with the squad too. So what do you mean in his case?"

      "I mean we're going to challenge him, hold him to the standard that we always hold," Orkin said. "I'm going to need you to help me with it. You're the fire team leader, and you'll be the one responsible for teaching him how not to get himself killed on all of the tasks that we're going to be throwing his direction. Think you can handle it?"

      Linda didn't answer right away, because she knew this was more than the standard request. When a new soldier came to the unit, they'd already had at least six months of military training, if not years of experience being in other units.
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