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Bill Morgan stood on the firing range with his newest creation, Sean II. Like its predecessor, now sitting abandoned in an Algerian evidence room somewhere, Sean II was a massive-bore Thompson-Center Encore. Unlike its predecessor, Sean II was even bigger and its muzzle brake even more prominent. 

An old Sherman tank stood before him, the target of the current ‘experiment’. Morgan grabbed an armor-piercing round, loaded it into the gun, closed the breech, and then aimed. Once he was sure of his target, he fired. 

WOOOOOOOOOOOOGGGGGGGGGGGGRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRIIIIIIIIIIIIRKKKKKKKKKK!

The gun rang out with a deafening roar as its saboted projectile burst forward and smashed into the front of the tank. Once all had quieted down, Morgan went over and inspected it. Even he was impressed by what his bullet had wrought. 

Sean II had ripped straight through the frontal armor of the tank, through the driver’s compartment, through the engine, through the rear decking, and through the wall behind the tank. Looking at the hole, Morgan couldn’t help but feel proud.

“Shit, that’s a big boom.”

Of course, now he had to see just how much armor the next version of Sean could and couldn’t punch through. Either he’d have to build a target wall, see if Colonel Brander could get him a used M48, or stack up metal plates. Thinking about it, Morgan stroked his beard and grinned even more.

“Why not all three?”

Fred Tally looked at the portrait he’d ordered – or, rather, had the unit’s quartermasters order. It was a commemorative portrait of the 1995 World Series champion Philadelphia Phillies. On the night of Game Seven against the Detroit Tigers, Colonel Brander had ordered them out into the hills for a patrol exercise. He denied it, but Tally was sure that the timing was not coincidental. Oh well. He’d gotten the videotapes of it all, including the ‘murder-go-round’ in the top of the ninth of Game Seven when the Phillies scored eight runs and sealed the series. 

Now the big question was who the Phillies would protect and let go in the by now too-frequent expansion draft. Two players Tally knew they’d hold on tightly to were ace pitcher Alex Peters and hitting sensation Hank McBlaine, young and already one of the best second basemen in the league. And though the baseball season had ended, the basketball season was well underway. The Sixers were already bound for the playoffs, and they had the talent to make a run at the Finals. 

Of course, if they did, Tally was sure that either a field mission or convenient ‘training exercise’ would cause him to miss it live. Oh well. That was what videocassettes were for. Turning on the TV and switching to SportsCable, to his delight he saw that the featured game of the night was his hometown team against the new expansion franchise, the New York Owls. 

Tally opened a can of beer and sat down to watch the game. He had to have only one beer a night, because there was always a chance that the unit could be called into action at any moment. The Sixers were playing their B-Team and still crushing the Owls, with their weird tan uniforms and Old English lettering. 

Mark Wiedenseld sat in his room, alternating his time between studying everything he could possibly find out about the Norwegian Forest Ministry and playing two of the arcade machines he’d had the quartermasters get. The first was World Defense, a basic fly-the-spaceship-on-the-2D-plane ‘shmup’ that he’d chosen because he’d heard how hard it was. It took him only a few tries to beat it on one quarter. The rest of the unit had come in and placed bets on how much money it would take the other two men to beat it. Wiedenseld had bet that it would take Tally three dollars and that Morgan would never win before he gave up in frustration.

It turned out that Tally took five dollars and seventy-five cents, and that Morgan bulldozed through with nine dollars. It was impressive. Since beating it, Wiedenseld had begun trying to beat it with sound alone, with his back turned to the machine. He’d managed that with three dollars, but his last big run two days before had gotten down to one. He was confident he could soon beat it on one quarter with his back turned. 

Of course, the second machine was the real big draw. It was the incredibly popular NBA Super Dunkers, and one of the players, starting on behalf of the lowly St. Louis Spirits, was Wiedenseld’s own brother Ben. He’d played as Ben, a capable but undistinguished point guard, a few times. But it was more fun to play as a powerhouse team like the Knicks, Lakers, or Hawks, crush St. Louis, and take advantage of the game’s lack of fouls to send Ben flying across the court at every opportunity.

“So, the Forest Ministry buildings are typically no larger than two stories. Okay, time to relax.”

The Razor grabbed a few quarters from a drawer, put them in the Super Dunkers machine, and selected the teams. This time, he chose the Dallas Chaparrals, for no reason in particular. The opponents, were, of course, the Spirits. 

Right after the computer-controlled avatar of Chaparrals center Ed Parker directed the tipoff to Wiedenseld’s Cyrus Jones, there was a knock on the door of the apartment. With one hand, Wiedenseld grabbed the small dagger he kept next to the arcade machine. With the other, he kept moving the joystick and pushing buttons. While his mouth said “Come in”, his left hand passed the ball from Jones back to Parker.

As Colonel Brander opened the door, Wiedenseld hit the ‘shoot’ button and Parker tossed a three-pointer straight over Ben’s head. A twitch of slight disappointment turned on Mark’s lips as he heard the virtual ball clank off the rim. 

Oh well, the real Parker’s only taken five threes in his career and three of those were buzzer-beaters with nothing to lose, so I’d guess I’d expect that. 

“Yes, Colonel?”

“Mark, we’ve got something really big for you. I mean, really big. I’m taking about you making history big. I’m talking you changing history big. I’m talking about you changing the fate of civilization big.”

“Oh really, now?” Wiedenseld half-focused on Brander, his left hand continuing to play the game.

“Really. I guarantee it.”

“Now that only makes me more skeptical that such a bold claim can live up to its promise. What is it that you have in mind?”

Brander told him. 

“Are you sure this is real?”

“I’m sure,” the colonel replied, before passing Wiedenseld a set of documents. 

As he quickly skimmed them, an expression of pure delight rose across Wiedenseld’s face, like a child at a birthday party somehow getting every single present he ever wanted. It was even enough to make him no longer care about the game. The digitized Cyrus Jones stood unattended as Ben made one unopposed layup after another. As early as ten minutes ago, Mark would not have let that stand. 

Now he no longer cared about that. He no longer cared about the Norwegian Forest Ministry. He no longer cared about his other side projects. What the colonel had said was something one would never possibly hope to pass up. 

And it was likely that the colonel was understating the importance of this. 

So Wiedenseld got into a car that left the next morning. The other unit members saw the car leave, yet thought little of it. Wiedenseld had the habit of disappearing and reappearing by himself, so the car assured them that at least this excursion was approved. 

And soon enough, they would have something bigger occupying their minds as well.
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It was the ninth inning. The Indianapolis Clowns were visiting the Cincinnati Reds, currently leading 5-4 with one out. The Reds were at bat, and they had a chance to tie the game. Clowns reliever Paul August stood on the mount in the solid light-blue and orange uniform that caused much derision. At bat was first baseman Salvador Velazquez. On second was right fielder Nate Browning. 

In the stands of Ohio River Stadium were tens of thousands of fans. The Reds were pegged as a distant contender, but were still good enough to bring their fans out en masse. It wasn’t too far from opening day, and the love of baseball was always vast in this community. Adding to the stands, and to the gate receipts the team undoubtedly liked, were a few Indianans who had made the drive of a few hours to see a baseball series with their local team. 

And in the press box was Indianapolis AP sportswriter Art Roland. Roland watched. Roland blinked. Roland twitched. Strike one. Then ball one. Foul. 

Come on you little shit, hit into a double play. Yeah, hit it. Hit it down the third base line, get August out- I mean, Browning out, shit my brain is so fucked I can’t even keep the players straight now. Yeah. Browning out. Then be slow running to first. I know you can do it. Do it. 

The speech was all in his mind, for there was no cheering in the press box. But it was what Roland was thinking as the fourth pitch left August’s hand. Velazquez made contact, swinging the ball down into right center field. While he held up at first, Browning roared down the third base line. Not wasting any steps, he soon ran for home. Clowns center fielder Peter Washington tossed it to the catcher. 

Not in time. Not nearly in time. Browning’s final slide that left his uniform covered in dirt was a mere formality. The game was now tied. 

A cheer went through the stadium. It was a cheer that Roland didn’t agree with. The other sportswriters facing the prospect of extra innings against their deadlines also tuned it out, focusing on the issue at hand.

Roland reached into a nearly empty bag of corn chips, grabbed one, and began to nibble on it. It was stale. It was dull. It was a store brand from a local chain.

Either this is some kind of fucking sponsorship deal, or they’re just cheapskates. Do you think I traveled around the country to eat borderline out-of-date store-brand chips? What the fuck is this? And just plain store-brand water too? At least I have proper Pepsi and not store-brand soda, for whatever that’s worth. Oh, my back. These chairs are terrible, almost as bad as the ones in Montreal. The joys of sportswriting, I tell you!

A mound visit took up more time and allowed for Roland to stew in his monologue. For an instant he thought August would be pulled for yet another pitcher, taking up yet more time he couldn’t afford to waste. 

The next batter came up, catcher Bill Landon. As he stepped to the plate, stepped back, and readjusted his batting gloves, Roland felt a small amount of hope. By the time the first pitch finally came, an unswung strike inside, he could still hold onto it.

Landon can hit pretty hard. A nice home run could get me out of this ballpark. Come on, hit a home run. I know you can do it. I know you can, Billy. 

On the second pitch, another unswung strike, Velazquez darted for second. The ball roared out of August’s grip, slammed into the mitt of Clowns catcher Roy Fisher, and then, as if on a trampoline, zipped back in the opposite direct as he frantically threw to stop the steal. By the time the Cincinnati infielder arrived at the base, he had a glove and a ball waiting for him.

There was still the slight chance that he could make it to second. But the second baseman’s arm came down, applying a clean and obvious tag. Velazquez was now out, and extra innings were just one strike or putout away. 

“Shit,” came a handful of murmurs from the press box, including Roland. “Come on.” By this point, the sportswriter’s brain was working in overdrive. 

Come on. Hit a home run. Hit a nice easy walk-off home run I can sell as something big and dramatic, like it’s the seventh game of the World Series and not one involving a team we all know is gonna finish last. Come on. Home run. You got it, Billy. Good hard swing. You got it. I need you to hit a home run so-

“STRIKE THREE!” 

His heart dropped and sweat ran through his thinning hair. Extra innings it was. 

The game ultimately lasted eleven innings, with Cincinnati winning on a squeeze bunt, 6-5. The remaining fans were delighted at the dramatic outcome. Their night was done, but Roland’s was just getting started. 

It was off to the clubhouse for a few quotes. He knew the game. So did the players. So did the army of other sportswriters stuffed in, all looking for the same thing. 

The Reds left fielder said something along the lines of “We won because we got more hits and scored more runs.” A Clowns relief pitcher gave the postgame interview-ese response of “We would have won if our game plan had been in sync.” At least the players were quick in coughing up their responses.  

Then it was right back to typing up and sending off the recap of the game. Thankfully, he still met the deadline, although it was close. Every newspaper that couldn’t afford its own sports reporters would blare REDS DEFEAT CLOWNS 6-5 ON RISKY EXTRA-INNINGS PLAY and a short recap in the relevant section the next day.

After that, he could finally head over to the hotel for some sleep, because he needed to travel with the team again. They were heading to Atlanta for their next series, and who knew how the Braves would do against them. Their last trip was not something any visitor would have relished. 

The room was good by the standards of $35-a-night cheapie hotels, which was to say it was barely adequate. After sitting down in a chair, the sportswriter opened his suitcase and grabbed his cell phone. 

Should I still call my nephew from Dayton now? Nah, I’ll wait; it’s late and I’m just too fucking tired. What a day, what a day, what a day. Whew. 

For some quick medication, Roland opened a beer can and reminisced. “Last game down there was shit even by the standards of shit. Shitty weather, shitty play, they used eight fucking pitchers and of course the fucking clowns got crushed 16-9. The way the ballplayers play now, doesn’t matter how you field or strike out if you just hit a home run! And that fucking stadium! Makes the one I was in look like a palace!”

The sportswriter took a deep breath and then took another massive drink of beer. No sooner had he swallowed than he continued talking. It wasn’t loud talking, but it was very forceful.

“Six down, how many fucking more to go, how many fucking more to go, how many till I have to see the Pacers and the Pros and the Hoosiers and the Irish a-fucking-gain. Shit!” 

He glugged down the rest of his beer with a monstrous gulp. Then he threw the empty can into the garbage with his might. It made a distinct clang-thump as it hit the side of the bin.  

“Ah, shouldn’ta done it.”

For an instant, his mind feared that someone would come to his room. That someone would check out what he had done. That someone would look at his plans and belongings. Then came the fear that he would have a heart attack. Then he calmed down and tried to sleep. It didn’t come. Maybe it was the caffeine, maybe it was his emotions, but it just didn’t happen.

Sleep didn’t come until he was actually on the plane as it flew south, and even then, it was not the kind of rest he desired. 

They say success has a million fathers. And even though they did not know it, the people of southern Ohio had many reasons to be thankful that the game went into extra innings. It could have been the responsibility of August, for pitching just poorly enough to give up one run and well enough to not give up more. It could have been the responsibility of the Reds manager for ordering a steal. It could have been the responsibility of Velazquez for hitting just well enough to drive in one run and fail to steal second. It could have been the responsibility of Landon for striking out. Or it could have just been the fatigue of a cumulative road journey taking its toll on Roland.

Whatever it was, Cincinnati was spared that night. 
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The inevitable briefing for the next mission came sooner after Wiedenseld’s departure than Morgan and Tally anticipated. They’d thought Brander would have waited until he returned, not wanting to have the unit go on a shorthanded expedition. Instead, the special signal briefing came a mere two days after The Razor hopped in that car and vanished.

The atmosphere was one they knew. Eat junk food and sip on soft drinks while skimming document binders and watching the colonel work the slide projector. 

“Okay. The next mission of yours is taking place inside North America. We don’t anticipate you going any farther out than Montreal. Your target – for the time being – is this man. Art Roland.”

The image of a middle-aged, balding, slightly heavyset white man with black hair popped on the screen. 

Fred Tally combed through the documents. 

“So, this is an Associated Press sportswriter who went to the hotbed of terror radicalization and called the Indiana State Journalism School.”

Bill Morgan had to interject.

“Now, now, he fought in the Dominican War back in ‘fifty-nine. Five years in the army, went to college on the GI Bill. Good record from his time in the service.”

“Still, he isn’t exactly World Public Enemy Number One.”

Tally then shifted his view from Morgan to Brander.

“If I may ask, why are we killing him?”

“You’re not necessarily killing him, at least not immediately. The issue is that he’s far richer than a journalist of his background has any right to be. He’s bought fancier houses – note the plural – and a pair of Ford Mayas.”

Colonel Brander moved to the next slide, showing the cars and houses in question. 

“This is very sensitive because control of Congress and the presidency this November may well rest on Indiana. Which is why we’re sending you in and not the FBI.”

Morgan sipped from his glass of soda. 

“Figures the politicians would be messin’ this up. But what about the Indiana local cops?”

“Indiana holds state elections at the same time as national ones, and they’ll be closely fought.”

Brander breathed for a minute.

“Also, there’s really creepy rumors around Roland. Some severely creepy rumors. Nothing that would even be cause for indictment with what we have, but people have been talking. Of course, they range from ‘he once touched someone at her birthday dinner a little imprudently’ to ‘He’s Nicu Ceausescu.’ All the more reason why we ordered this investigation.”

“Rumors like ‘he killed his family cat because he thought it was costin’ them too much money, and then moved on to people?’”

Brander’s face soured for a bit before he continued.

“So you’re going to be more free-range here, provided you can behave yourselves. If you can’t, you’re instantly going to become the most wanted fugitives in the world. You’ve earned your good behavior – provided you stay good and recognize that this is an investigation, not a
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