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Chapter 1: About Major Dorothy Kincaid
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I’m always anxious to get home to Huntsville, Alabama and my lovely bride Aspen when I’ve been away. But this time I actually forgot to call her from the airport before I boarded the plane in Denver. In fact, for the first time ever, I hadn’t even thought about calling her. 

I like to think I forgot to call her because I wasn’t returning from an assignment. I’d only flown to Blackwell Ops headquarters in Golden, Colorado for a quick but mandatory debriefing.
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A few days earlier, TJ had assigned me to special duty with Major Dorothy “Dot” Kincaid’s Delta Force team for my expertise as a sniper. Well, actually with Dot herself. I never met any team members.

Dot and I hit it off—professionally, of course—and it was a pleasure working with her. We spent hours together going over surveillance footage and studying still photos of the target, a Colombian drug dealer and high-ranking member of the Colombian government named Emil Tatio. She also briefed me regarding his habits and routines, that he was a difficult target to nail down, and so on. She was highly intelligent and professional.

Later, as she and I settled into my sniper nest—well, our nest—overlooking the flight line and the target’s private aircraft and waiting for Tatio to appear, I sensed more and more strongly that she was equal to my own abilities as a warfighter. She even had the attitude. In fact, she only begrudgingly admitted that I was probably a better sniper for that particular job. That’s why she’d asked TJ to assign me temporarily to her Delta Force team.

Now, not to brag, but for me to acknowledge another warfighter as being even close to my equal is a rarity, and that’s even among my male colleagues. To acknowledge a woman in that way is something altogether different. And Dot was different. She’s the most capable warfighter I’ve ever met. I should also mention she’s a drop-dead gorgeous woman. Not that her looks factored into my assessment of her abilities as a warfighter—they didn’t—but as things turned out, they factored into other considerations.

Anyway, as I mentioned elsewhere, the hit was a success and Dot and I went our separate ways.

Then a few days later, back in Huntsville, I received a message from TJ. I was to fly to Denver for a debriefing on the mission.

Of course, I went.

And four major (no pun intended) and intimately personal things happened during that meeting.
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As I opened TJ’s door, I was surprised to see the major—Dot—striding toward me. Any other debriefing I’d had with TJ were one on one, just me and him. Also, before that meeting, I’d only seen her in her uniform. But for the meeting she was dressed in an attractive, dark grey pantsuit over a light pink blouse with short high heels on her feet. Her medium brunette hair was up in an elongated bun. As she came toward me, she smiled broadly and spread her hands. “Surprise!” Then she chuckled.

I have to admit, I was happy to see her again. I stopped, felt my own eyes go wide, and forgot I’d just come through the door. It was still standing open behind me. 

As I gaped at Dot with a goofy grin on my face, from somewhere behind her TJ said, “Close the door, Sam. And lock it.”

But before I could do even that, Dot stopped in front of me, her vivid green eyes twinkling. She put her hands on my upper arms, squeezed my biceps lightly—I sensed a little innuendo, but assumed that was only wishful thinking on my part—then rose and kissed me on the cheek. “It’s so good to see you again, Sam!”

Okay, that was the first thing. Not really a big deal, and it might’ve been easy enough to dismiss as a simply a warm greeting between colleagues had the other three things not occurred.
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As Dot and I had prepared for the mission only a few days earlier, she’d chuckled and mentioned almost in passing that if the target—Tatio—had known I was in town, he probably would have made other travel arrangements. 

It sounded like a compliment on my abilities, but in response, I wondered aloud how he could possibly know I was in town. 

Dot only looked away and shrugged.

But as it turned out, she wasn’t authorized to respond to that. And that silly question was the formal reason TJ had called for the debriefing. It wasn’t a debriefing of the mission so much as TJ explaining to me, his second in command, what was going on.
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After I locked the door, Dot and I took our seats on the near side of TJ’s desk.

That’s when I learned we weren’t there to talk about the actual mission so much as to talk about the question I’d posed to Dot.

TJ opened by reminding me of that conversation. Then he revealed that there had been a major leak in Blackwell Ops. He also explained that Major Kincaid and her team had resolved that leak as a personal favor to him. 

Then, partly to repay that favor, he’d lent me to Delta Force to take out Tatio, a notoriously hard target because of the retinue of bodyguards who accompany him at all times. 

TJ also revealed that Tatio had been a regular recipient of sensitive intel from those involved in the leak, especially regarding the whereabouts of Blackwell Ops operatives. “Especially you, Sam.”

I was stunned. “Especially me? Why especially me?” 

He wagged a hand. “Because you’ve been a particularly prickly thorn in the side of his particular organization over the course of the last several missions. Even I didn’t realize those missions were all essentially attacks on the same expanded group of people. That’s why the thing happened in Florida.”

Dot said, “What happened in Florida?”

TJ put up one hand. “The event I told you about earlier. Tatio’s people sent a sub-group to take Aspen in an attempt to draw you out so they could eliminate you.”

Dot looked at me and shook her head. “Aspen?”

TJ said, “Aspen is Sam’s lovely young bride. What is it, Sam? Five, six years now?”

I only nodded. 

Dot’s gaze still on me, she said quietly, “Oh, that event in Florida.” She looked at TJ. “That’s the time you were telling me about?” 

He nodded. 

She looked at me again. “But you got her back, right?”

TJ smirked. “To put it very lightly.”

Still looking at me, Dot said, “I didn’t know it was your wife.” She hesitated. “He told me what you did, and that there were no survivors among the bad guys.” She hesitated. “You must love her very much.” Those green eyes were all but mesmerizing.

“Yes, I did.” I felt my cheeks go pink. “I mean do. I do.”

She nodded almost imperceptibly. Barely above a whisper, she said, “Then I understand.”

That utterance, accompanied by the look in her eyes, was the second thing.

But I’m not entirely sure she did understand. And in that moment, looking at those eyes and the concern in them, I wasn’t entirely sure I did either. I still don’t know whether the concern was for Aspen’s safety or for my fumbling reaction to her You must love her very much.  

But at least the meeting closed the circle and answered the question I’d asked Dot earlier:

What I’d done to his team in Florida was why Tatio would have been interested to know I was in town. And the Blackwell Ops leak was how he might have known. 

Only he didn’t know because, unknown to Tatio, Dot and her team had eradicated the leak just before she and I undertook the mission against him.
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As all of that was going on and as Dot occasionally chimed in on TJ’s explanation, on more than one occasion she reached over to let her hand rest on my forearm or my thigh, both highly personal and intimate gestures. And each time, she accompanied the gesture with a glance and a furtive smile.

Of course, I didn’t say anything, but I definitely noticed.

So that series of intimate touches was the third thing.

And it told me she was probably more interested in me personally and what I’d done to free Aspen—my capabilities—than she was in how much or whether I loved my wife.

Still, I prefer to give people the benefit of the doubt, and I kind of thought maybe she was just a little nervous talking with TJ. After all, he has that kind of effect on people.
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When the meeting was finally over, as Dot and I departed the office, I asked whether she might be free for lunch. Completely innocently, of course. 

As we waited for the elevator, she said, “I wish I could, but I just don’t have time in my schedule today.” Then the elevator stopped and the doors opened and we stepped inside and that was that. 

Or it should have been.

But when the doors closed, she raised onto her tiptoes, slipped her arms around my neck, laid her head on my chest, and hugged me tightly. Then, boring into my eyes with that same mesmerizing gaze, she whispered, “I really hope you’re willing to give me a raincheck, though. Please? At least think about it?”

Yeah. That was the fourth thing. And all the excuses I’d made for the other three events flew out the window.
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I have to tell you, I love Aspen to no end, but Dot’s offer, especially loaded as it was with innuendo, got my attention. Nothing is more attractive to me than a sexy, beautiful woman. Especially one who’s accomplished in her field as a warfighter. I mean that’s what, one in a million? Maybe a lot fewer than that. Or one in a lot more than a million.

Of course, once the elevator reached the lobby and the doors opened, Dot formally shook my hand. But her eyes were twinkling and the slightest smile graced her lips. Quietly, she said, “Don’t forget my raincheck, please. I can promise you I won’t.”

So even as the driver was taking me to the airport, my mind was reeling. I continued in that frame of mind as I got my boarding pass, made my way through the Security queue, and approached my gate. Well, and during the hour I spent waiting to board the plane.

And the whole time, I didn’t think to call Aspen. 

Hey, things happen.
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Chapter 2: Denver Airport, and Home to Huntsville and Aspen
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I finally realized I hadn’t called Aspen only as I passed from the jet bridge into the plane and spotted a flight attendant who reminded me a little of her. Her trim female form, maybe. Or maybe her pixie haircut. Or maybe her face in profile. 

Anyway, the pay phones were all behind me. There was one right there in the gate area, and a few were scattered in various places around the terminal. I just hadn’t thought of it. Aspen had been talking about getting us cell phones, but we hadn’t done that yet. And even if I had a cell phone, I wouldn’t be able to use it until several minutes after we were airborne. 

Of course, it wasn’t that big a deal. I’d just take a cab from the airport in Huntsville to the house. Besides, it wasn’t often that I was able to surprise Aspen. The thought of doing just that made me smile.

With that resolved, I stopped thinking about it. 

And for most of the almost three-hour flight, I let my mind continue with thoughts of Dot. During the assignment, we seemed to flow so well together. As colleagues, of course. And then today, all the little personal bits of attention were flattering. Plus Dot was a beautiful, capable, and exciting young woman. 

Still, I would never entertain even a notion of being unfaithful to my bride. 

Of all the women I’ve met, the only one who had struck me that hard before was Aspen. 

But Dot had struck me just as solidly if not as deeply. Aspen used to be a contact with the company, but Dot was the equivalent of an operative. Even the equivalent of a super operative. An actual warfighter. So in that way we had even more common ground than Aspen and I had. 

And I guess maybe I’d struck her that solidly too. Of course I can’t know for sure, but would she have done all those little things during the debrief if I hadn’t? 

And it isn’t like I actively wanted to find out. As I said, I would never do anything to disappoint Aspen. But it doesn’t hurt anything to mull over such thoughts in the privacy of my own mind. Besides, the chances I’d ever even see her again were practically nil. We’re the same, Dot and I, but we move in different circles. Our getting together in the first place was practically a fluke.

And the thoughts continued.
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Sometime or other I became aware the plane had been backed away from the gate and had taxied into takeoff position. As the engines revved and the plane jolted slightly and jerked itself down the runway, I let the light Gs settle me back into the seat, lightly gripped the ends of the armrests, and allowed myself to slip into some considerations I would never consider with my eyes open. 

As the plane banked in a slow, lazy turn back to the southeast, I smiled and shook my head. The goofy feeling still hadn’t left. 

Not that it would ever come to anything personal. I wouldn’t allow that to happen even if I had the chance. Which of course was all but nil. 

Still, it would be nice to work with her again. We work really well together.
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The hit on Tatio had gone smoothly, despite my unorthodox way of doing things. 

In the final seconds of the man’s life, we—Dot and I, her peering through a spotting scope and me peering through the scope on the rifle—both said, “Got him.” I mean simultaneously.

In my periphery, she glanced at me and giggled, then went back to her scope. 

The man was moving from the terminal toward his private jet across the tarmac. And as Dot had said he would be, he was surrounded by body guards. 

But what neither of us had anticipated was how many bodyguards there would be. There were at least twenty of them, and they were shielding him on all sides. 

Still looking through the spotting scope, she muttered, “Aw damn it.” 

She was on the verge of aborting the mission. I could feel it. A moment later, she said, “Okay, we’ll just have to take him out elsewhere. Some other time.”

But that would mean I’d failed personally, and I don’t like failure, whether in the form of making an attempt on a target and missing or aborting the mission outright. 

So with my eye still to the scope, I shook my head slightly. “No. Don’t abort. I’ve got him.”

She went back to the spotting scope and continued watching, but I still felt like she was going to abort. And I really didn’t want her to. And for good reason.

As we’d watched surveillance films and viewed still photos of the target earlier in the day, I’d noticed something I was sure Dot and her team hadn’t noticed—a narrow tuft of white hair—and I didn’t point it out to Dot. At first, I’d thought the white was only a reflection of light on his otherwise raven-black hair. 

But I soon realized the white streak remained in the same place no matter the angle of his head and no matter the light source. So it was part of him. That’s when I realized that white spot is what would enable me to do my job. Frankly, I felt a little cocky. 

And later, in the nest, something about being in Dot’s presence and knowing something she didn’t know made me want to show off a little, so I didn’t mention it to her.  

So in the final seconds of the hit, even as she lowered the spotting scope, looked at me, and said, “No, I gotta call time of death on this one, Sam. Abor—” 

I fired.

In a flash, the white spot disappeared from the center of that mass of humanity. 

“What’re you doing?” But in my periphery, she’d whipped her spotting scope up again.

Most of the bodyguards seemed to collapse around Tatio as he went down. The outermost circle of bodyguards were in various poses, crouching or half-crouching or not—but all of them were looking about frantically for the shooter. 

As the white spot disappeared and the bodyguards folded in over Tatio, I took my eye from the scope. And as I was lowering the rifle from my shoulder and turning away, Dot was still peering through the spotting scope. She released a rush of breath. “Jesus, Sam! Did you get him?”

I nodded. “Guaranteed.” As I stepped past her to slip the rifle into the case, I said, “I noticed he had a white tuft of hair on his head. That’s what I aimed at, and that’s what I hit. It was the only white spot in the whole field.”

She lowered the spotting scope, turned, and only looked at me for a moment. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I couldn’t be sure until I saw it through the scope.” I shrugged. “Then there was no time. It was there, so I took the shot.”

She only nodded, her gaze on me the whole time. That was the first time I saw those green eyes twinkle.

She’d tossed the spotting scope on the bed, thrown her arms around my neck, and kissed me. Lightly, and she broke it off quickly, but still.
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When the flight attendant announced we were on our final descent into Huntsville, I finally snapped out of my reverie. My tray table had been upright and locked during the entire flight, but I’d leaned back a little. I adjusted the seat, then hoped vaguely there would be a line of cabs outside the terminal. I thought there usually were, but I’ve used one so seldom I couldn’t be sure.
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As it turned out, taking a cab wasn’t necessary. Aspen was in the terminal as usual, standing near the base of the escalator, her beautiful face tilted up as she watched for me to arrive.

As I gathered her into my arms, I said, “Sorry I didn’t call, baby. A lot on my mind, I guess.”

“So the meetin’ went well?” 

“Yeah, it was okay.” 

She kissed me lightly on the lips, then canted her head. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, baby. And again, sorry I didn’t call.” 

As she turned away, she said, “It’s okay. TJ called me. He said I could expect you on the next flight.” 

Her hand in mine as we walked out of the airport felt great. Natural. It was nice to be home. I did wonder why her greeting wasn’t as exuberant as it had been in the past. But I assumed she just didn’t feel well. Or maybe she was more miffed about me not calling than she let on. Whatever. If something’s wrong and she wants me to know, she’ll tell me.
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Aspen drove. As we exited the airport and slipped onto the highway, she said, “So how was it? It was good?”

“Yeah. Short, but good. Oh, listen. Remember you thought we had a leak?”

“Yes.”

“We did. But that’s resolved now. TJ got an old friend in the military to resolve that for us. And then on my previous assignment, a major and I targeted the last little bit of that. And I have to tell you, she’s pretty amazing. I mean, we made a great team. She, uh, was on a spotting scope and I was on the rifle.” I paused. “So anyway, the leak’s gone and the main guy who was benefitting from it’s gone.”

“She?”

“Yeah. A major. With Delta Force.” I grinned. “That’s all I can really say without some spook disappearing me to a basement somewhere in Quantico.” 

“Oh. Okay. But no more bad guys, right?”

“Well, there’ll always be bad guys. But there won’t be anymore direct threats on you from the bunch who sent that group to target you that time in Florida. All of that’s over now. Or it should be.”

She nodded. “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

“I’m sure it will. I mean, you’ll still have


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BLACKWELL OPS 50

SAM GRANGER

A
ZERO-
SUM
GAME

ANEW THRILLER BY

HARVEY






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





