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      Sergeant Nadia Bhatti and her Secret Service yellow Labrador Toni are always looking for trouble—it’s their job. But they never expected to find it during a morning exercise run.

      Director Herman Finegold of the National Herbarium seeks two things: an eastern wood-pewee bird sighting, and anything else to distract him from the terror of presenting a Memorial Day public lecture.

      But when the dangers turn very real,  can a historic flower save the day?
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      “I’m on a quest.”

      Nadia Bhatti spun to face the voice. She would have leapt out of her skin if she hadn’t been trained not to. When she stopped running, she’d been alone with her dog…or thought she was. Six a.m. Just past dawn in Washington, DC’s National Arboretum was a splendidly quiet place to be. Typically

      She made a quick sweep to make sure it wasn’t a setup. Him, her, and Toni her yellow Labrador retriever.

      By a trick of dawn light and tree shadow, the stranger had been hidden barely two meters from where she’d stopped. Something she absolutely shouldn’t have missed.

      No obvious weapons.

      Hands in clear sight, both holding a book. For a moment she feared that she was about to be proselytized, then saw that it was a Sibley’s birding guide. The last thing of importance was a set of binoculars hanging across his chest where she’d normally wear an FN P90 submachine gun. Part of the standard dress for a Secret Service officer.

      He stood five-seven, one-sixty, deep brown hair and eyes, a neat-trimmed beard and mustache. Lightly olive skin: Arabic or Jewish, probably the latter. Good-looking without being especially handsome. Her training had her automatically noting the ten other common features that a sketch artist might ask if they had to profile him later. Overall face shape, nose, attachment of earlobes, eyebrows, and so on. His clothes were neat tan khakis, worn sneakers, and a t-shirt that proclaimed, “Come to the dark side, we have cookies.”

      “I spoke because I didn’t want to startle you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You didn’t startle at all.”

      “I was trained not to.” Then Nadia cursed. She tried not to let civilians know she was “other” except when she was on duty. She knew how to behave in her Secret Service gear, with she and Toni in their Kevlar vests, scouting whatever event venue needed to be checked for bombs. Dressed as herself, she never knew how to behave.

      She eased back off full alert and continued with the reason she’d stopped…while keeping an eye on the interloper. Who actually still hadn’t moved, making her the interloper on his morning bird watch.

      It was already over ninety degrees—fast headed for another May record breaker. She ran a hand over Toni’s flanks to make sure she wasn’t overheating. Nadia had to keep a careful eye on her because, being a lab, she’d never complain until she collapsed with heatstroke.

      Unlike her mother who’d been complaining on the phone this morning, “DC and I are having hot flashes. I can feel its pain.” Then Mum had launched into far too much detail. “I’m going to die of heatstroke from within before I have a grandchild.”

      She had three from Nadia’s sister, but Nadia had long since learned not to draw comparisons. Amara had made marrying well, baby making, and pleasing Mum into an embarrassing trifecta. Amara had always been the perfect daughter, making anything Nadia did automatically not good enough—such as joining the Secret Service rather than their family’s top-rated food truck business. Of course, Amara’s equally perfect husband, Avi, had turned out to be a chef with an MBA. He’d renamed them from Mumbai Delicacies to Food Truck India. “You must hit ’em between the eyes!” His favorite marketing statement.

      He’d led them from two trucks to ten and was gearing up to take on Baltimore and Charlotte. It was a real pity she liked him, because it made it harder for Nadia to be angry at her sister for once again showing her up.

      “Trained not to be startled,” the stranger seemed to be tasting the words. “That’s an interesting thing to practice. I mostly practice how to avoid people. I’m trying something new, my new quest: identifying bird sounds. Hear that?” He twisted left and pointed.

      All she heard was a clutter of birdsong.

      “Pee-a’wee! Bright and sharp. There! Again!” He seemed quite excited. Handing her his book, he swept up his binoculars and searched a nearby dogwood.

      She checked him again. Had he intentionally filled one of her hands in preparation for an attack? If so, Nadia could find no evidence of that.

      The book still had a price tag on the cover. She opened it to a bookmark, and the binding crinkled.

      “New to birding?” Why was she extending the conversation? Because her mother would have said it was only polite to do so.

      Toni had laid down on the damp grass, but her head was still perky—not overtaxed at all. Though they needed to get moving before their muscles froze up. It was another kilometer back to the car and then a long day awaited them. Memorial Day was coming soon and that was a major event in the nation’s capital, or rather a lot of major events. It meant the Secret Service would be at nearly the same level of duty as an inauguration. All of which required an immense amount of preparational work—her and Toni’s specialty.

      “I started this morning,” the man continued staring through his binoculars at a tree less than five meters away where absolutely nothing moved. “It’s tricky because this Chinese dogwood, Cornus kousa, has bloomed and it gives the bird many places to hide. But it definitely favors this tree.”

      It was indeed in full flower, sheets of white seemed to drape over the thick underlying green leaves.

      “I’m Herman, by the way,” he didn’t turn from his inspection as he spoke. “Herman Finegold. It’s spelled F-i-n-e, not F-e-i-n as you might expect, coming from the German. It was probably changed when the family came over in the 1800s. We landed in DC in 1870, escaping the Franco-German wars, and… I’m talking too much, aren’t I. Sorry, I do that when I’m nervous. I’m shutting up now.” He lowered the binoculars and hesitantly reached out to take his book.

      Nadia passed it over. And wondered what to do with all his words or whether it was best to simply run away, as she’d been doing in the first place.

      “You’re very pretty,” he didn’t look up from flipping through his book, but instead hurried on as if he’d spoken only about the bird. He flipped some more pages, then turned the book and held it out for her to look at. “See? That’s the eastern wood-pewee, Contopus virens, very easily mistaken for the western wood-pewee, C. sordidulus, except their call is quite different. Tsee-tsee-tsee-peeer in descending scale. For the western that is. It’s their call, not the eastern’s which is—”

      She saw it! A small bird, that she’d have said was a slender swallow with a grayish chest, perched on the dogwood close behind Herman Finegold, spelled F-i-n-e, and released a loud Pee-a’wee, proving its species.  Herman leapt in surprise and the bird fluttered away before he could turn. She caught the book before it could plop down onto the dewed grass, then handed it back to him.

      “I missed it, didn’t I?” He sounded so dejected that she didn’t have the heart to laugh.

      Then he laughed at himself and she liked him for it.

      “That bird has been doing this to me all morning. I didn’t think it was personal, but now you’ve proven the point. I think that’s enough of that.” He snapped the rubber cap on his binoculars.
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