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Jim Scott took careful aim, quietly whispered, “Now” into the communication headset he wore, and squeezed off his shot.  The al-Qaida terrorist sitting on the porch of the house across the street died instantly as the shot entered the front of his face, just above the bridge of his nose.

When Jim had uttered, “Now,” again, three members of his team, known as the Janitors, rushed across the street.  Two more members of the team went in the back door of the building.  Jim and team members Bruce Edmonds and Janet Orf, held their positions across the street from the house.

Two members, Jim’s wife Holly and Hector Garcia, held in similar positions at the rear of the house.  The five outside the house were positioned so all four sides of the house were covered, in case anyone tried to get out while the six other members of the team went inside.

Boris Telman and his wife Suzan went in the back, while Drew Hollins, Harry Chickamunga, Janet’s husband Dan Orf, and Rodney Clampton entered in the front. 

From intelligence obtained partially from a SEAL team that had first discovered the terror cell, and from their own observations, the Janitors knew there were seven terrorists staying at the building.  One of those now lay dead on the front porch.  The plan called for the immediate elimination of all but the leader of the terrorist cell.  The leader of the terrorist band, Hamal Sabri, was to be captured alive.  They wanted Sabri alive for questioning, if it was possible to capture him without risk to any members of the team.

The reason the Janitors were handling the mission rather than the SEAL team was because none of the Janitors were employed by the United States Government.  They were a think tank/action team doing off-the-books jobs for the President.  Since the house containing the terrorist group was located on the outskirts of a town—really not much more than a village—in Bolivia, the President didn’t want the United States Military involved, in case something went wrong.  He also wanted the cover of being able to tell the truth in saying that was the case.

When Boris and Suzan rushed in the rear door of the building, they found no one in the kitchen leading off the rear door.  They went forward to the next room they came to and went in.  It was an empty bedroom, but had a small lavatory leading off of it.  One of the terrorists came out buttoning his pants as Boris and Suzan came in the door.  He made an effort for the gun in a shoulder holster.  He wasn’t nearly quick enough.  He died before his hand touched the gun. 

Meanwhile, Drew, Harry, Dan, and Rodney were through the front door, and into a hornet’s nest.  One of the five terrorists in the front room had seen them run across the street, and alerted the others just as they came through the door.  An all-out gun battle ensued.  Hamal Sabri was never to be questioned.  He received two shots to the head.  Another of his men died immediately after the Janitors team entered.  The other three, however, managed to hit targets of their own.  Drew took a shot to the heart, saved only by the bulletproof vest he wore.  While still alive, he was knocked out of the action, more than just dazed by the force of the bullet.  Another round just grazed the side of Harry’s face as he felled the third of the five terrorists.  

Jim, across the street, managed to get a shot at another, and took him out through the open doorway.  Rodney, wounded in his own arm, wounded the last of the terrorists just before Suzan, who had come forward at the sound of gunfire, and Dan, looking for another target, both shot and finished him off. 

Standing behind his wife, Boris grunted.  “Guess we were a bit slow getting here, gentlemen.”

Ignoring Boris and his own wound, Rodney raced to Drew.  A quick examination by the former Navy Corpsman told him Drew would live.  He then turned his attention to Harry and soon had him patched up.  Harry, a former Force Recon Marine (and briefly Army Special Forces soldier), looked at Rodney’s arm, and started doing his best to repair the damage there...following the unwanted advice of Rodney on how to do the job.

After a thorough search of the building turned up little of use, Jim and the rest of the Janitors went to three well-concealed dune buggies they used, and headed for the C-130 permanently assigned to them at the direction of the President.  The C-130 was waiting for them at what all agreed was probably a seldom-used drug runner’s air strip.

The crew of the plane were all active-duty Air Force personnel, but had done some training with the Janitors, and at least once a month participated in target practice with them.  That training had paid dividends on a prior visit to Bolivia, when the crew had been attacked by six drug runners believed to be part of an al-Qaida network.

***
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Upon the teams return to their home base at Andrews Air Force Base, the three who had received hits during the raid were taken to the base hospital, where they were attended to before the entire team headed to their facility on the base which was known as the Joint...so named by Boris.

Once settled in, they all got something to eat.  Jim had taken two bites of his sandwich when his phone rang.  Seeing who was calling, he answered it, “Hi, general, what can I do for you?”

Army Major General Ellis Bradley, the Military/Intelligence Advisor to the President, was calling from his White House office.  “You got time to run over here, Jim?”

“Sure.  When?”

“About half an hour.  Bring Drew and the Russian with you.”

“Sure, see you then.”

“Good, so long.”

After putting away his cell phone, Jim stood up, and grinned.  “Looks like someone has found some more work for us.  I’m off to the White House.  Drew, you and Boris are coming along for the ride.”

Drew nodded, and got up.  Boris just grunted, and followed the other two men as they walked toward the front entrance of the Joint.

Jim grabbed a set of keys for one of the Janitors’ many vehicles on his way out and the three were soon on their way.

When they reached the White House, they turned their weapons in—all Janitors carried silenced Walther pistols—to the Marine guard on duty, and showed their White House passes.  That particular guard was familiar with Jim and his illegal gun.  Therefore, he just sighed, took the guns, and let the three men pass.

General Bradley was approaching from the other direction.  He routinely met Jim and/or any of the Janitors who arrived at the White House—both to lead them to wherever they’d be meeting the President, and to avoid any problems about their weapons.

He smiled as he saw the three men pass the guard without incident, and then he nodded a silent ‘thank you’ to the guard who he recognized, and who he knew was up-to-speed on the Janitors and their silenced guns.

The general greeted the three men, and led them down to the Situation Room.  For a long period of time the President had met with various members of the Janitors in the Oval Office.  However, the things to be discussed were such that the President didn’t want them recorded, so General Bradley would have to disable the recording system.

Finally, after many such “malfunctions” of the system were logged in, the President’s Chief of Staff complained that the continued entries of “malfunctioning equipment” was at some point going to raise eyebrows.

Therefore, all meetings with members of the Janitors were held now in the Situation Room—called the “War Room” by many—where there was no recording system allowed.

When General Bradley led them into the room, all three men at once saw Carter Babbit—the director of the CIA—sitting next to the President.

After all the men exchanged greetings, the President got right to the point.  “Jim, we’ve got a situation I’d like you to look at.  The Syrians are again allowing their country to be used as a training site for terrorists—and not just a few.  Carter, fill Jim in on the details.”

Director Babbit nodded.  “Jim, there are at least five large camps there.  One of them is very large.  They’re in a relatively low mountain range sort of in the middle of a triangle between Sab Abar, Jayrud, and Al Qaryatayn...about 70 miles northwest of where the Jordanian, Syrian, and Iraqi borders meet.  I’ve got maps and recent satellite photos for you.  I’ll give you all the info we have on this, but not all the sources, I’m sure you’ll understand.”

Jim nodded.  “Understood, Carter.”

Carter smiled.  “Knew you would.  Back to our situation.  In addition to the Syrian group, we’ve also got something near the Sudanese/Libyan border.  Not sure exactly what, but we may have another underground facility...like the one you guys blew up in Iraq a while back.”

Carter referred to a raid the Janitors had conducted on an underground al-Qaida complex in Iraq, hours after the 9/11 Arab attack on America.  While the raid had taken place long before he became CIA Director, Carter had been briefed on the raid.

Jim nodded slightly.  “I take it the only thing you have on the Libyan deal is satellite stuff?”

“Yes.  We sent a man in to gather more intel, but it looks like we’ve lost him.  Near the suspected site of the underground facility, there are four small above-ground sites that appear to be training facilities, but on a small scale.  One rather large tent seems to be for berthing.”

Drew asked, “They getting smarter?  Trying to cover up a big site with several small ones?  Hoping we won’t bother with the small ones?”

Carter nodded.  “Could be.  Or maybe they’re really nothing more than sentry duty for the big site.  Anyhow, that isn’t our target at present—just wanted to bring you up-to-speed on the situation.  Back to the Syrian thing.  These fellas have some pretty sophisticated equipment...Russian.  Boris, do you have any information on that?”

Boris Telman had been a super spy for the KGB before the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union fell apart.  He had come to America due to a possible medical problem that turned out not to be a problem, and to get away from the “hooliganism” (as he called it) in Russia as that country made strides to turn itself into a capitalistic, democratic state.  After arriving in America, he looked up an old CIA advisory, Drew Hollins—with a deep friendship developing—and wound up becoming a charter member of the Janitors.  And although General Bradley still jokingly referred to him as “the Russian,” he was now a U.S. Citizen—an earlier-than-normal situation brought about by a President thankful for his contributions in the War on Terror. 

Now Boris frowned, then grunted.  “If you’re asking me directly if I have information unknown to my compatriots in the Janitors, the answer is an unequivocal ‘no.’ What the Janitors know, I know.  What I know, they know.”

That said, Boris glanced at Jim.  “I do feel, however, that it would be prudent to give Sergey a call.”

Jim nodded.  “Just what I was thinking.”

The President noticed the mild degree of tension at the question asked by Carter, and answered by Boris.  “Jim, the point of this meeting is to ask you if it’s feasible for you to handle this for us...me.  I can’t send troops into Syria at this point.  Well, I could...but I’m not going to.”

Jim nodded, sighed, and looked at Carter.  “How many are there for us go up against, Carter?”

General Bradley cleared his throat.  “Too many, Jim—at least for your team.  You’re going to have to recruit some new blood.”

Jim grinned.  “Thanks, Carter.”

Carter laughed.  “He just didn’t want me to answer your question, Jim...wants us to maintain an amicable relationship.  Well over five hundred at the biggest camp.  Between two hundred and three hundred at the other four.  Our best estimate...”

“Guess,” Drew interjected.

“...is a total of somewhere under two thousand.”

Jim whistled softly.  “Yeah, we’ll have to add and train troops.  Any restrictions on where we get them?”

The President looked at Carter, General Bradley, then at Jim.  “None.  Except, I’d guess, no one presently employed by the government.”

Jim thought for a few seconds.  “Okay, sir, let me and the team kick this around.  We’ll do it, but it may take a while to get things together.  Do you have a time frame in mind?”

The President looked at Carter and tilted his head slightly.

Carter nodded.  “Obviously, the sooner the better.  Every day more terrorists are being trained.  On the outside, we know the big camp will be in operation for at least another month...probably longer...but definitely for another 30 days.  Which leads us to another matter...on the ground intelligence.”

Drew glanced at Boris, Boris looked Drew and smiled.  Drew shook his head.  “Now we come to the reason Boris and I are here with Jim.”

Carter smiled.  “Right you are.  The source of our on-site intelligence had to get out.  I understand his cover was blown, or about to be.”

Drew frowned, and shook his head again.  “And you want a couple of old fogies like Boris and I to do what?”

“What spies do.  Gather intelligence.”

“On the ground?  In Syria?  Two old white guys?  You’re certified, Carter.  Nuttier than a fruitcake.  In the first place, if I know Jim—and I do—he’ll have us—the Janitors, with new blood—in and out of there before Boris and I—or anyone else for that matter—could get set-up and operating.”

General Bradley smiled, the President grinned, and a smiling Carter asked, “I take it that means ‘no’?”

Drew shot back, “Hell yes, it means ‘no’.”

Carter looked at the President and shrugged.  The President looked at Drew and smiled.  “Ellis predicted your response, Drew.  I think what Carter had in mind was electronic surveillance.  But, Jim, if you think you can move in less than a month, I see no reason for Drew and Boris to take the risk.  By the way, I did ask what we have a CIA for if we even had to ask this of your team.  His answer didn’t satisfy me, but I did okay his asking you anyhow.”

Jim smiled.  “I doubt that I’d have been real happy to hear the answer to that question either.”

The President laughed as he stood up.  “We’ll be waiting to hear what you come up with.”

As Carter watched Jim, Drew, and Boris leave with General Bradley, he thought, “I’ll bet dollars to donuts those two big old birds wind up in Syria within the week.”

Both Drew and Boris stood two inches over six feet and both were a solid two hundred and twenty pounds plus...both as solid as men nearer 70 than 60 could be.  As the two inches shorter and thirty pounds lighter Jim walked out between the two white-haired men, he thought, “Wonder how long before Drew and Boris volunteer to go in first for some snooping around.”
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Drew grumbled about the request Carter had made all the way back to the Joint.  And continued even as Jim brought the rest of the team up-to-date.  Drew had been in Air Force Intelligence before going into the CIA, and becoming a legend in that organization.  He had worked with, and respected, Carter Babbit...but still felt the request his former co-worker had made was more than a bit stupid.

When Jim finished the briefing, he looked around the conference table in the dining room at the members of his team.  “Any suggestions?”

Dan asked, “How many men do you think we’ll need?”

Daniel Orf—about the same height and grist, less a few pounds than Drew and Boris—had been a Navy SEAL, then had moved on to Naval Intelligence before working as the head investigator for an insurance company after retiring from the Navy.  He’d joined the Janitors with his wife Janet, who’d also been an insurance investigator working for Dan after their marriage.  While in the midst of a matter involving terrorists kidnapping American women for sale to rich Arab supporters of the terrorists, they had worked with the Janitors, and then joined the team.

Jim grinned.  “That’s not a suggestion, Dan—it’s a question.  Somewhere around two hundred, I’d think.  What do you think, Hec?”

Hector Garcia had been a Master Sergeant in the Marine Corps and had served with then-Major Stanley James Scott’s famed Fox Team during Desert Storm.  After retiring from the Marine Corps, he’d returned to Los Angeles, formed a protection/detective agency, then had branched out and gone into more businesses of various kinds.  His deep friendship and respect for Jim, made it a natural thing to join the Janitors when asked.

He looked at Jim, and thought a moment.  “Sounds about right, amigo.  But, they’ll have to be good ones...especially if you’ve got in mind to move fast, without a lot of training.  What do you want to set as parameters for our ‘recruits’?”

Jim rubbed his chin.  “Former military.  Single.  Without deep roots in the community.”

Hector nodded.  “About what I figured.  I can maybe come up with eight or ten guys off the top of my head.  God, Jim, just finding enough guys in short order is gonna be a task.”

Boris grunted.  “You need a ‘Dirty Dozen” times twenty or so.”

Jim glanced at him with a bemused look.  “You may have something there, Boris.”

Drew rolled his eyes.  “Just what we need to train in a few days—convicts.  Yeah, sure, that’s a good idea, Boris.  I hope you’re not really considering such a fool idea, Jim.  By the way, Boris, what-in-the-hell do you know about the ‘Dirty Dozen’?”

Boris smiled.  “I saw the ‘Dirty Dozen’ while waiting on a contact to give me some lovely American secrets.  Good movie.  Good secrets.  At a downtown Washington, D.C. movie theater, I might add.”

Drew grinned.  “Sorry I asked.”

Though Drew and Boris had become fast friends, they tended to needle one another about their successes while spying against each other’s countries during the Cold War.  Andrew (Drew) F. Hollins had been America’s top spy during that time.  He had also recruited Jim from the Marine Corps into the CIA, introduced his daughter Holly to him, and was quite pleased when sometime later they had “discovered” one another and gotten married.

Dan spoke up.  “Uh, Jim, I may know a few guys...maybe four or five...ex-SEALs.”

Jim nodded, looked at Boris and Drew, could tell they had nothing to offer, and scratched the back of his head as he glanced at Suzan.  “Any ideas?”

Suzan nodded.  “Not really, Jim.  Most of the guys from Pendleton I know are still active duty...or shot up too bad to be able to help.”

Before joining the Janitors and being forced to resign her commission to stay with them, Suzan had been a Captain in the Marine Corps.  Now married to Boris, the former Captain Saltwater had been one of the few military women in Special Forces type duty.  That was due primarily to her linguistic skills—skills shared by nearly every one of the Janitors.

Jim grinned.  “Speaking of your former command makes me think of Ski.  Not to go—he’s married—but he may be able to help us recruit.”

The “Ski” Jim referred to was Marine Major General Eliot Kowalski, who had been the Commanding General of Camp Pendleton when Jim had requested that Suzan be assigned to Andrews Air Force base on Temporary Additional Duty status, from where she was assigned to “guard” the Joint.  Of course, the truth of the matter was her work as a Janitor.

Janet, who was called “Jan” by everyone except her husband, asked, “Jim, why are you only after single men with no strong attachments to their community?  I think I know, but just want to be sure.”

“Two reasons, Jan.  One, as to single, there’s a real good chance some of us aren’t coming back from this mission, and I’d just as soon not make any widows when it can be easily avoided by using single guys.  As to the other, these guys may be with us for quite a while, and I don’t want them to leave a hole in the fabric of their respective communities...or wives, since they’ll be single.  Okay, Hec, you and Dan start working on the guys you can think of.  I’ll call Ski.  Harry, you and Bruce contact anyone you can think of.  The rest of you can hit the computer...unless you can think of anyone, Rod.”

Former Navy Corpsman Rodney Clampton—like Hector, shorter and stockier than Jim—shook his head.  “Sorta lost contact with the Marines I served with in Desert Storm, Jim.  No help here, I’m afraid.”

Jim just nodded, and after everyone went their separate directions, Jim made a few calls before getting a current home phone number for General Kowalski.  When Jim had him on the line, he said, “Hi, Ski.  How’re you doin’?”

“Fine, Jim.  Yourself?”

“Good, thanks.  Uh, Ski, I’ve got a bit of a problem.  I’ve got a little something to do for the guy you worked for until a few months ago.  I need manpower—and fast.  I’d like to assemble a team within forty-eight hours.  I want single, and without strong community ties.  Oh, and not employed by the government.”

“How many?”

“Two hundred or so.”

“God, Jim.  You don’t ask much.  I can give you one for sure.  I’m in.”

“Shit, Ski, I’d like to have you.  Would love to, but I did mention ‘single’ and I don’t want to start breaking the rules I set up with my first call.”

“Jane died three months before I retired.  I’m in.”

“Damn, Ski, I’m sorry.  I didn’t know.”

“Not to worry.  I can round us up maybe thirty...possibility a few more.  Pay?  Not for me, I don’t need anything.  For the guys.”

“Ample.  Up to six figures, if necessary.”

“I’ll get right on it.  Uh, your line secure?”

“Yeah, yours?”

“As it happens, it is.  Been doing some off-the-record consulting with the Commandant.  As you know, he and I go back a ways...great man, good friend.  Anyhow, am I to assume this is some sorta off the books mission, and you don’t expect everyone to come back in one piece?”

“You are.”

“Where ya gonna assemble?”

“I’ll get back to you on that.  Have to arrange it.  I’m thinking either Camp Lejeune or Quantico.  I’d prefer Lejeune...our old base.  But, Quantico is closer, and makes more sense.”

“It does.  Though I agree with you, I love Lejeune, too.  Would have rather gotten it than Pendleton back when.  Okay, I’m gone.  Be back to you ASAP.”

“Thanks, bye.”

“So long.”

Jim paused to take stock.  Anyone he knew, Hector knew.  Ski said thirty.  Knowing Ski, he’d probably get a few more.  How many was the question.  Time was of the essence.  They had a month at the outside, but Carter strongly hinted that sooner was better.  

While Jim pondered, Suzan walked up.  “Jim, if you’d seriously consider prisoners, I have a friend at Navy JAG.  Do you want me to approach her?  She’ll be able to get info on other branches of the military, too.”

“Go for it.  But read files on anyone suggested very carefully.”

“What can we offer?”

“Get-out-of-jail-free card plus.”

“Okay.  I’ll get right on it.”

“Have Holly and Jan help you.”

“Okay.”

As Suzan walked away, Jim took out his cell phone, and called General Bradley.  “Hi, General, Jim here.  We may have to use a few prisoners, military and otherwise, if we can find good ones.  I’ll need the President to authorize get-out-of-jail-free cards for anybody we find of use.”

General Bradley sighed, but understood.  “Sure, Jim.  Go ahead.  I’m sure he’ll approve.  We’ve got a big fat load of terrorists in one place, and we’ve gotta hit while the hitting’s good.  Any problem with it, and I’ll get back to you.”

“I’ll need to get into Justice and Bureau of Prisons computers.  I’d just as soon not have to waste the time it’d take to hack my way in.”

“Okay.  I’ll get the info right after I get the President’s approval on commutation or whatever-the-hell it’ll be called.”

“Right.  Thanks, bye.”

“See ya.”

Within half an hour, General Bradley called back.  “Jim, the President says okay.  The AG’s shitting bricks, and I have the access codes you need.”

“That was quick, for an Army guy.  Well done.”

“Listen, you damn jarhead, I busted my ass to hurry you along, and I don’t need any shit.”

“Oops, sorry, sir.”

“And don’t give me any of your ‘sir’ shit.  Now here’s your codes.”

Jim was still chuckling as the general gave him the codes.  Ten minutes later Jim was at his computer, and was where he wanted to be, having created a fast program for the information he sought.  Soon the computer started doing its thing.  Jim called Boris and Drew over.  “Okay, guys, here’s the drill.  Shortly the computer is going to be printing out a list of former servicemen who’re incarcerated in Federal Prisons.  We’ll also get the complete files—military records included—on each.  We’ve got some reading to do.  Err on the side of caution.”

“No kidding,” groaned a still-unconvinced Drew.

Jim smiled.  “We need bodies, Drew.  We’ll each take a batch, and see what we can come up with.”

It was 2:00 AM when Jim called a halt.  “Okay, guys, let’s give it a rest.  Four hours, then we’ll get back to it.”

By 6:00 AM, the entire team was having breakfast.  As they ate, Jim looked over his team.  “Suzan, where’re you at?”

“We’ve got forty-seven possibles.”

“All at Leavenworth?”

“Yes.”

“Hec, what about you?”

“Got six for sure.  Two maybes.”

“Forget the maybes.  Get the six on the way here.  For now they can use my condo.  Then you go to Leavenworth with Suzan and Holly to interview the guys there.  Dan, what’ve you got?”

“I did better than I thought.  I’ve got ten, and two more to call.”

“Harry?”

Harry Chickamunga was a retired Marine Sergeant Major, had done four more years in the Army—also as a Sergeant Major—and had been plucked from the CIA to join the Janitors.  He shrugged and answered, “Twelve.”

“Bruce?”

Bruce Edmonds—like Harry about Jim’s height, with both men having an extra ten pounds or so of pure muscle—was a retired Army Sergeant Major.  He glanced at Harry.  Fourteen, so far.  Would have had fifteen, but Harry beat me to one.”

Jim nodded and just as he got ready to speak, his cell phone rang.  He looked at the display.  “Yeah, Ski.”

“Counting me, I’ve got 62.  Where do you want us?”

“Oh, God, Ski, good work!  Come on into Andrews for now.  I’ll see if the base C.O. can find some empty bunks for your men, either that or temporary housing.  You can bunk here with us at my facility on the base.”

“Done.  See ya.”

“So long.  And thanks again.”

“That was Ski, folks.  He’s got sixty-two.  You can be damned sure they’ll be good, too.  Okay, Boris, Drew and I came up with seventy-four possibles, but they’re scattered all over hell and gone.  Seven of them are in Leavenworth Pen.  You three going out there can check them out.  Holly, Suzan, I want Hector to have the final say.  Any you two like, he talks to, also.”

Holly grinned.  “Yes, dear.”

Jim chuckled.  “Dan, you and Jan stay here to coordinate things.  I’ll give the base C.O. a call about temporary housing.  Drew, you, Boris, and I’ll figure out a plan of attack as to who goes where.  I’ll get us all military aircraft.  Any you like, just load ‘em up.  We’ll start on the east coast and work our way west.  Everyone stay in touch.  At some point we’ll just call it quits and go with what we’ve got.”

Drew shook his head.  “Uh, Jim, there’s two in the Phoenix joint that I really like on paper.  How about I start there and work my way back.  There’s only about ten west of there and we may as well forget them.  Unless you want me to go on out to California—eight of them are there.”

Jim thought a second.  “I looked those guys over, and wasn’t all that impressed.  Forget them.  I don’t even like the idea of you going all the way out to Phoenix, but there’s a couple I like at El Reno, uh, Oklahoma, and you can check them out on the way back.  I’ll see about getting you the fastest thing I can.”

Jim’s phone rang, he grinned and answered, “Yeah, Ski.”

“Jim, we gonna have to drop in?”

“More-than-likely.  I haven’t got that far in my planning.”

“Well, we’re gonna have to have somewhere with a jump school.”

“Not necessarily.  We’ve got some darn good jumpers here to train our guys.”

“Good jump instructors, or just good jumpers?”

“Good point.  But, I think we’ll just have to make do.  Everyone we have is former military, so they should be okay.”

“You say so.  That being the case, we both know Walt Reinecke at Quantico.  What’s say I give him a call?”

“Yeah.  Do it.  I didn’t know he was there.  Good thought.  You might ask him to lay in a large supply of chutes...tell him General Bradley can authorize getting them from the Army.  If he says okay, have your guys go straight there.  You come on here, and help with the planning.”

“Done.  See ya.”

“Right, bye.”

Jim looked at Dan “Ski suggests Quantico as our training site.  He and I both know the Commanding General there.  I’ll call Bradley and get the President to authorize it, with a promise to keep his tit outta the ringer if he okays it.  I won’t force it on him.  Anyhow, if all that happens, get everyone headed down there.  You know where it is.”

“Yeah.  I’ve been there.”

“Thought you probably had.  Harry, you and Bruce start working on some sort of attack plan.  Guess we’ll figure jumping in for starters.  Okay, let’s hit it, ladies and gentlemen.”
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On the way to his first prison, Jim received a call from Generals Bradley and Kowalski.  Marine Corps Base Quantico was on as the training site.  Jim notified his team.

When Holly, Hector, and Suzan reached the military prison at Fort Leavenworth, their arrival had been expected, along with knowledge that they could take any prisoners they wanted with them.

Hector rejected the first two men he interviewed out-of-hand.  The third impressed him enough that he made the offer.  “Okay, as my leader likes to say, here’s the deal.  The team I represent is going into a foreign nation after some terrorists.  We’ll probably be outmanned about ten to one.  If you want to join us, you’ll leave out of here now on a work-release program.  Tomorrow...”

“We don’t have a work release program.”

“You do now—by Presidential Executive Order.  Good until I leave this building.  Anyhow, as I was saying, tomorrow you’ll be listed as ‘escaped’ for violating the terms of the program—which are that you have to be back here by midnight.  You leave with me, you don’t ever come back.  You goof up or try any kind of shit, you’ll wish you were back here.  You come back alive from the mission, you’ll have a new identity, and a hundred grand to start a new life.  I gotta tell you, there’s a real good chance you’re gonna get your butt shot off.  You in?”

“Are you kidding me?  Hell, yes!” 

“Alright.  Anything in your cell you need?”

“Not really.”

“Fine.  I’m gonna tell the guard to take you out to a bus we have outside.  You’ll be put aboard.  There are two armed airmen on the bus.  You move, open your mouth, or fart, and they have orders to shoot you.  Got it?”

“Yeah.”

After Hector arranged to have the man taken to the bus, he sought out Holly.  She was conducting her fourth interview.  He asked her to step into the hallway outside the interview room.  Hector had set it up that he would do a few interviews, then only do the final portion of the interviews with any Holly and Suzan had approved of.

“Holly, I’ve got one out of here.  He’s on the way to the bus.  How’re you doin’?”

“Two for you to check out.  One back in his cell.  I’m on the verge of sending the one inside back to his cell.”

“If you’re on the verge, do it.  We don’t have all day.”

“Yes, Jim, dear.”

Hector grinned.  “Thanks for the compliment.”

***
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By seven that evening, the bus had 24 ex-prisoners on board, and was heading for the Federal Penitentiary at Leavenworth.

Hector called Jim.  “We got 24 out of Leavenworth...one over half of those we talked to.  I didn’t think we’d do near that well.  We’re now on our way to the Federal Prison.”

“Good job.  Boris, Drew, and I have a total of 12, so far.  About half of Ski’s guys are already at Quantico.”

“Hmmm.  I thought we’d only wind up with about a hundred total.  We’ve already passed that.  Sure would be nice to have two hundred or more, but we’ll never get there.”

“Doesn’t look that way, Hec.  Talk to you later.”

“By the way, Holly called me ‘Jim, dear’.”

“You piss her off?”

“Yup.”

“See ya.”

“So long.”

Hector was chuckling as they drove up to the front of the building.  Leavenworth Federal Prison was a foreboding-looking structure.  And Hector, who thought the Military Prison was bad enough, sighed as he led the two ladies up the front steps.

The Warden was none-too-happy to see them, or about the possibility of turning any of the seven inmates they had selected to speak with over to them.

Hector and the ladies agreed that he’d interview one inmate, then take a look at any Holly and Suzan approved of.

Jim’s original computer program was set up to automatically reject rapists and child molesters.  Their review of files had caused them to reject many more for the nature of their crimes.

The first one Hector interviewed was in for killing three people in an auto accident on Federal property while driving under the influence.  He was serving a 20-year sentence, 10 years completed.  He had been an Army Ranger while in the service.  Hector offered the deal and was accepted.

Holly was on her second interview, having rejected the first, who spent the entire interview staring at her more-than-ample bust line, or drooling at her beauty.

Suzan was also on her second, and when Hector called her away, she smiled.  “You’re gonna love this.  The first one I talked to, I want you to check out.  As an Indian myself, I oughta kill the guy just as soon as we get him to Quantico.  Damned guy killed his wife on the reservation—where he’d retired to after getting out of the Navy...he was an extremely well-thought-of SEAL by the way.  Killing his wife for cheating was almost understandable.  But when he was found, he was barbequing her...and eating her!”  

“And you want me to talk to this guy?”

“I think so, Hec.  You get past his killing and eating his wife, and he’d be okay.”

Hector just rolled his eyes.  Twenty minutes later, the man was on the bus.  When they drove off they had a total of 27 ex-prisoners on board, having taken three of the seven interviewed at the Federal Prison.

By 3:00 AM the entire force was gathered at U.S. Marine Base Quantico, located in Virginia, south of Washington.  Including the eleven Janitors, there were 152 men (and the three Janitor women) encamped. 

By 7:00 AM everyone was fed, and Jim had the former prisoners assembled.  “Gentlemen, you have a new lease on life.  Don’t blow it.  You try to escape and, trust me, you’ll regret it.  You screw up, same story.  Go all the way with us, you’ll have new identities, and a hundred thousand dollars to start new lives with.  Any questions?”

One of the men raised his hand, and Jim nodded in his direction.  The man took a deep breath.  “We been told we’re gonna under go extensive training, including parachute training.  What happens if we get hurt in training, and can’t go with you, due to our injuries?  Guys do get hurt in training.”

Jim nodded.  “Good question.  We’ll play it by ear.  I’ll make a decision on that if and when I need to.  Please don’t get injured.  Anything else?”

When it was obvious no more questions would be forthcoming, Jim had the entire force assembled.  “Here’s the deal.  We’re going into Syria on a top-secret and clandestine mission.  We’ll be going up against a well-armed force of terrorists in five different camps.  Every last one of these guys is gonna die.  No prisoners, except a few we might want to question. before we end their terrorist ambitions permanently.  I want to be in the air, en route to our target, not later than two weeks from right now.  If you can’t cut it, let us know.  Don’t make us tell you.  Any questions?”

When there were none, Jim nodded.  “Okay.  We tried to screen the best we could to find guys who’ve jumped before.  By my count, all but forty-odd of you have.  I’d appreciate those with experience helping those without it.  Most of our force will spend the next three days on jumping.  I won’t be here during that time.  Myself, General Kowalski, Master Sergeant Garcia, Sergeant-Majors Edmonds, and Chickamunga will be at my headquarters planning the mission part of the time.  Three ladies are going with us.  They’ll join us on the mission.  I’ll let them introduce themselves to you.  Only former Captain Saltwater—now Mrs. Telman—has military experience.  The other two have both trained with my team, and been in the field.  There are a lot of dead terrorists due to them.  Don’t take them lightly.  And don’t make any bets with my wife Holly when it comes to jumping...you’ll lose.”

Standing amongst the men, Holly smiled, as she knew Jim had just laid down a challenge that wouldn’t be ignored.  She wondered how many bets she’d win.  As it would turn out, she’d win five bets...out of five made.  Holly was good.

After that meeting, and the force was on its way to “jump school,” General Kowalski looked at Jim and Hector, both of whom he knew and respected.  “Jim, I think we should add two guys to our planning team.  They’re both very experienced jumpers and don’t need that portion of the training.  One’s a retired Army Colonel by the name of Terry Ward.  The other’s a retired Marine Major—mustang—by the name of Homer Landing, of all things.  He was that big, tall, black guy built like Mount Everest.  Guy’s got a brain to match his brawn.”

Hector grinned.  “I know him, Jim.  Was a gunny sergeant when I knew him.  You’re right, general, he’s smart as hell, and a damned good man to be in a foxhole with—if its big enough.  Oh, and, Jim, if Holly bets with him, she might lose.”

Jim nodded.  “Okay we’ll add them to the planning team.  Let them jump today, and I’ll have Holly bring them up to the Joint tonight.  She’s gonna bring you, Drew, and Boris tonight anyhow.  I just wanted Drew and Boris to jump today, to encourage the others.  When the rest see two old geezers like them hit the target, hopefully it will make the others know it can be done.”

***
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While that conversation was going on, General Bradley entered the Oval Office, after waiting for a group of Senators to leave.  He thought to himself, “More arm twisting, bet the boss gets damn tired of that.”

After the President welcomed him, General Bradley handed him an envelope.  “My resignation, Mr. President.  Not from your staff, but from the Army.  I want to go with Jim this time.”

The President smiled.  “Getting’ itchy for some action, Ellis?”

“Not really, sir...I’ll probably get my old butt shot off.  It’s just that Jim needs all the bodies he can get.  He’s havin’ trouble getting the two hundred men, and he really should have at least twice that many.”

“How about I just hold this in my desk and tear it up when you get back safely?”

“That’s more than I can ask, but I appreciate it, Mr. President.”

The President grinned.  “Ellis, I must admit I’m being just a bit selfish with this.  With you an active-duty General, you pull more weight when you’re ordering the troops around on my behalf.  As a retired general, I’m not sure you’d get the same attention.”

General Bradley laughed.  “As always, sir, you’re a step ahead of me.”

“Get out of here.  Have a safe trip.  Stay in touch.”

“Yes, sir.”

***
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In New York City, Don Angelo “Meat Hook” Calabrese had been thinking on a matter for some time.  Finally he sighed, got up from the restaurant table he’d been sitting at, and walked outside the establishment with his two ever-present bodyguards.  He spotted the car with two FBI agents inside he sought, walked up to it, tapped on the back window, and climbed in after the driver unlocked the door.

Without preamble, he said, “Gentlemen, I have a favor to ask.  I have information on a potential terrorist cell operating north of the city.  I will give this information only to Drew Hollins, formally of the CIA.  I have no doubt that your director, John Engle, will know how to contact Mr. Hollins.  Speed is of the essence.”

Then, after giving the agents his cell phone number, Don Calabrese got out of the car and shut the door without waiting for a reply.

The two agents looked at each other, then one shrugged.  “Old ‘Meat Hook’ would be in a position to know about bad guys.  Maybe we should call this in...pronto.”

“Yeah, I guess.  At least the good Don went back inside his hangout, and we don’t have to follow him right now.  You call it in.  I’ll watch Calabrese, to make sure he isn’t trying to pull a fast one and sneak out the back.”

***
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By the time a very nice helicopter arranged by the Commanding General of Quantico landed near the Joint with Jim and General Kowalski aboard, Harry and Bruce already had the wide parameters of the operation planned out in rough.

After Jim and General Kowalski had discussed it with Bruce and Harry, they all agreed that jazzed-up dune buggies—similar to three the Janitors already had pre-loaded in the Air Force C-130 permanently assigned to them at the request of the President—would be their best bet for transportation once on the ground.  That agreed to, Jim had Bruce show General Kowalski around while he called Holly.

Holly was in mid-parachute jump when her cell phone rang.  She took it out, glanced at the display, and muttered, “Later, you’re about to cost me fifty bucks,” and punched the end button before putting away her phone.

Jim looked at the dead phone in his hand and laughed.

Holly called back before Bruce and Ski returned to the operations center.  Jim grinned and flipped his phone open.  “You win?”

“Yeah—no thanks to you.  Five guys didn’t take your advice...got each of ‘em for ten bucks.  One was darn close though.  A monster of a guy by the name of Landing...and his landing was superb.”

“Glad you met him.  I want you to bring him, a guy by the name of Terry Ward, Dan, and Hector when you bring your dad and Boris up here...ASAP, if you please.”

“Got it.  See ya in a couple of hours.”

“Thanks, love.  Bye.”

“Bye, darlin’.”

***
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When Holly arrived with the men she’d flown up, introductions were made all around.  Then Hector grinned.  “Jim, you weren’t properly introduced.  I’d like you to meet Sissy Landing.”

The mammoth Homer Landing had a very high-pitched voice.  He glowered at Hector.  “Garcia, don’t start on me.”

Jim, never one to let a little good fun pass, held out his hand again to the man he’d already shaken hands with.  “Nice to meet you, Sissy.”

Homer rolled his eyes.  “You, too?  I might have known anybody this runt would hook up with would be a pain in the ass, just like he is.”

After the laughter and chuckles died down, Holly had to put her two cents worth in.  “Hey, Hec, Sissy can jump nearly as well as you...but no match for Jim, Dan, and me.”

Hector grinned.  “I told Jim you might lose out to him.”

Sissy shot Holly a dirty look.  “You were just lucky.”

Hector shook his head.  “No, she wasn’t, amigo.  Damn gal can land on a dime from thirty-five thousand...I’ve seen her do it.  Kept the damned dime, too...my dime and my five hundred bucks for being dumb enough to bet her she couldn’t.  How much did she get you for?”

“Only ten bucks...me and four other guys.  They deserved to lose their dough—weren’t even close.  I was only two feet off dead-center.”

Hector grinned.  “You slippin’ in your old age?”

Jim held up his hand.  “Okay, guys, fun’s over.  Let’s get to work.”

Before Holly arrived, Jim and the others had made hand-drawn modifications to the dune buggies they already had aboard their C-130.  Their buggies would be the basic design used on the buggies they planned to use for transportation in Syria.  Now, after the introductions, Jim was ready to place a call to the owner of the company who made their buggies, and those used by the military.

First he placed a call to General Bradley, who was going over a few things with Ted Kuntz, his assistant.  The President and General Bradley had decided to let Ted run things in the General’s absence.  Ted had been a Marine Captain during Desert Storm, attached to Jim Scott’s Fox Team.  

General Bradley stopped what he was doing, to speak to Jim.  “Yeah, Jim.”

“I’m about to call and order more dune buggies...similar to the ones we now have.  I’m gonna use the President’s name again.  You or the President will probably be getting a call to be sure things are still copacetic as to us ordering military-type vehicles from him.”

“No problem.  I’ll brief the President.”

“Thanks.  See ya.”

“So long.”

Jim was soon speaking to the owner of the company.  “I’d like to order a hundred of the dune buggies similar to the ones you made for us earlier, and the ones you produce for the military.  Need them ASAP, and would like the metal you make them from to come out of Canada, with no U.S. identification of any kind on them.  I’d also like you to use Japanese engines, made in Canada.  General Bradley said if you have any questions, give him a call.”

“How soon?”

“Less than a week.”

“Delivered to where?”

Jim knew the plant was less than twenty miles from Ellsworth Air Force Base in South Dakota.  Jim told him to deliver them there.  After he said he’d be back to Jim shortly, the man called the President, and verified that it was all right to make and deliver the buggies per specifications outlined by Jim.  When told by the President it most assuredly was okay, and requesting an absolute rush be placed on the order—and being told by the President that he could not know what was going on—the man called Jim back.

“Your buggies will be delivered in three days.  Should start the delivery in two days if that will help.”

“It will.  Thank you.  Give me a price and your banking info and I’ll wire transfer the money into your account in the next ten minutes.”

That taken care of, the action planning began in earnest.  They settled on having ten snipers at the big camp, and using five snipers at each of the other, smaller camps.  They wanted the snipers in place before any action took place.  Then the main force would hit the first camp.  The job of the snipers at the other camps was to keep them pinned down as well as possible if they received word that the biggest camp was under attack.  Then the force would move on down the line.  Fortunately the largest camp was at one end of the line of camps.
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