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      Kim, the sponsor of this story, has been a long-time fan and a rabid supporter (Thanks, Kim!). She’s my go-to early reader for when I try something new in the military sphere. She’s the one who, when I first wrote Delta Force operator Colonel Michael Gibson, said, “Oh yeah. I know this guy. He’s a good friend. You nailed him.”

      Kim left the service early to raise her family but has remained continuously involved with the Army from the civilian side, especially as a relocation and deployment counselor.

      Her husband finished out his twenty years with a sterling reputation and a serious number of stripes on his sleeve before joining her in counseling active-duty personnel and their families. Oh! And she finally did get that Geology MS degree and teaches the odd Geo and Physics class.

      Bonus tip: During a game, do not sit next to this lady at the hockey rink she helps manage—unless you’re wearing earplugs.
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      “Let’s go, Army! Let’s go!”

      “Down in front!”

      I stand all of five-four in my boots. Me blocking any portion of the game projected on the hangar’s back wall wasn’t enough to matter.

      “Looney gal!”

      “You bet!” I shouted back at the next heckler. You had to be some kind of nutcase if you still were rooting for the US Army Black Knights in this game. Only the second quarter and the Navy Midshipmen team was whupping their asses something serious. Twenty-zip wasn’t a score, it was a Shakespearean tragedy, maybe even a Greek one. We hadn’t once gotten close enough to see the End Zone over the horizon, never mind reach it. Not as painful as watching the Dodgers trounce my SF Giants across nine innings as often as they had the last handful of years—utterly brutal to be a true fan these days—but not so fine either.

      “Let’s go, Army! Let’s go!”

      No one else joined in on the cheer. Wish I had my big old college marching euphonium. I’d hit them with a roar to shake their very bones (not like those lame high-brass B♭ cornets or, even worse, trumpety things). Took them a year after I dropped out to figure out that maybe they wanted an actual tuition-paying student to lead the Pep Band—a major disappointment when they caught on I was just hanging out.

      “Give it a break, Kim,” one of the other intel guys said it kindly enough. I could face down a grunt half again my body mass—double on a good day—but not one of my own guys being decent.

      I plummeted into an old armchair I’d scrounged, along with the rest of the shambles to create our hang-out space back here, and considered how to fix things. I sure wasn’t going to fix that mess playing out on the wall. The Army’s ground game sucked as badly as mine. I felt like I should apologize to them for that, but they were making a fine mess of this all on their own. My air game was good, but I’d never wanted to be in the Air Farce.

      Maybe it was hard to blame the other grunts for excessive grumpiness. Camp Kosciuszko in Poland—renamed by the arriving US command for the Polish war hero of the America Revolution—had to be the most annoying station posting in recent Army history. And that was aside from having a name no American ever said correctly—it sounds like `Cuz followed by a sneeze, folks. I’m the only one I know who doesn’t just call it CK.

      We weren’t even in Kosciuszko. We were four kilometers out in a hastily cleared hangar at the nearest airfield, Poznan.

      With the lunatic fascist dictator in Belarus and the Ukraine War to the east, Romania and Slovakia were burying their heads to Poland’s south pretending that nothing was going on anywhere near them. To the west, the Czech Republic and Germany were doing their best to be the three monkeys at once by closing their eyes, covering their ears, and humming polkas to themselves—loudly enough to annoy the crap out of anyone who liked actual music.  Poland also shared the Baltic Sea to the north with Russia, Russian Kaliningrad, and little Lithuania justifiably shivering in her boots. Poland well knew the major bullseye painted on its forehead.

      Realists to the core, at least about Russia, Poland played a wicked ground game. They’d invited the US Armed Forces to attend and we were surging in-country—fast. Camp Kosciuszko was on the verge of overtaking Ramstein for the honor of largest US base in Europe. Not exactly the prize anyone wanted to win, yet here we were.

      Just like the early days of Iraq and Afghanistan, the infrastructure was ages behind the surge. Okay, so I was in Kindergarten making boys’ lives miserable while the Army was surging there, but I’ve heard the stories.

      The military had gotten better at their ground game with practice—a little anyway. Kosciuszko had fewer tents and more Containerized Housing Units, CHUs, than early Bagram, but there sure wasn’t a Burger King or Pizza Hut anywhere close by the base. Still, CK had nothing bad enough to be more than a hassle, so conditions weren’t the issue.

      Great Aunt Jillian always talked on and on about her Vietnam War protest days. What if they gave a war and nobody came? remained her favorite conversation opener fifty years on. Great idea, Jill, because that’s so how wars work. The Russians gave a war and the Ukrainians didn’t get the option of not showing up when it landed on their heads. The US wasn’t only not invited, but we still weren’t allowed to go.

      There! That was the major issue.

      Russia was tromping all over Ukraine just a line on a map away from Poland, and we weren’t allowed to help those we deemed to be the good-guy underdogs. A war that should have taken days was headed into years, and still the politicians wouldn’t let us in. Why? Because Ukraine hadn’t plucked the golden ring of NATO membership from the whirling merry-go-round ride of European politics before Russia came calling. We might be pumping in weapons, but we sure weren’t letting US forces cross that border.

      Instead, we were all stationed in the limbo of seeing the disaster close up and not being allowed to do anything about it.

      At a loud groan, I looked back to the game in time to see Navy sack Army’s quarterback, who lost the ball in an egregious fumble. When Navy recovered and sprinted it in for another six points the silence in the hangar turned deep. Not even the cooling tics of hard-used helos broke the silence—not a one of the machines behind us had been airborne tonight.

      Talk about ground game disaster.

      I remained hypnotized, turned into helpless mush as the Navy lined up for a field goal attempt on a whole different continent. No, not a field goal, a fake. Navy went for a fifteen-yard play—not even in the air, running—and got the extra two points. Slumping lower in the chair didn’t make me feel any better.

      Guys started drifting away. I could hear the mumbles that there had to be a better way to waste time. Perhaps they should try beating their heads against the hard hangar walls—a good soldier didn’t desert the field when the going got tough! The kickoff… And our defense bobbled it out of bounds at the five-yard line. This had another safety written all over it. Even my old high school team could have done better. I placed a side bet with myself: no one from Army being scouted to the pros this year.

      As the self-appointed morale officer of my company, I’d achieved crap-all. Not that it was my job, or even close to it.

      Russian-language SIGINT was my air game—I’m a whiz when my guys and gals go aloft. My company’s helos depended on me and mine to sort through the signals intelligence the Russians sent—in several different languages. If it was encrypted, I—and a hot satellite link back to The Activity’s supercomputer in Fort Belvoir, Virginia—would do our best to unravel it into actionable intelligence. If not, I could at least nail the point of origin and give the Ukrainians that to target. Hadn’t yet given them our cool signal jammers that would scramble the Russians’ brains—or at least their comms.

      Failure when my teams were aloft wasn’t an option, but on the ground I was still a hot mess as often as not. It didn’t seem fair, but Supply wasn’t interested in my repeated requests for being issued a new brain—or rather half a one—despite my properly executed DA Form 3161 - Request for Issue. Maybe they stocked a revised Ground Game Playbook. If they did, I could send it to what the Army had insisted on calling a football team this year, even if they weren’t fooling anyone with that label.

      “Saint Jude, I’m guessing,” a silhouette between me and the projected game spoke up.

      “Patron saint of lost causes. I’m all over that. Though these boys are beyond even my help.” I looked up…and kept right on going. Five-eleven or twelve of sergeant stood before me and it looked good on him. Shaved bald—which looked stupid on most guys, looked just right on him. Not ostentation like most grunts, just who he was. No one with  double-X chromosomes would be complaining about him blocking the screen. Besides, I could see over his shoulder that during my mulling, half time, most of the third quarter, and another thirteen points had slid by.

      “It’s gone from a Greek tragedy to a plain old rout.”

      “It has,” he agreed, showing no signs of moving off or moving in on me.

      Spec Ops women were as rare as an Army touchdown, not that one or even four would save this game. We double-Xers had way too much target practice from the wrong end—as in being the targets of every bored XYer—married or not. This one actually spoke like I was a human beyond the scope of my gender heritage. It took me enough by surprise to keep listening when he kept speaking.

      “But that’s okay.”

      “In what way is that okay?” I pointed at the score over his shoulder.

      He shrugged it away, literally as I’d slouched so low in my seat that I was more horizontal than vertical, and his shrug of good shoulders blocked my view of the score box in the top left corner of the screen. “It’s just pizza.”

      “Pizza.” My brilliant rejoinder to the fine-looking soldier. Still a mess when I’m on the ground, so I must still be me. Now if only I found that more reassuring.

      “Spent a summer slinging pizza. When things went seriously sideways and we all started stressing, boss would say, It’s just pizza. That,” he hooked a thumb at the Army-Navy game I was no longer focusing on, “is just pizza.”

      “My summer at TGI Fridays,” the two years between dropping out of the college and being so sick of it that I joined the Army—even I have a perkiness quota and I used it up times a thousand at T-GIF, “the boss would slap me on the ass and say Nice one, Kim. Now get out there and hustle with it.”

      “And you put up with that?” The points I lost in the pretty sergeant’s eyes during the next heartbeat actually hurt.

      “Well, I might have broken his thumb the second time he tried it.” Third. Maybe fourth. But, hey, I’d needed the job. “He didn’t dare complain after I offered to land a harassment lawsuit on his head. He didn’t last long anyway, not even as long as his cast. Second guy was way better, partly because she wasn’t a guy.”

      Mr. Sergeant didn’t have some big laugh, but his chuckle was like winning the prize stuffed animal at the county fair.

      He nodded to the side, asking for permission to sit on the next chair over. Actually asking!

      “You sure that you’re a soldier, Soldier?” Most would assume that of course I’d be interested because they’d asked me the time of day and I hadn’t shot them for doing so. A mere stabbing wouldn’t deter most Army XYs around a Spec Ops double-X.

      “US Army holds that I am.”

      I stared at the screen behind him for several long seconds. I was never
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