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I would like to dedicate this book to Karen Hoffman, a dear friend from elementary school, who got me back into scouting when I moved back to my hometown after a brief absence. Karen was a camp counselor with the camp name Shmoo, knew every song, was devoted to Girl Scouts as an adult, and passed that love down to her daughter, Laura. Sadly, Karen passed away far too young. I think of her every time I write about Merry's troop.
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CHAPTER ONE
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"There's a sleeper cell in Who's There," Betty announced.

It was weird because she did it with absolute confidence and because we were in a Girl Scout meeting. Other than that, I suppose such a thing is perfectly normal.

"There's no sleeper cell in town," I scoffed. "I'd know."

My name is Merry Wrath Ferguson, and I used to be a spy with the CIA. Actually, I haven't been a spy for years, and I only did seven years with the agency before I was "accidentally" outed by the vice president, who did it to get revenge on my senator father. After white-knuckling my way out of my undercover gig in Chechnya and getting back home, the agency gave me a huge settlement and retired me. I came back home to Who's There, Iowa, where my best friend Kelly convinced me to start a Girl Scout troop. That was when the girls were in kindergarten. Now they were in middle school.

But I'd still know if there was a sleeper cell in my small hometown. I've been around them. I've had training in recognizing them. What did a kid know about that? Wait, did I just think that? This was Betty. She knew things most adult politicians didn't.

Betty thrust her chin out like a petulant child...which she kind of was. "My intel is good! I vetted it through my contact!"

This probably sounds bad, and it is. No middle schooler should have contacts who know if there are sleeper cells in Iowa. But since this conversation was going to go nowhere until I proved otherwise, I decided to let it drop...for now.

"We'll discuss this later." I adopted my most responsible leader look.

Kelly gave me a nod that seemed like she approved, and that made me far happier than it should have.

"Back to the topic at hand," Kelly said. "Ava, you had an idea for a troop project?"

Ava was our mayor. I don't mean of the troop. She was the mayor of the whole town and had been for three years. "I'd like to suggest we do a town beautification project, organizing things like litter pickup."

Betty went from being petulant to downright scowling. The thirteen-year-old recently spent two weekends cleaning up the city park as amends for joyriding around town in her brother's car and crashing it in front of witnesses, which included my husband—the chief of police—and me.

Since her brother didn't want to press charges and Betty paid for the damages, Rex thought it would be fair to make her do community service. And she hadn't liked it one bit. I know because I was required to make sure she showed up, and on top of that, I had to supervise her. I hadn't enjoyed any of it because Betty was like a surly old man, shaking his fist at clouds shaped like kids who are up to no good.

Still, she didn't respond verbally to Ava's directive.

"That's a good idea," Kelly said. "It's good to take pride in your town."

That was a bit of an understatement, considering our troop. They were all on Ava's payroll in her administration and had achieved far more than many adults do. They'd raised enough money to build a whole aviary onto Obladi Zoo and brought the Museum of Murder—along with a number of other businesses—here. In fact, Ava's improvements to Who's There had earned us a trip to Australia to help out the young mayor of our sister city of Doover.

And that wasn't all. Ava mentored adult mayors of regional small towns. If you met her, you'd think she was a very short, thirty-five-year-old CEO of a digital services startup.

"We already have the city cleanup crew," Lauren argued. "And you don't even have to pay them."

Lauren, our junior zookeeper and resident animal whisperer, had found a way to talk the squirrels and raccoons into collecting garbage and putting it in bins around town. In fact, during Betty's tenure for juvie-qualifying trouble, Lauren got the small beasts to actually add litter to the park at night, so she had something to do.

"Count Peanut re-located here from Mingle," the girl went on to say. "He chairs the cleanup committee. He might take it personally if we say the streets need work."

"How did you get a squirrel who lives forty-five minutes away to come here?" Kelly asked.

Lauren shrugged. "He offered. And he's doing well. He already has a family and wants to spearhead an initiative where squirrels can get their citizenship."

Kelly's jaw fell open a little, even though she was used to the girl's strange claims. "Squirrels are kind of already citizens, right?"

I wasn't sure where she was going with this.

"Technically, yes," Lauren agreed. "But they want to be able to vote as well. Some of them want to drive."

Before I could say anything, two of the four Kaitlyns raised their hands and spoke in unison, "The signage around town is a bit old, and the paint is chipped. We could hire Count Peanut's team to paint."

The other two Kaitlyns nodded their agreement.

I had four Kaitlyn Ms in my troop, and all four of them looked exactly alike to the point where I still couldn't tell them apart. They did everything together, had mothers named Ashley, and operated on a sort of collective hive mind. They were also amazing softball players.

Lauren seemed to disagree with this idea. "Squirrels are terrible painters. They tend to be more artistic and have been known to add scandalous, hidden material into whatever they paint. Raccoons just don't like doing it, and you should never, ever make a raccoon do something it doesn't want to do."

Ava considered this thoughtfully. "Good idea, Kaitlyns. Let's look at the budget."

I held up my hand. "Should we be discussing this during a troop meeting? These girls already help with your administration. Shouldn't you talk about this there?"

"Of course," Inez spoke up as if I hadn't said anything. "We should also look at gardening. There are some nice planters on Main Street, but they aren't always kept up. I think we should change displays on a seasonal basis and really go big."

Inez was the smartest girl in the troop, which was really saying something. She was also the most organized and could pull off things a government agency could only dream of.

Kelly and I exchanged glances. When they were on a roll, there was nothing we could do to stop them. Our troop was very ambitious and would eventually run the world, but was this the place to do it?

"What about the sleeper cell?" Betty asked them, avoiding eye contact with me. "Having a malicious sleeper cell that could be activated at any minute to do terrible things isn't good for beautifying the town."

Ava appeared to agree with her. "You work on that, Betty. Lauren will talk to the animals to have them step up their game, Inez will form a garden committee, and the Kaitlyns will look into hiring painters."

Actually, this was a far more efficient meeting than what Kelly and I had talked about, which included cleaning up the school grounds at the elementary and middle schools. We were just going to weed and rake and maybe put out a bench or two. In light of their ambitious plans, I was kind of glad we hadn't suggested that. It would've looked lame compared to voting squirrels and driving raccoons.

The meeting ended with cake pops that Roger had made. Roger was a sort of religious figure who was here to train my baby nephews as new prophets. The elderly Holy Mud Man of Chechnya also had an obsession with Better Homes & Gardens magazine, and he'd recently come across cake pops that looked like ears of corn and was trying it out on us.

"These are amazing," I moaned after a bite. "You even used yellow cake!"

Roger beamed as the girls all around him approved. "Thanks! I have plans to make ones that look like little goats with red velvet cake." He glanced nervously out the window, where Warren the goat was chewing on one of my Adirondack chairs.

Both of them lived here, in the house I owned, across the street from the house where I lived, if that makes any sense.

"I'm just not sure he'd approve," Roger continued, nodding toward the window. His neck made a popping sound in a way that made me wonder if I should call paramedics.

"Hey," Betty asked as she took another one. "Can you make these look like birds for the grand opening of the aviary?"

Roger smiled, his wrinkles actually creaking as he did. "Of course! Just let me know which birds and when!"

The meeting ended, and as Kelly and I watched the last girl disappear into her parent's car, my bestie turned to me. "Do you think there was anything to what Betty said about the sleeper cell?"

I laughed. "I wouldn't bet on it. Like I said, I'd know."

––––––––
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Twenty minutes later, I got the call from my contact at the CIA.

"I think I should let you know," Abed said. It sounded like he was whispering into his phone. "But there's a rumor going around Langley that there's a sleeper cell in Who's There." He paused. "That won't affect my usual Girl Scout cookie order, will it? I mean, if they kill everyone in town by poisoning the water, who will I order from?"

After assuring him that he would always get his three cases of cookies when the sale occurred, I hung up. And then, what he'd said really hit me.

Holy cow. There was a sleeper cell in Who's There.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Then it hit me who Betty's contact was.

"Seriously, Abed?" His guilt was sealed when I had to call him five times in quick succession before he picked up. "You told Betty there was a rumor about a sleeper cell in my hometown, but didn't tell me?"

Abed's voice went up a notch into a whine, which was a little pathetic since he worked for the CIA. "What could I do? That kid is terrifying!"

I held up one finger, even though he couldn't see me over the phone. "First, you get notification of a sleeper cell in my hometown." I brought up another finger—which, again, was useless since he couldn't see me. "And second, you make me look like an idiot by telling a fourteen-year-old girl instead of me!"

My voice was raised, which caused my cat, Philby, to walk in and stare at me, perhaps hoping for a stroke on my part. The fat feline bore an unfortunate resemblance to Hitler, with a temperament to match, and I suspected she had it in for me.

"I'm sorry!" Abed's voice lowered. There was a pause, where I pictured him looking around suspiciously. "But she threatened to cut off my cookie supply!"

Abed's love for the peanut butter sandwich cookies made him our number one customer for that usually unpopular cookie.

"She can't do that," I said with more confidence than I actually had. "But I can! Now tell me everything!"

At hearing my voice raised, Philby took a step closer, looked me in the eye, and refused to blink.

"Okay! Okay!" 

I pictured him holding his hands up as if to fend me off as that vein throbbed in his forehead. 

"Since I've talked to Betty"—he whispered her name like you would with the word cancer or moist—"we've gotten a bit more intel. And we're not really sure that there is a sleeper cell anymore."

"What?" I shouted. To be honest, while I should've been relieved, I was actually disappointed. I really missed my job as a spy, even though my troop was starting to become far more dangerous than any terrorist. "You just implied that there was!"

"It turns out our intel might have been a little..." He sucked in a breath. "Premature."

"Which means there might be a cell," I deduced. Premature usually meant something was going on.

"Davidson doesn't think so," Abed said, referring to the new CIA director. "He thinks it is, and I quote, 'a bunch of malarky,' end quote."

"Davidson is an idiot," I countered, "with no espionage experience. He's the former CEO of an office supply company and the president's golfing buddy."

"Don't say that!" Abed hissed, and again, I pictured him looking around. "This call is probably being monitored!"

"Stop worrying," I said, even though he probably should be. "I don't work there, and you're touting the party line. What do you know?"

There was a bit of hesitation, and I imagined that he was trying to decide what to tell me. "Just that one of our operatives in Eastern Europe said there's a high probability."

That was odd. We usually trusted our operatives. "So why disbelieve them?"

"Well, he was their operative, and we turned him. You really can't trust a double agent."

Abed wasn't wrong. Double agents were usually considered to be unreliable. You never knew if they were actually a triple or even a quadruple agent, like one I'd been involved with in Poland. Vlad had worked for the Russians when I turned him. Then the Poles turned him against us, and the Russians turned him against both of us. Other than that, he was a decent enough guy and made a mean grilled cheese sandwich.

"Did they say where the sleeper cell was from?" I asked while wondering if I should make a grilled cheese sandwich.

Philby appeared to nod, as if to say, Go ahead, eat a grilled cheese sandwich. Use a lot of cheese.

"No," Abed replied. "And I'm not going to tell you anything more because it was probably bad intel. Anyway, they sent it along to the feds. Let them sort it out."

The call ended after I told him that he was on Girl Scout cookie probation. One more move like this, and he was going to be stuck with store-bought cookies for the rest of his life. Before he hung up, he apologized profusely and swore on his dentist's life that he would not make the same mistake again.

Why did he swear on his dentist? We all did, back when I was there. It was an inside joke of sorts. Swearing on your mother's life was a real worry in case the intel was bad. And while your dentist was important, you could always get another dentist.

I sat in the living room and stared out the window, deep in thought. Philby, deciding there wasn't any coronary in my future, slouched out of the room, disappointed.

So, what was the real story? It seemed to me that there had to be a grain of truth in it. A spy wouldn't just pull Who's There, Iowa, out of a hat. I'd hoped that my enemies didn't know where I was, but that was blown years ago when they started popping up as corpses in my general vicinity.

And I'd done a lot of work in Eastern Europe, particularly in Russia and Chechnya, which added to the veracity of the agent's claim. Granted, they could be making it up to make me squirm. But a sleeper cell wasn't a laughing matter. And I'd been here for eight or nine years—which was plenty of time for a sleeper cell to embed.

Still, a lot of intel often turned out to be nothing, and this certainly wouldn't be the first time that happened. I was just jumping back to a memory that included a violent duck, two bananas, and napalm when my doorbell rang.

"Hey, Wrath!" Riley Andrews stood on my stoop. "Did you hear there's a sleeper cell in town?"

"You heard about it too?" Abed was now on Double Girl Scout Cookie Probation—and that wasn't even a thing.

"My contact at the feds called." He didn't come in but beckoned me to join him outside. "Come on. Let's go get a drink."

I didn't usually do everything my former handler said. In fact, ever since we'd left the CIA, I rarely did anything he asked me to do. Riley had been very good at his job, and we'd worked well together. But he was a total ladies' man (to be fair, he was absolutely gorgeous), and when he retired from the CIA and FBI, he decided to come here and open a PI firm. I hadn't been too happy about that at the time.

These days I considered him a friend, but I was always wary. The man could melt the panties off a prison matron with a DMV mentality. Not that I was worried about temptation, because I wasn't. I was happily married to Rex. But if it ever came down to me or whatever blonde bimbo he was bedding, I wasn't sure I'd come out on top...so to speak.

I texted Rex to let him know Riley and I were going to Oleo's. My husband gave me a thumbs-up. That man didn't have a jealous bone in his body. In fact, he and Riley were friends...of a sort.

Three minutes later, we settled into a booth at Oleo's, home of the best burger in Iowa. The waitress brought us each a glass of red wine, took our orders, and left.

"How did you find out about the sleeper cell?" I hissed.

Riley held up his hands defensively. "Whoa. I just got a tip from someone at the FBI. Why? How did you find out about it?"

I told him about Betty informing me and about my threats to Abed. Riley laughed a little too hard for my comfort. Okay, so it was kind of funny—a kid getting the drop on two seasoned spies. And it would continue to be funny as long as Betty never, ever found out about it. I considered making Riley pinky swear to make sure that happened. There was no more unbreakable promise than a pinky swear.

"Eastern Europe, huh?" Riley said when I was finished. "That's our old stomping grounds."

I nodded. "What are you thinking?"

Riley spread his hands. "I don't know. I'm sure there are Russian cells, but nothing as big as when The Illegals were here."

He was referring to a group of ten Russians who'd been living undercover as Americans in the U.S. for several years before they were all arrested in 2010. The TV show The Americans had been based on them.

"I think if there were a nest of Russians in town, I'd know," I said with a tiny bit less confidence than I'd had before. "But most importantly, why would there be a cell here? In the case of The Illegals, they infiltrated Harvard and Columbia and lived where they could network with people of influence, like military and government movers and shakers. Who's There doesn't have anything like that, unless you count Roger."

Riley nodded. "I agree. There's nothing here that would give them any important intel."

"Exactly," I agreed.

"So it must be for another reason," Riley added.

Was he joking? "That's ridiculous. The only thing at all that could relate would be you and me. We're the only connection because we actively spied on them."

Riley picked up his drink and stared at me knowingly while he sipped.

"No." I shook my head. "Come on! You can't possibly think they're here to watch us! I've been retired for eight years! I don't have any connections, unless you count my relationship to Hilly. And you've been out of the biz too. What would a Russian sleeper cell get out of hiding in Who's There all these years?"

"We don't know how long they've been here," Riley countered.

I stared at him. "You can't be serious. You really think there could be a Russian sleeper cell in Who's There, Iowa?"

He shrugged. "Why not? We're important."

The idea was so funny that I laughed. "Not anymore. There's no reason to stalk us."

Riley's face betrayed a flicker of disappointment. "But we were, once. We collected valuable intel and turned some important Russians to our cause."

I thought for a moment. "Okay, I'll play your game. If that's true, and I'm not saying it is, why come after us years later?"

"Revenge is a dish best served cold" was all he said.

I sat there and stared at this man who'd helped keep me alive for seven years when I was a spy. Now he thought that a Russian sleeper cell had been lying low in Who's There, Iowa, for eight years, to get revenge on us?

After a moment, I leaned back in my seat. "Nah. Someone's pranking us. There's no way there's a sleeper cell in town. I'd know."

The door to the restaurant flew open, and Hilly stood in the doorway. Everyone in Oleo's stopped and stared in shock at the Amazon, wondering what the deal was. I wasn't sure what the CIA assassin was doing in town, but it was probably unrelated to the rumor, since she had a habit of dropping in between jobs.

She spotted us and stalked toward our table. When I say Hilly was a CIA assassin, I should probably clarify with the disclaimer that of course she wasn't a CIA assassin because the CIA doesn't have assassins because that would be illegal. With the legal mumbo jumbo out of the way, I can now say that she totally is an assassin.

"Did you hear?" Hilly said as she pulled up a chair and sat down. 

Everyone else relaxed and went back to their conversations. 

"There's a sleeper cell in town!" Then she clapped her hands like a giddy child who'd just heard that the ice cream truck was down the block. "Isn't that awesome?"

Riley motioned toward me. "Wrath thinks it's not true."

Hilly snorted. "Of course it's true! Which means I get to legally hopscotch some hippos!"

At one point some time ago, the CIA played around with language, encouraging its employees to use weird euphemisms like this one to discuss killing people. It didn't take them too long to figure out that nobody was fooled by this, and they stopped. Hilly was the only one still using these phrases, and nobody stopped her because everyone was afraid of her. Well, almost everyone. The HR department, which was made up of dominatrices, wasn't afraid of anyone.

"Hopscotch the hippo?" My eyebrows went up. "Hopscotch isn't a verb. You can't use it that way."

Hilly waved over the waitress and ordered a drink. "You kill the hippo your way, and I'll do it my way."

Riley raised his index finger. "I'd like to know more about the method of hopscotching someone. Does it involve leaping?"

Hilly nodded enthusiastically. "And dynamite! If you do it the right way, that is."

I gave up. "Anyway, you can't kill anyone legally in town."

Hilly's wineglass froze halfway to her mouth. "Why not? They're terrorists, aren't they?"

I sighed. I'd been explaining this to the assassin for years, and for some reason, it never sank in. "Let's say that there are real terrorists in town, lying in wait to do some serious damage. You can't just kill people, no matter what."

Hilly's eyebrows went up. "Why not? Is it an Iowa thing?"

"No." I shook my head. "It's an American thing. We have laws that say said terrorists have to be arrested and tried before being sent to prison."

"Well, that's just silly," Hilly scoffed. "And a waste of money."

I tried another argument. "It's like you have forgotten a key tenet of training. The CIA isn't allowed to operate on domestic soil."

The assassin laughed. Hard. In fact, pretty soon her face was red, tears were running down her cheeks, and she was having trouble breathing. For a moment, I thought Hilly had self-hyperventilated the hippo, but it only took a few moments for her to regain her composure.

"That's hilarious!" she said as she wiped her eyes. "Not operating on domestic soil," she said in a voice that seemed to mock mine.

I was about to say something when Riley said, "Not worth it. She's been lectured on this before, and it never seems to take."

The assassin shrugged. "I don't see the point if it doesn't make sense."

What the assassin thought made sense, and what she thought didn't, were often contradictory to what a normal, logical person would think. In this case, because I was sure there wasn't a sleeper cell in Who's There, it didn't seem worth arguing about.
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CHAPTER THREE
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I sat back in my chair as Hilly and Riley began speculating on the origins of the sleeper cell that I wasn't sure existed. What was happening here? Had everyone gone mad? Was Betty spiking the water supply with LSD? Because I'd really warned her about doing that...again.

Normally, I'd hope something like that hadn't happened. But in this case, I kind of did. It would explain why everyone thought there was a nest of terrorists in town, which was ridiculous because I'd know! Hmmm... I keep repeating that thought. But would I?

I shook my head to clear it. Of course I would. My girls ran the town. My husband was the police chief. And even though I didn't know everyone in town, Kelly was pretty plugged in socially. She would've heard if there was someone in town who didn't quite fit in. Those Methodists were excellent gossips. In fact, I often thought they'd make great spies.

"...so that guy at Marlowe's grocery store," Hilly was saying. "The way he looked at those kumquats makes me think he's one of them."

There were two grocery stores in town—Clinton's and Marlowe's. Everyone went to one or the other...never both. It was a family loyalty handed down from generation to generation. My family were Clinton's people, although when my dad started running for office, he made sure to shop at both places. It caused quite a scandal at the time. People got used to the idea when Dad wouldn't back down. However, it was still rare for a Whovian to change, and most people kept to one or the other.

"You go to Marlowe's?" I asked Hilly.

The assassin smiled and nodded. "They have better dumpsters."

Riley shook his head. "Bruce, the produce guy, just knows his kumquats. He's sixth generation Whovian."

When he noticed both of us staring at him, Riley shrugged. "What? I had to do a background check on him for a...thing."

I didn't like the way he wiggled his eyebrows when he said that.

"The point is," I said to Hilly, "you can't decide someone's not from around here just because they know a lot about a certain fruit." At least, I hoped you couldn't. I hadn't kept up with all things spycraft in the last few years. There was a chance I was wrong.

"Well..." Hilly threw her hands up. "There's a sleeper cell here somewhere. I suggest we start waterboarding people."

"We're not waterboarding people," I insisted.

"She may be right," Riley says.

I was getting irritated. "Well, you're a private investigator. Investigate. I'll bet you twenty bucks there isn't a sleeper cell in Who's There."

Riley grinned. "Done."

Hilly bounced in her chair and threw sixteen one-dollar bills on the table. "I'm in!"

Yes, I know she hadn't put in enough money. It wasn't worth pointing out.

––––––––
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"A sleeper cell?" Rex's eyebrows went up. "In town?"

I'd told him as soon as I got home. My husband was making homemade macaroni and cheese for dinner.

"I don't believe it," I said. "You don't have to worry."

Rex said nothing as he served up dinner on two plates and we walked into the dining room to sit.

"What's the protocol for something like that?" he asked as he poured me a glass of wine.

I sat back in my chair and thought for a moment. "Usually? The feds go in guns blazing and arrest them. They end up in prison, or if they didn't get any sort of valuable intel or they cause any real problems, they might get traded."

"So..." He looked at me cautiously. "Hilly can't do anything about it."

"She's not supposed to," I replied. "That doesn't mean much when it comes to Hilly."

"I'll talk to Ed about it," Rex said, referring to Sheriff Ed Carnack, who had an office in town. "Just to keep him informed. What are we looking for exactly?"

I spread my hands. "Someone who seems to fit in, but something seems a little bit off. Perhaps they don't speak using contractions, like using you are instead of you're. Or they have just the slightest hint of an accent that doesn't match where they're from. In a lot of cases, they can be a married couple. In fact, that seems to be the preferred method, because a house full of same-age men can look suspicious."

My husband didn't seem satisfied with my description. "Nothing more than that?"

"Not if they're good. Then again, the inept ones are usually spotted right away. The FBI should be keeping an eye on this sort of thing."

I really couldn't say much. The CIA doesn't get involved in domestic affairs. Or at least...they weren't supposed to. In fact, I had to wonder if I'd even know what I was looking for. It had been a long time. I hadn't read briefings for years, and this sort of thing evolves.

"Would your friend Grigori know?" Rex asked.

"Maybe—if they're Russian. But I don't know if there's a lot of crossover between the Russian mob and Putin's spies."

Putin liked to keep his cards close to his chest and didn't tend to share information with other Russians, let alone foreign agencies.

Rex nodded. "I suppose you're right. There's probably nothing to it. But keep your eyes open, okay?"

I agreed. It wouldn't do for our chief law enforcement officer to be blind to a nest of spies. I doubted that, with so many ex-spies living here, there was anything to worry about. It wasn't like the local Rotary Club or PTA would be a hotbed of terrorist activity.

"What kind of things do sleeper agents do?" he asked.

I shrugged. "Mostly gather intel. Some are set up as strike forces, remaining underground for years before being activated to commit terrorist acts."

Rex frowned. "I don't like the sound of that."

"You shouldn't," I agreed. "But I really don't think there's anything to it. Even Abed said they didn't think the intel was reliable."

Rex spent the rest of the evening researching sleeper cells. By the time we went to bed, he looked nervous. My husband didn't do nervous. He was always fairly calm and confident. I didn't like it.

Somehow, I needed to prove to him that everything was fine. But how? 

I went to bed that night determined to have some sort of plan to prove that there was no sleeper cell in Who's There, Iowa.

––––––––
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When I awoke the next morning, Rex had already left for work. I hadn't overslept. He'd gone in early. This wasn't too unusual. He was a hard worker, and I admired that. I just didn't want him to worry about the whole sleeper cell thing. I was still convinced there weren't any sleeper cells in town.

The doorbell rang as I finished breakfast, and I answered the door to find Betty standing there.

"Come on," she said as she walked down the steps to the sidewalk. "I've found the sleeper cell."

Normally, I didn't run off whenever a middle school kid told me to. But intel was intel, and I needed to find out what Betty knew and how she knew it. If it would help Rex, I was all in.

I grabbed my keys to find the kid already in the passenger seat of my van.

"How did you get in here? I keep it locked!" I asked as I got in beside her.

Betty stared at me. "Seriously, Mrs. Wrath. It's like you don't know anything."

When she failed to elaborate, I started the car and pulled out of the driveway. To my surprise, Betty directed me to the park near the outskirts of town.

"My intel tells me they're getting together for paramilitary training," the girl said.

"In a city park?" I didn't really believe it. "It seems sort of obvious."

Treebrook was larger than the city park, with a stream that ran through it and a series of picnic tables. At the far end was a wooded area with trails. We'd participated in some Girl Scout Council events here, and I'd always enjoyed the place. I pulled into the lot to see a bunch of cars. Something was obviously happening at the far end of the park, and we got out to walk.

"Here." Betty handed me a black ski mask. "We can't be seen."

"No thanks." I handed it back. "It's a public park, and we're out for a stroll...not to knock off a bank."

The girl shrugged. "Suit yourself. Are you armed?"

"No," I said with the confidence of a woman who wasn't. "Like I said, you and I are checking out the park for a possible future event. There's no need to hide. This is a public park."

Betty stuffed the mask into the back pocket of her jeans. "Then look natural so we can pull that off."

We started walking. "What do you mean? I am being natural! I did this for a living, you know."

Betty gave me a look I couldn't decipher. "So you say."

"What does that mean?" I asked as we walked past a family having a picnic. "It's true." I stopped in my tracks. "Wait. Why am I explaining this to you?"

At that moment, Hilly hung upside down from a tree branch, swung back and forth, and then flipped into a standing position.

"Are we going after the cell?" she asked a little too eagerly.

"What are you doing here?" I looked up. "Why were you hiding in that tree?"

"Now that's what I'm talking about." Betty high-fived the assassin. "Are you packing heat?"

"I am a weapon. I find guns too bulky for climbing trees," Hilly said. "They always fall out of your pocket when you're halfway up."

"Sweet," Betty said.

"We're just checking out a tip," I said, trying to defuse the situation. "We don't need an assassin to do recon."

"You always need an assassin for recon," Hilly said. "At least, you should."

"You still haven't answered why you were in that tree," I repeated.

"I like trees," Hilly said with a shrug.

"That's it? That's your answer? That you just happened to be in the tree where we were because you like trees?"

"Yup! And this one is my favorite." She turned to the tree and patted it. "Gotta go, Humphrey. See you later."

Betty peered into a knothole. "Is there a spy inside the tree named Humphrey? Awesome."

"No, that's the name of the tree," Hilly answered. "And don't call him Humph. He hates that. Makes his leaves go yellow."

There were a few shouts coming from up ahead.

"Guys, let's just go see what's going on," I urged. "We don't need to do anything else. Okay?"

"Okay." Betty pulled brass knuckles from her other pocket and fitted them over her hand. "But we should be prepared to take out the cell if we get the opportunity. Does anyone have any bear mace?"

"We're not attacking, just checking it out," I insisted. "No matter what we see, we're just going to observe. Got it?"

Now I was starting to get a little concerned. Betty was taking this far too seriously. She must've had good intel. Maybe she got it from her grandfather, who was connected to the Russian underground in Des Moines. And here I was without a weapon. I supposed I could just jog back to the van and get my gun. But that might disturb the little family picnic when they saw me pull out a .45 and stick it in my waistband.

I fought the urge. Nope. We were doing this by the book. No way were we going to start a shootout in the park where innocent people were having fun. Considering the way Betty seemed to be getting more aggressive, I figured I needed to take some leadership action.

"Betty, you get your phone out to record. Hilly, do nothing unless I tell you to. Got it?" I used my sternest leader voice, hoping that would have some sort of effect.

"Got it," Betty agreed.

"Whatever," Hilly said as she started shadowboxing.

"Right," I said. "Let's go."

With each step closer to the alleged cell, I started having larger concerns. As the now leader of this trio, what would I do if there actually was a cell conducting paramilitary activities? Most cells were small, maybe two to three people. Hilly and I could certainly take them down, leaving Betty to call Rex.
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