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      “They’re going to — scra-a-a-a-aw! — kill us!”

      Louie’s impassioned declaration broke up as the cuff fastened around his right talon delivered an electric shock.

      Inside the compact green-lit compartment Bungy’s luxuriant black wings fluttered as he winced at Louie’s cry. “Will you stop speechifying and get to pecking?” He stabbed at the target on the screen before him to emphasize the point. “They will not kill us. Humans are benevolent.”

      “If you’re a parrot or a canary, maybe,” Louie retorted. But this was what free food did to you. Crows were meant to sneak and steal. Take away their edge, you might as well pin a fan to their tail and call them a peacock

      “Good-good-good,” contributed Grungy in his hoarse, pinched caw. He always sounded like he heard the wingbeats of a falcon coming down fast above him, and instead of flying or fighting, decided to just hunker down and hope it would take one of the other crows. At each word Grungy pecked at the glass screen. Always at the image of the same building. And at each peck a food pellet tumbled down into the small trough below the screen, rattling around briefly with the vibration of the rocket before being gobbled up. Whether the “good-good-good” meant the food, the humans, or blind hope that everything would turn out right, Louie didn’t know. Grungy had all the brain power of a nuthatch.

      Louie beat his wings to stay balanced as the rocket veered sideways around a tower, then settled back on course.

      “Humans are not — scra-a-a-a-awk! — benevolent!” The electroshock made his beak rattle and his tail feathers ruffle.

      The shocks were unrelenting. When two of the crows pecked at the same target and the third pecked at something else, the maverick got an electric shock. When any one of the birds went too long without pecking at anything, he also got an electric shock.

      Bungy hunched his shoulders dismissively and gave the target another peck. His was the middle position, having established himself in training as the most dominant. Grungy was tethered to his left, Louie to the right. The green light given off by the three screens glowed off the sleek black feathers of the crows.

      Each faced a glass screen showing a succession of stone or mud brick buildings three or four stories high. The buildings flew past as the rocket dodged around them, fifty feet above the street of sunbaked dirt. Many of the buildings had holes in their walls. The streets were filled with rubble and the burned-out shells of small trucks.

      In the center of each screen there remained a building different from the others. Much taller, and more modern, with metal facing and antennae bristling along the flat roof. All three crows were well familiar with it, having been trained to pick it out and peck at it despite all distractions or superficial similarities.

      “They feed us, don’t they?” said Bungy, in answer to Louie’s complaints. Upending his head, he swallowed down the rewarding pellet with a show of relish. “They give us nice clean birdbaths complete with flowing water. We each have our own perch in the evening, no more crowding into the trees with a few hundred other crows, including a bunch of idiots who just have to keep on cawing all night long about every stupid little they did during the day. ‘Oh, today I painted the Mona Lisa.’ And now the humans even do our flying for us. Remember how tiring that could get?”

      After one more precautionary peck at the target to make he didn’t get a shock from inactivity, he spread his wings wide and leaned forward, swaying in harmony with the rocket’s course corrections as if riding the free-ranging thermals.

      “They are going to fly us,” Louie insisted, “into that.” He pointed his beak at the target building but did not peck. “Or rather, make us fly ourselves into it, because we are — scraw-a-a-awk! — too stupid, too greedy, and too cowardly to think for ourselves.”

      “They never have before,” Bungy pointed out. “Now why don’t you get with the flock and peck what you’re supposed to? That burning smell coming off your leg is beginning to bother me.”

      “Good-good-good,” squawked Grungy, pulling his head in even further as he pecked, so that he looked like a beak emerging from a pair of wings.
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      “So let me get this straight,” said the President, opening the bag from McDonald’s and peering within as though concerned someone might have planted a bomb or forgot the extra ketchup. “You train these crows to peck at a target, then you stick them inside a missile and that’s your guidance system? Birds?”

      “Yes sir, Mr. President,” replied a nervous Dr. Flay, standing hunched with studied obsequiousness on the other side of the table. “Exactly so.”

      “So what next? Train them to be fighter pilots?”

      The small group gathered in the Situation Room laughed obligingly. Besides POTUS and Dr. Flay the behavioral psychologist, there were the Secretary of Defense, the Vice President, and his close friend and spiritual advisor, the Reverend Sonny James, as heard on over a million radio sets weekly. And of course two bodyguards with steely glares because POTUS liked them that way, and a technician to press all the relevant buttons. The President was the only one sitting.

      On the far side of the room from the President a screen broad as four Cadillac Escalades was split into three views. One showed an overhead of a typically middling-ravaged Middle Eastern city — POTUS kept getting confused about which was which but how much difference did it make, really? A second angle came at near street-level view, desert-sand-colored buildings zooming from one side of the frame to the other as the rocket veered around them. The third screen showed a more modern building held dead center, so motionless it might have appeared a still shot except for the very slight vibrations from the high-overhead drone relaying the telemetry.

      “And that’s what we’re trying to blow up?” asked the President.

      “Yes sir,” said four voices at once.

      POTUS carefully arranged his double cheeseburger with bacon on its waxed paper, the cardboard box brimming with french fries, and a chocolate milkshake with whipped cream and chunks of cookie on the top, along with the relevant condiments and lots of napkins. He liked things to be precisely laid out; on those rare occasions somebody said something interesting enough to actually listen to, he didn’t want to reach for a french fry and wind up dipping his fingers in the ketchup. Most people never thought of things like that. The left-wing press kept saying he was disorganized, but right there you could see they were wrong, like always. He organized the important things, and let the tight-asses worry about the rest.

      “Good, good,” he said. “I like a good explosion. But why the birds? Don?”

      The Secretary of Defense stood in front of an easel at the side of the screen. The easel held numerous pages four feet square and crammed with diagrams, equations, and talking points. For some reason the President liked his executives to do paper presentations. Easier to ignore, the Secretary thought privately.

      “Well, Mr. President….”

      The President took a huge bite out of his cheeseburger. “Yeah?”

      “Theoretically, in the case of enemy jamming devices, we might need to deploy other guidance strategies.”

      “But I’m watching this in real-time, right? I mean, like right now? So no one’s jamming anything, are they?”

      “No, Mr. President.”

      “Wouldn’t it be cheaper to use the guidance systems we’ve already got?”

      “Well yes, sir, but, ah….”

      At this the Vice President, standing on the opposite side of the screen with Sonny James at his side, could contain himself no longer.

      “If you please, Mr. President. There’s a lot more going on here than just some cost-benefit analysis. I might go so far as to say this has become a pet project” — he beamed, expecting POTUS to laugh at the double entendre. POTUS just picked up a french fry and dipped it liberally in the ketchup instead. Neither man possessing more than the most rudimentary sense of humor, they did not have one to share.

      The Veep didn’t let that put a damper in his spirits. He was a trim, spry, Jack-in-the-box of  a man, with close-cropped gray hair, halogen-blue eyes, and the red-hot bubbling enthusiasm of a lava flow. Though he’d chosen politics, there was about him that air of a man whose true vocation was to sell you something on TV: riding mowers, health insurance, drain cleaner, greatest hits collections of casino singers who’d twice made it to Vegas, cures for piles, balding, indigestion, or obesity, retirement homes in places where the average summer temperature was 117 degrees. He was in fact the opposite of his boss, a large, plodding man whose brief spurts of apparent energy were always preceded and followed by a deep breath.

      “This is about a lot more than a few bucks,” the Veep said. “Like when you make a contribution at church on Sunday. Can that be reduced to dollars and cents? When the preacher asks for the biggest bill in your wallet and you put the smallest on the plate instead, is St. Peter going to say just pay up the nineteen bucks in back taxes? Or will it cost you your immortal soul?”

      “Don’t talk to me about taxes,” said POTUS. “I’m trying to enjoy my lunch. When am I going see something blow up, anyway?”

      He took a substantial bite of his cheeseburger, then crammed in another to last him through the speech he saw the Veep puffing up to make. On the screen across the room, the landscape on one of the screens continued to dodge from one side to the other, while the target building in the center with all its ominous antennae grew larger and larger.

      “God gave to man dominion over the beasts of the field,” said the Veep. “Isn’t that right, Sonny?”

      “Praise the Lord.” The Reverend could have been the Veep’s hyperactive twin in terms of build and enthusiasm, but in place of the military-style crewcut he had the long black-dyed flowing locks of an Elvis imitator, with a white suit to match in place of the Veep’s pin-stripe blue.
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