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Chapter 1
Native American in Exile
Dr. Nova Orlovic hurled her morning coffee at the image of President Lincoln Todd. 
“Linc, you lying son of a bitch!”
Watching her cup bounce off the flat screen, Lord Frederick Wise thought it fortunate it was only paper, as well as empty. Nova was part Cheyenne; hence, often called the Chief. And he feared the Chief was ready to go on the warpath. 
On the monitor inside Nova’s guest room, Anglo Broadcast News, ABN-Middle East, was replaying Washington Headline Beat. Lincoln Todd, with wavy charcoal hair, gray eyes glistening from tears, finished his comments.
“And it deeply saddens me to hear this disturbing news about the widow of a great American patriot, Admiral Connor Quinn. Especially when it comes on the heels of her heroic rescue in Karykistan by our good friends, the Brits.”
The camera cut to Megan Carter, an attractive blonde anchor. “That was President Todd’s statement when he learned of the indictment of Admiral Quinn’s widow, Dr. Nova Orlovic. 
“Eleven years ago, Dr. Orlovic’s first husband, Dr. Yakov Pasternak, was brutally stabbed to death inside his Pasadena home. Since then, his wife has been the prime suspect. In light of these findings by a California grand jury, we will be covering this case in depth.”
“You betcha, Megan.” Nova pressed the off button on the remote, watching the blonde disintegrate into the blackness of the screen. “You and everyone else in the media. You’ll destroy me, just like all the other women you call Todd’s Twits.”
“I say, the timing of your indictment is most peculiar.” Wise squinted at her. 
“You think?” Nova, in a black caftan, crossed her arms, looking back at her confidant in khakis. 
Wise opened up his hands. “But thank God you’re safe, here, inside the British consulate.” 
“Oh, yeah.” Nova rolled her brown eyes. “But Linc can’t easily do me in, here, in the Kingdom of Pisgah. So he does the next best thing. Unleashes his character assassins.” 
“Chin up, Doctor.” Wise smiled when she raised her head. “I’ve received word that you’ve been granted political asylum and are under the protection of the Crown.” 
“Yet if I step one foot on American soil, I’ll be arrested. For murder.”
Wise twitched his trim brown mustache. “No doubt your president has thought of that too. And how fortunate for him. It keeps you out of the United States…at least until after the elections.”
Nova balled her left hand into a fist; her right hand was bandaged. “But I’ll be damned if that son of a bitch runs me out of my country.”
“Pardon me, Doctor.” Wise looked at his watch. “Captain Davis…he’s invited me to this morning’s briefing.”
“He led the SAS that rescued me, right?”
“Indeed. And that reminds me of a story when I was in Her Majesty’s service—” 
“Your briefing, Fred?”
“Right. The story can wait. But Captain Davis can’t.” Wise moved to the door. “Meanwhile don’t do anything rash like—”
“Kill myself?”
“The Commander did tell me he was quite worried about you in the desert while you were looking for the Admiral.”
“Don’t worry about me, Fred. I won’t give Linc the satisfaction of killing myself.”
“At least have Pastor Cameron come sit with you.”
“I’ll be fine.” Nova pulled out her gold cross necklace from under her caftan, then looked at Wise. “Today’s not a good day to die. Actually, it’s a good day to live.”
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Chapter 2
The Dust Devil Trail
Nick Orlovic was pursuing a lead in the city of Bashan. Brown hair, subdued brown eyes, the freelance American reporter stuck out among the more swarthy denizens of the Kingdom of Pisgah. But in blue jeans and a polo shirt, he dressed like many of the young men wandering the streets.
Wielding a gadget-wizard, called a gazzard, Nick loaded his blog, The Orlovic Pow-Wow. The page displayed links to his latest articles in the series: So What Really Happened to Admiral Quinn, Mr. President? 
Nick’s site had broken the news of his aunt’s team finding Admiral Quinn’s body inside the Forbidden Area of Karykistan. It featured photos and sound bites of his uncle’s last words. The Admiral’s death reeked of scandal, cover-ups, and conspiracies at the highest levels of American government. And Nick teased of more revelations to come. The readers loved it.
Wow! Ten million hits already. And growing.
On his gazzard, Nick replayed the clip of President Todd’s response to his stories.
“It’s a fact that the Admiral’s remains were recovered during the Navy SEALs’ covert search and rescue mission. But due to the urgency and secrecy of this operation, granted, some evidence may have been missed. And now, it seems, doctored up photos with sensitive data have been circulating the internet to fit the twisted narrative of extreme conspiracy theories.
“Let me say this.” The President wagged his finger at the camera. “It’s in the poorest taste to post these hacks. Especially now. After the rescue of the Admiral’s widow. But let me assure you, as Commander-in-Chief, I’m totally committed to leave no one behind. From the lowest ranking soldier in the field. To Admiral Connor Quinn.
“Therefore, I urge all of you in the media—all you bloggers out there in cyberspace—to respect Dr. Orlovic’s privacy and not reopen the wounds of her husband’s death as she still mourns for him. It’s the right and decent thing to do.”
Nick snorted. 
So that’s how you’re going to spin this inconvenient truth about Uncle Connor, Mr. President. And how convenient Auntie was indicted, just now, years after the murder of Uncle Yakov.
Next, Nick checked his email. It was flooded. One folder filtered an invitation from Fly-Over News. Rusty Wheeler requested an interview for Diogenes News in America. But the response would have to wait. Nick had an imminent meeting with his local contact.
* * *
At an al fresco café near the market, Nick sat across from Rashid, a young man dressed in blue jeans and a T-shirt. While sipping tea, the Bashan denizen studied his gazzard, similar to the kind Nick had. These gadgets seemed ubiquitous, even in the Third World. 
Dark hair, swarthy, Rashid spoke English fluently. As the two bantered, Nick ordered an espresso. 
“It feels good to be outdoors in January in short sleeves.” Nick rolled his shoulders, looking about the sunlit plaza. “Back home in Wyoming, they tell me it snowed, and it’s freezing out.” 
“Freezing?” Rashid chuckled. “Sounds pleasant. Especially in summer when a hundred degrees is considered a chilly day, my friend.” 
As Nick finished his espresso, Rashid rubbed the dark stubble on his face. “So you really want to know what happened to Admiral Quinn while he was held prisoner during the Dust Devil War?”
“Of course. He was my uncle.” Nick’s eyes darted about the café. “And foremost, I’m a journalist. It’s very newsworthy.”
Rashid called the waiter. Nick paid the bill while Rashid sent out a text message. Shortly, a battered car, a four-door, pulled up at the curb near their table. 
“Get in.” 
As Nick slid into the back seat, a hood slipped over his head and he was pushed to the floor. Then he was patted down and his gazzard taken from him.
“So no one can track us, my friend.” Nick heard Rashid’s voice. “There are spies everywhere.”
Sighing, Nick recalled recent beheadings of journalists. He was young, in his twenties, like Rashid. Too young to die. Then Nick’s thoughts went to his Baptist mother, how she had taken him to Sunday School as a boy growing up in Wyoming. He prayed—real hard. 
When Nick started to hyperventilate, Rashid said, “Relax, my friend. I give you my word they will do you no harm. This hood…it’s only a precaution.”
“I pray I don’t regret this,” Nick said.
Rashid laughed nervously. “You’d only regret not following this lead, Mr. Nicolas Orlovic the Third.”
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Chapter 3
Admiral Cover-up 
“What’s up, Fred?” Nova asked when Wise returned from the briefing. “Or is it, if you tell me, you’ll have to shoot me?”
Nova Orlovic had been monitoring her gazzard all morning. Confined to her guest room, she hungered for any news from her nephew Nick as well as the rest of her team. They were scattered between the American and British consulates and Bashan Hospital.
“Captain Davis has cleared me to speak on some topics that concern you, Doctor.” Wise grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He took a drink and wiped his lips. “It seems the Americans did recover something most sensitive inside those caves in the Forbidden Area. The ones where you and the Commander and the Colonel replenished your water supplies and spent the night.” 
“Not just any night, Fred.” Nova sat down on her bed. “Christmas Eve.”
“Right.” Wise settled into a chair facing her. “And thanks to the intel gleaned from Colonel Sheffield’s tablet. The one your people confiscated in Nod. The Americans wasted no time recovering what we believe was the Admiral’s body.”
“I thought they would.” Nova skewed her lips. “But I still want a proper burial for Connor—he deserves that. And I also want all my stuff back…what they took from me.” 
“Good luck with any of that, Doctor.” Wise raised his brown eyebrows.
Over the last thirteen years, Wise had developed a mid-Atlantic accent while working for Dr. Nova Orlovic in America. Yet even here, in Bashan, Pisgah, he comported himself as a proper English gentleman. He kept his khakis starched and pressed, his thin mustache trimmed, and his hair, brown touched with gray, neatly combed. 
Lord Frederick Wise felt very protective of his client. Nova had been overwhelmed with extra responsibilities since becoming the sole beneficiary of the Sapphire Mountain People Trust. Wise felt honored that she had chosen him to manage the Sapphire Mountain Ranch in Wyoming and start up the Chief Rainmaker Winery in California. Soon after that, he became like family.
When Nova’s first husband, Dr. Yakov Pasternak, was murdered, Wise was there for her. And he managed more of her affairs after she married Connor Quinn, then went to law school, later establishing a practice in California. But last year, Wise delegated his responsibilities as major domo to assist her investigation of Admiral Quinn’s death. 
From the beginning, Nova doubted President Todd’s official narrative of her husband’s accident in the No-Fly Zone of Karykistan. Her efforts to uncover the truth behind the tragedy were met with stonewalling and threats. So Wise arranged her search and recovery expedition, led by the Brits, into the Forbidden Area. 
Their recent discoveries—the Admiral’s body, his deathbed confession, evidence of Yasser Nasser’s mother-of-all-bribes—triggered President Todd’s people to scramble for major damage control. Now, after the California grand jury indicted Nova for Dr. Pasternak’s murder, Wise felt she needed him more than ever.
Nova raked her long raven hair with her fingers. Her right hand, grazed from a bullet, was bandaged. Her lovely face still bore fading bruises from the abuse of her Russian attackers.
“But Fred,” she said, “someone must have read that note we left by Connor’s body.”
“Good luck with anyone admitting to that also.” Wise rubbed his tight forehead.
“But Jack uploaded our evidence to the Dark Net…we have copies of everything. And Nick blogged about Connor…with photos of his body…
audio of his last words.”
“You’ve watched the news lately?” Wise swiped his hand toward her. “Your president just explained it all away and parsed his words most carefully, leaving himself much wiggle room. As for your evidence, it was all digital. And we all know how easy it is to alter photos and spread disinformation on the internet these days.” 
“Linc…he’s slick.” Nova snorted. “Like he arranged Connor’s fake state funeral for the whole world to see. And he clearly did that to cover-up what Connor was really doing for him.”
Wise let out a nervous laugh. “It’s most evident your president is doing everything in his power to discount your nephew’s reports. As well as smear you, Doctor. It was no accident that California grand jury just indicted you. Now that’s all the Americans will talk about. You and the murder of your first husband, eleven years ago. Not your president and this latest scandal.” 
“And the press lets Linc get by with it. Especially those sycophants at WNN.” Nova clenched her left hand. “Except Fly-Over News…perhaps.”
“Indeed. This morning, we watch various FON hosts question your president’s narrative. Again.”
“They seem to be the only ones doing that.” Nova chuckled. “That’s why Linc hates FON so much. He banned them from the Washington Press Corps, you know. Until the other news agencies protested. It’s a First Amendment thing.”
“Don’t forget your nephew.” Wise squinted at her. “His blog telling your side of the story got millions of hits. And he was the embedded reporter at your rescue. That carries much credence to his claims. No doubt, some may seek to silence him. Permanently.”
Nova took a noisy breath. “Oh, God, Frederick, I’d die if anything happened to Nick—”
“Believe me. I have Nick’s back as well as yours, Doctor.” Wise returned a crooked smile. “But for now—”
“I need to see Reggie.”
“The Commander’s safe in hospital. We talked about this.”
Nova set her jaw. “But you know I’ll find a way to see him.” 
“But we must have a plan before you venture outside these walls.” Wise pulled down his eyebrows. “Captain Davis tells me your CIA is most anxious to interview you. But as long as you stay here, they can’t get to you.”
“What about you, Fred? You’re with MI6, aren’t you?” Nova saw Wise twitch. “If it’s any consolation, Connor and I figured it out a long time ago. You let it slip in some of your war stories.”
“Quite.” Wise sighed. “And I fear my penchant for reminiscing broke a cardinal rule. Loose lips sink ships.” 
“But didn’t you resign when you went to work for me in America?”
“Indeed.” Wise grinned at Nova. “But no one really leaves MI6.”
“Like that old British Sci-Fi, The Prisoner? Rover will come and get you every time you leave the Village.” Nova cracked a smile. “But frankly, I’m glad you’re so well connected and you’re on my side.”
“Of course I’m on your side, Doctor.” Wise picked up her left hand and kissed it. “That’s why I counsel you to stay put. It’s more than just you butting heads with your CIA. It’s blokes like those Russians who shot you. And shot the Commander. And nearly beat the Colonel to death. The enemy would love to get their hands on you again. Especially for what you took from him.”
“You mean Linc?”
“A man far more dangerous than your president I’m afraid.” Wise took in a breath and loudly exhaled. “Konstantin Popov.”
“Oh, yeah. Him. That bastard.” Then Nova cocked her head. “But Reggie said I needed those medical tests. To check out my heart and kidneys. The snakebite, remember? It nearly killed me.”
“Perhaps a trip to hospital could be arranged. For medical reasons.”
“And other reasons.” Nova grew a sidelong smile. “This is no way for Reggie and me to spend our honeymoon…separated from one another.”
“Indeed not.” Wise wrinkled his brow. “Though I was surprised you remarried so quickly, Doctor. You knew the Commander no more than a month before you two tied the knot in the middle of the desert.”
“You know I’ve had whirlwind romances before. Yakov, then Connor.” Nova sighed. “I married them both after a few weeks of dating.”
“But I say with the Commander, you have equally good taste in men.” Wise nodded. “And most of all, he’s British.”
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Chapter 4
The Commander and the Colonel
Commander Reginald Barrett was aware that he had been in an operating room. Then came more missing time. His next waking moment, intensive care. Through blurry vision, he saw strange faces. And he heard strange voices speaking a strange language.
But one familiar face came into focus. Pastor Cameron Stewart from Scotland. At times, Reggie felt someone holding his hand while saying prayers. In English. 
Then Reggie faded out again. He woke up to more hospital smells. Antiseptic. Disinfectant. Sterile linens. Bleach mingled with hints of urine.
Yet his first thoughts were of her.
Nova. Was she only a dream?
As he cracked open his soft brown eyes, all looked white. Hospital white. Near his bedside, a familiar face came into view. Jack. His old chum Colonel Jack Sheffield. Jack’s blond hair looked disheveled. His mustache needed a trim.
“Jacko?” Reggie’s voice cracked.
“Reg, you’re awake,” Jack said through clenched teeth. Jack’s blue eyes scanned his chum. The Commander’s dark hair could use a good combing and his face a shave. 
“You’re mumbling, Jacko.” Reggie coughed. His throat was dry.
Jack offered the Commander some water. “Jaw’s broken…wired shut. But I speak well enough, thank you.”
While taking a sip through a straw, Reggie noticed the yellow-purplish hue of Jack’s swollen jaw. “I’m in hospital, right?”
“We both are, old chum.”
“Where?”
“Bashan. In the Kingdom of Pisgah.”
Struggling to sit up, Reggie groaned as he felt a sharp pain in his upper body. His shoulder and chest were tightly bandaged, his right arm in a sling. Reggie glanced at the curtain next to his bed, then focused on his chum. A faded bathrobe, partly open, revealed Jack’s upper torso was bound up in stretch bandages.
“What happened to you?” Reggie asked.
“I was beat up by a big ugly Russian.” Jack shifted his weight in his wheelchair. “Then the bastard shot you, Reg.”
“Oh, God. Now I remember.” Reggie blinked. “But there were two Russians, weren’t there?” 
“A skinny one with tattoos. And a big bald bruiser. It seemed the big ugly one had an old score to settle with Wise.” Jack snorted. “Now that’s a story I’d like to hear.”
Propping himself against the pillow, Reggie chuckled. “I thought Wise’s war stories bored you silly, Jacko.”
“But I’ve learned there’s more to the old boy than meets the eye.”
“But Nova…the Chief…she was real, wasn’t she?”
“You must be dopey from your meds, Reg.” Jack cocked his head. “Boss Lady…she hired us in London. Remember? And we both knew the job was dangerous when we took it. Which is why we ended up here.”
“Nova—” Reggie choked. “Is she…dead?”
“The Chief? It may have been a good day to die. For those Russians. But not for her. She lived.”
“Thank God.” Reggie sighed. “But those Russians…they wanted to video our execution for some perverted reason.”
“Their little present to Wise.” Jack sniggered. “They had it all scripted, those bastards. Act one, get a piece of the Chief’s ass while we watched. Final act, make us the stars of their snuff film. And bloody horror in between.”
“About that time I got shot, Jacko. So I’m a little foggy. How’d we cheat death?”
“The Chief snatched their gun. Caught the big horny bastard with his pants down. Good thing she’s American and knows how to shoot. It was Custer’s Last Stand for those Ruskies. The Chief turned them both into jackal food.”
“Was this real?” Reggie lifted his left hand, bereft of any ring. “The Chief and I…we got married? And she put a Band-Aid with her cattle brand on my finger? Then we ate goat for our wedding feast?”
“Yes, and I was your best man. Yes, she branded you. And yes, the goat was delicious.”
“Where is she?” Reggie’s brown eyes watered up.
Jack touched Reggie’s shoulder. “Hiding. This bird pissed off some very powerful people.”
“Oh, damn.” Reggie’s voice cracked. 
“She’ll find you, Reg. Like she found the Admiral—God rest his soul.” Then Jack gave Reggie another drink of water. “Before I forget, your father called from England.” 
“Father?” Reggie snapped open his eyes. “We haven’t spoken since…since he found out Daphne moved in with me.” 
“At least you have a father, Reg.” Jack raised his blond eyebrows. “Nurse told him you were really out of it. But he may call again. Tomorrow, perhaps.”
Reggie slumped back in bed. “Whatever became of your father, Jacko?”
“Never knew him. My mum…she doesn’t even know who he is. Doesn’t matter. My mum left me when I was a youngster.” Jack sighed. “Then I was raised by my nana—God rest her soul.” 
“Yes, yes, you didn’t have an ideal childhood.”
“But this makes up for it.” Jack pulled back the curtain. Bouquets of flowers decorated the nightstand and tables that circled Jack’s hospital bed. Interspersed were get-well cards and other gifts. 
Most well-wishers were from women, as Jack explained, “Chocolates from Lou…that’s Sergeant Louise Smith, my sweet piece of Jamaican chocolate. She ran the motor pool at the UN site in Adam. She collected Wise’s hi-tech Jeeps and disabled the perimeter alarms…cut the power so we could get away. They blamed the power outage on stray cats, she says.”
“Cats…they’re sneaky. I’m sure they’re guilty of something.”
Jack lifted up some lilies. “And these are from Bernie…our pretty redhead pilot. Remember Captain Bernadette Morgan flew the British transport to Adam?”
“Didn’t you kiss her for good luck when we boarded in England?”
“It worked, didn’t it?” Jack looked over her message. “And Bernie says she’d never forgive me if I’d gotten myself killed.”
“Good thing you lived, Jacko.”
“You know me, old chum. The Jackster never disappoints his women.” Then Jack lifted a fancy tube of hand cream. “And here’s some ointment from that nurse who visited us in Nod…Captain Amanda Hodges. Left a little something for you, Reg.”
“Yes, yes, we served together during the Dust Devil War.” Reggie examined the lotion that Jack had left on the nightstand. “And Amanda also assisted me in surgery at the clinic in Adam. Small world.”
“And this big bouquet is from Dame Christine Carrington. And the lady did not forget you, Commander Barrett.”
“Lady Carrington.” Reggie looked over an arrangement of daisies near his bedside. “England’s Mother Theresa. I understand she was privy to Nova’s real mission into Karykistan from the start.”
“This Dame is one mysterious lady, Reg.” Jack picked up another get-well card. “And this love note is from Charlie…that’s Lt. Dickerson, my sweet piece of American pie. She says she plans to swing by after visiting Colonel Alden.”
“Colonel Alden? My God…he’s here?”
“He’s in this hospital, different wing,” Jack said. “Remember his convoy got attacked? While those Americans were trekking from Nod to Adam with the precious?”
“The precious?” Reggie wrinkled his brow. “Oh, you mean the Admiral’s ring?”
“Shush! That precious has caused a mountain of doom.”
“But Nova—”
“I’m afraid she’s made herself scarce and for good reason.” Jack nodded. “The precious.”
“But we just got married.” Reggie heaved a sigh. “And it’d kill me if she left me too.”
“Pull yourself together, Reg.”
“But I’ve had terrible luck with women, Jacko. Sharon…then there’s Daphne.”
“But you won the Irish Sweepstakes with this American bird.” Jack raised his eyebrows. “You know what the Chief went through to find the Admiral.”
“And she found him all right…what was left of him.” Reggie shook his head.
Jack skewed his mouth. “And I say for a dead man, the Admiral sure told some disturbing tales.”
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Chapter 5
RIF
American Navy Lieutenant Charlie Dickerson stepped up to the information desk at Bashan Hospital. “Colonel Lance Alden, please?”
Light brown hair pulled back in a bun, Charlie dressed in her khaki uniform. Military men and women like her, walking the halls of this hospital, were not uncommon. Allied soldiers were often treated here after they were evacuated from the field or a nearby combat hospital. This had been quite frequent during the Dust Devil War. And intermittent during the ensuing peacekeeping missions.
The nurse searched her screen. “I’m looking for the Colonel’s admission record, Lieutenant.”
“He’s an American Marine officer.” Then Charlie added, “Was admitted over a week ago.”
“And you’re relationship to the patient?” the nurse asked.
“Colonel Alden’s my commanding officer. We’re stationed in Adam, Karykistan. At the UN relief site.”
“Yes, yes. Then he must be with the American patients.” 
After the nurse gave directions to the Colonel’s room, Charlie asked, “Where may I pick up some flowers?” And the nurse pointed the Lieutenant in the right direction.
* * *
While looking over the floral arrangements at the hospital gift shop, Charlie thought about the strange journey that had brought her to Bashan. On Christmas night a few weeks ago, Lt. Dickerson and Colonel Alden had left their post at Adam and joined the Brits to answer Lord Wise’s distress call.
The small village of Nod near the northern boundary of the No-Fly Zone was under attack from Yasser Nasser’s desert rats. But the allies quickly beat back these agitators, who retreated to their hideouts. No doubt, these villains would be regrouping to fight another day.
Then in Nod, Colonel Alden rounded up Dr. Nova Orlovic and her team when they emerged from the Forbidden Area. He confiscated Admiral Quinn’s Navy ring from Nova’s person, along with other items of interest that she had brought out of the area. A few days after New Year’s, with Nova’s contraband, the Colonel eagerly moved out, ahead of Charlie and the rest of the allies.
That was a mistake. On route back to Adam, Colonel Alden’s convoy was ambushed. It was a surgical strike, augmented by drone bots. It seemed the enemy knew exactly what they were looking for. Admiral Quinn’s Navy ring. Fortunately, the Americans quickly rescued the convoy and airlifted the wounded to Bashan.
* * *
“Colonel Alden has a fractured spine, Lieutenant,” said the nurse in charge of the ward. “But the doctors say he’s expected to fully recover.”
“Will he be moving stateside anytime soon?” Charlie asked. 
“When he’s more stable, ma’am.” The nurse examined his record on the screen. “But he’s still in much pain.” 
The Colonel had the luxury of a private room and he greeted Charlie with a sour face. She expected that, but noted how vulnerable he looked in traction. His sandy hair was cropped as usual, but his face seemed paler, especially in the white hospital room.
“Flowers, Lieutenant?” The Colonel mustered a weak smile and pointed with a flick of a finger. “Put them over there.”
Charlie scanned the tags of other arrangements on his nightstand and dresser. “So many remembered you, sir. And sent their good wishes. Your people in Adam. Sir Thomas Johnson, Commissary of Friends of the Third World. Captain Jamison Davis of the SAS. And other Brits, Lord Frederick Wise and Dame Christine Carrington.”
“The Brits.” Colonel Alden snorted. “I’m sure that Wise guy and Madam Ambassador Lady are messing with my mind.”
“And what have we here?” Charlie picked up a card with the presidential seal. “A special message from President Lincoln Todd.”
Colonel Alden skewed his lips. “And with his lovely get-well wishes, our Commander-in-Chief has informed me I’ll be getting a medal as well as a Purple Heart.”
“That’s wonderful, sir.” Charlie raised her light brown eyebrows.
“Wonderful, my ass.” He tightened the corners of his mouth. “I was also told I’ve been relieved of my command.”
“But that’s not unusual, sir,” Charlie said. “You’re wounded. And it takes time to recover and be fit for duty again.”
“If it were only that.” He swallowed. “This morning I got riffed.”
“Riffed, Colonel?”
“You know the jargon, Lieutenant. RIF. R-I-F. As in Reduction-in-Force. I’ve been officially notified I’ll be retiring from the Marines.” He snorted. “At least it will be an honorable discharge with a few more medals and citations added to my sterling record.”
“Sorry, sir.” Charlie saw the hurt on his face, and it wasn’t from the pain of his injuries. “I know how important your military career was to you.”
“Was? Right. It’s all over for me.” Then he looked away. “The Marines was everything to me. I can take getting wounded…dying in combat…but not this. Slowly fading away…forgotten.” 
Charlie quietly sighed. Though the Colonel had irritated her with his clueless sexist comments, she felt sorry for him. 
Then the Colonel changed the subject. “What’s this I hear about Dr. No?”
“You mean Dr. Orlovic, sir?”
“Is it true?”
“Sir?”
“She’s been indicted for first degree murder?”
Charlie wrinkled her forehead. “I’m afraid so, sir. And it’s made international news. It’s even eclipsed all the stories about her team finding Admiral Quinn’s body.”
“You know I never wished her ill. And I even warned her about this kind of thing before she began her little expedition into the Forbidden Area with those Brits.”
“I know, sir.” Charlie rearranged his flowers and get-well presents while making happy talk. She felt the Colonel blamed himself for the attack on his convoy. But he was a good Marine following orders. 
Semper Fi.
* * *
As Charlie moved on to visit other patients, she got an alert on her military gazzard. An American civilian was missing. Perhaps abducted. 
Nova? Did they get her?
She anxiously searched for details. It was a freelance journalist taken from the streets of Bashan. 
My God. Nova’s nephew?
Foreigners, especially Americans, were on heightened alert. She cut her visitations short and headed back to the American consulate.

