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Bruce Edmonds used hand signals to move Navy Radioman Master Chief Petty Officer and Navy SEAL Roy (Dusty) MacInnis over about ten feet, then nodded his head.  Bruce had moved Dusty, because he couldn’t see clearly into the compound they were about to attack with the team, known as the Asps.  It was a good thing he did.  As soon as Dusty moved, he saw the drug-running terrorist guarding the compound sighting in on Bruce.  Dusty squeezed off a fast shot with his silenced sniper rifle, which took the terrorist in the side of the head, killing him instantly.

While the dead man slid harmlessly to the ground, another guard, standing on the other side of the clearing, saw him go down and sounded the alert the compound was under attack.  The second terrorist Bruce could see.  Knowing surprise had now been lost to them, Bruce said into the communication headset he wore, “The jig’s up.  They’re onto us,” and fired a shot with his own rifle, which killed the second guard.

The terrorist camp was deep in the jungles of Colombia, and contained twenty al-Qaida terrorists who had been setting up a drug business there, to aid the international Islamist terrorist cause.  With the other six members of the Asps caught in no man’s land, as they tried to encircle the camp, Dusty and Bruce started firing at will at the targets they could see.  In this case, their silenced rifles hindered their cause, because the terrorists had no idea where the killing shots were coming from.  It caused them to look around and, in short order, Army Special Forces Master Sergeant Ike Hill and Air Force Special Forces Medic, Staff Sergeant John (Jack) Littlefield were spotted in the open, and came under fire.  Both men immediately dropped to the ground, then started returning fire.

The other four members of the team found shelter of one type or another and started firing into the compound, also.  In short order, eight more of the terrorists were hit and down, as the remaining ten ran into a hut.  The Asps flooded the hut from all sides with suppressing fire, as they started to move in.  Marine Gunnery Sergeant and Navy SEAL, Albert (Al) (Bear) Turner and Sarah Murphy moved in from behind the hut; the others on the team held their fire.  Those two moved around the building from opposite sides, until they reached the open doorway.  Bear peeked around the doorway and saw no one inside.  “I’ll be damned...they’re gone.  Must have a tunnel in here someplace.”

Harry Chickamunga, the co-leader of the team with Bruce, ordered, “Hold fast, Bear, Sarah.  We’re movin’ in.  Both Harry and Bruce were with the CIA.  Harry was a retired Marine Sergeant Major who had spent four years in the Army, after retiring from the Marine Corps.  He had then gone to CIA, before leaving that organization to join a group known as the Janitors, who did off-the-books (black bag) jobs for the previous administration.  When the Janitors disbanded, he went back to CIA.  When he did, he took Bruce with him.  Bruce was a retired Army Special Forces Sergeant Major, and also a former member of the Janitors.

When the rest of the team arrived at the hut, Bruce looked around and asked, “Everyone okay?”

All either nodded or told him they were, then Dusty, Bear, and Ike went into the hut.  As they looked for the tunnel they knew they would find, Ike stopped in his tracks.  “Oh, shit.  Guys, I’ve got a problem...could use some help.”

Dusty and Bear eased over to Ike, and immediately saw the problem.  Ike’s leg was touching a trip wire that could only lead to a booby trap.  Dusty felt on the other side of the dirt flooring for any signs of additional trouble, fearing the wire might just be a decoy set in place to get someone to step over it and set off the real booby trap.  Bear meanwhile looked to where the wire led.  One end of it was just tied off to a support beam—on the other end, however, he found the bomb.  As he looked at it, he nodded.  “Yeah, he’s got a problem.  Dusty, let’s get out of here...he’s on his own.”

Dusty and Ike both laughed, as Dusty took out the knife he carried and eased it against the wire, then did the same thing on the other side of Ike’s foot with Ike’s knife.  Next, he took out his nine-millimeter gun, known as an Asp, and tapped the knives until they were secure.  Sure he had solved the problem for the time being, he looked up at his friend.  “Ike, ease back.  You blow us up, and I’ll never forgive you.”

Ike eased his leg away from the wire, which held firm against the knives, and let out a sigh of relief.  Soon all three men left the hut.  The others had been watching through the open doorway, and Dusty joked, “One would think five experienced folks like you would have sense enough to get back, in case I messed up.”

Marine Colonel Kye Rossi—who was Dusty’s lover, as well as a team member—shook her head.  “Nah, you don’t mess up...except in bed.”

After a round of laughter, Harry grunted, “We are sort of stupid, however.  We’re standin’ around here like sitting ducks if those bozos come out the other end of their tunnel and double back.”

Realizing he was right, the team headed back to the trees, and other vegetation surrounding the compound.  Dusty lined himself up with the front of the hut as he did so, then took careful aim at his knife.  He squeezed off a shot with his Asp.  The gun was specially designed, and made almost no noise—even more silent than normal silencers.  Dusty’s aim was true, and the hut exploded in a ball of fire.

Sarah, who had been a Marine Captain until being discharged after losing a leg in Iraq, shook her head.  “Hell, Dusty, you might let someone know what you were gonna do.”

She had her back turned when Dusty fired, while the others all saw what he was going to do.  Rather than answer Sarah, Dusty looked at Ike.  “Hey, dogface—you owe me a knife.”

Ike grinned.  “I’ll be happy to replace your blade, squid.  Thanks for the help.”

After the fire died down and was smoldering, Bear and Dusty went forward and looked for the tunnel.  The explosion and fire had removed the tunnel covering, and they looked down.  Bear pointed.  “Me thinks I’m not goin’ down there, until I do a fast check for more booby traps.”  After speaking, he turned and walked back to where he had put his backpack before the action had started.  He returned with a claymore mine.  He set a timer on it, then got to his knees, before extending his arm and tossing the mine down to where the tunnel started to turn.  

While Bear and Dusty hurried away from the smoldering hut, Bear hollered, “Fire in the hole...or some such rotgut.”

When the mine went off, it caused a giant secondary explosion.  Dusty looked at Bear, and nodded, “Good idea, pal.”

Bruce sighed.  “The hell with this place.  Let’s split, right after I leave a little message.  We’ll never find those guys now.”

He made a small sign, using a can of spray paint he had in one of the utility pockets on his black fatigue pants.  The sign told the drug operation that had been doing business with al-Qaida to stay in their own territory.  He signed it with the name of another Colombian drug operation he knew of.  Satisfied with his work, he looked around.  “Let’s go.”

Harry nodded, as all the team members got their backpacks from various places around the compound and headed back to where they had parked their two rented SUVs.  During the long drive back to their plane, Bruce called Glenn Burgess.  Glenn was an Assistant Director of the National Clandestine Service within the CIA.  He was their boss, and only he and they—and a few facilitating friends—knew they sometimes went beyond the mandates of the CIA, and those in control of the CIA.  The team had been established to handle situations where the firepower and training of military personnel might be needed.  It was supposed to be made up of the two CIA field operatives, Bruce and Harry, and the five current members of the military.  Sarah was not officially part of the team.  Since she and Bear were lovers, it had been jokingly decided she would be treated like wives of military forces of long ago, whereby the men took their women on long engagements with them, to cook and clean.  Bear often joked he was still waiting for Sarah to do either.

On getting through to Glenn, Bruce made his report.  “Mission partially accomplished.  We killed about half of ‘em...the rest got away through a tunnel.  We were slowed down by a booby trap.  No one on the team injured, but not totally successful.  I’m callin’ instead of Harry, because I’m the one who botched the deal up...got spotted before we were ready to pounce.”

“Any chance of trackin’ ‘em down?”

“Not right now, Glenn.  But we learned a good deal about how they operate down here.  I think we can come back after I consult with a couple of older gentlemen.”

“Plannin’ on a stop in Sedona on your way to Montana?”

“Yes.”

“Very well.  Stay in touch.  Good work in at least tracking them down.  My bosses will be pleased.  They are quite concerned about al-Qaida movin’ into the drug trade in Colombia on a large scale.  I’ll pass on your plan to return after gathering more information on how to proceed.  When I mention Drew Hollins and Jim Scott, I’m sure the bosses will be jumpin’ up and down and cheering’.  Those two are still legends around here, as you know.  I’ll...um...omit any mention of a certain Russian gentleman.”

“Good thinking.”

Glenn laughed, and the two ended the phone conversation.  Off the call, Bruce glanced over at Harry, who was sitting next to him and driving.  He grinned and relayed the portion of the conversation Harry had not been able to hear.  The three men discussed during the conversation were all former Janitors.  In addition to Jim and Drew, the third man was Boris Telman, a retired KGB agent, known as ‘the Ghost’ during the Cold War years.

When Bruce called Drew, he and Boris were playing golf, and Drew had just hit a drive he was rather proud of.  This caused Boris to grumble, because his drive was in the rough.  Drew felt his phone vibrate, took it out, and saw it was Bruce.  “Hi, Bruce.  You should see the drive I just smashed a mile down the middle.”

Bruce laughed, knowing full well Boris would be standing nearby, and would be less than happy to have his nose rubbed in the dirt of his friend doing well at his expense.  After his chuckle, Bruce asked, “You two golfers have time to let us come pick your brains?”

“Us, being your team, I suppose?”

“Yes.”

“Yes.  For now, I have to walk to my next shot.  Boris just drove off in the cart and left me on the tee.  He’s a bit put out...in some deep rough he is.  Call when you get close, and we’ll pick you up.  You comin’ in one of Jim’s executive jets?”

“Yes.  We’ll be a while...probably tomorrow.  See you then...thanks.”

“Lookin’ forward to it.  So will the girls...and Andrew James.  He loves getting spoiled by your team—and the old team, when any of them show up.  Speaking of whom, Holly and Jim just passed through on the way to L.A.  Goin’ over to some Marine thing at Camp Pendleton with Hector.”

Bruce said, “I won’t tell Harry, Kye, or Bear...they’ll all want to go over there, too.  So long.”

Harry glanced over at Bruce, and said, “Won’t tell me what?”

“What I’m not gonna tell you.  About why Jim and Holly are going to L.A.”

“Oh, I know.  The Commanding General at Camp Pendleton is retiring.  He and Jim were great buddies back in the day.  Hector served under him, too...when the General was a green Lieutenant, just starting out in Force Recon.  Cut his teeth with Hector.  No one on our team knows him.  Bet Anson does, though.”

The ‘Hector’ referred to had been a Janitor with Bruce and Harry, and was a retired Marine Master Sergeant.  Anson Clark was also a retired Marine Master Sergeant who had been Force Recon at the same time as Hector and, after several years in the SEALs, had returned to Force Recon, for his last few years in the Corps.  Both men had given assistance to the Asps on previous missions—and were likely to again in the future.

Bruce said, “Killjoy.  I wanted to give you some crap when you insisted on goin’ to Pendleton for the ceremony.  I figure you had forgotten.  Remember, I was there when Jim told you about it.”

“Yeah, yeah.  Sorry to ruin your fun.  Who’s flying?”

“Let Dusty and Kye handle it.  They’re younger.”

“Kye, not by much.”

“She sure doesn’t look like a gal in her mid-forties as hot as she is, does she?”

“No, she doesn’t.  Comin’ from a married man, shame on you, though...I could almost see the drool dripping down your face.”

Bruce laughed.  “Now you’re our resident prude...wonderful.”

***
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Dusty piloted the plane, with Kye sitting right seat and, when they landed in Sedona, Arizona the following day, Drew and his wife Sharon, a retired FBI Special Agent, and Boris, along with his wife Suzan, a former Marine Captain and Janitor, and their son, Andrew James met them.  The reception committee had driven up in three vehicles, an SUV, and two cars.  After greetings were exchanged all around, they all got into the three vehicles and drove to Drew’s home, which was connected by a covered walkway to Boris’ home.  The two were identical, except the floor plans were laid exactly opposite to each other, so the connecting walkway led into the den of both homes.

It was nearing lunch time, so Sharon and Suzan busied themselves with getting sandwiches together, while the others settled into Drew’s den.  Drew and Boris then listened to Bruce and Harry tell them how they had tracked down the terrorists they had encountered.  They told the two of the short battle, and how the other terrorists had escaped.  At that point, Drew smiled and made a call.  When he had his party on the phone, he asked, “Arn, how do you feel about bringing’ Fido up here for a trial run in the desert?  Have some friends who could possibly use him.”

Arnold (Arn) Buchanan, a scientist and industrialist who did munitions development and manufacturing work for the government, answered, “Sure, Drew.  But it’ll have to be in about three or four days.  We’re real busy right now, trying to meet a deadline for our friends in the Pentagon.”

“Fine, let me know when you’re comin’.”

After a few minutes of additional chatter, Drew ended the call.  “Before Boris and I start tryin’ to impart whatever knowledge we have on how you should precede, I want you to check out something Arnold Buchanan came up with.  The boys back east aren’t too thrilled with it...which I think is a mistake.  I’m thinkin’ you’ll love Fido.” 

Harry tilted his head, and asked, “A dog?”

Boris smiled.  “After a fashion.”

Except for Harry, Bruce, and Sarah, none of the Asps had ever met Arnold, and knew nothing about him.  Realizing that, Drew spent a few minutes telling them just who and what he was.  Then he and Boris made several suggestions about how they would track down the escaped terrorists.  At the conclusion of the conversation, Drew invited the team to stay there in the two homes until Arnold called.

Harry glanced at Ike.  “Thanks for the offer, but we’ve been gone a while, and Ike might want to see his family.”

Ike nodded.  “I sure would.  Beth and I don’t have much time together these days, and any chance to be with her and the kids is appreciated.”

Bruce agreed with those two.  “Plus which, we have a bit of catching up to do on the computers...and some more training’ to do with Sarah.  We signed her on to be our office gofer...not an in-the-field terror.”

Sarah laughed.  “I’ve only been in the field twice, and haven’t messed up yet...that I’m aware of...peg leg and all.”

Harry smiled, “No, your leg hasn’t slowed us up a bit.  Don’t think I want to run any long distance races with you.  Might beat you in a sprint, but your leg has proved to be no problem...just like you said—when you lobbied to the point of distraction—to go with us.”

An hour later, the plane was on the way to Montana and home base, which was a ranch owned by Jim Scott and his wife Holly.  Jim had been the leader of the Janitors and, when that team had split up as the last President’s terms in office were winding down, he set up the compound for the eventual use of Harry, Bruce, and their team.  The ranch was about a two-hour drive, more or less north of Billings, Montana.
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On the trip, Harry suggested they fly into Billings and let Ike off, since his family lived there.  Harry would remember back to that decision with fondness.  When the plane landed in Billings and Ike started to get off, Harry looked at him, and asked, “Do you have a key to get in?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, I forgot again—and Beth is working.  Naturally, the kids are in school.  Dammit all to hell.  When will I learn?”

Harry sighed.  “Probably never.  Come on, I’ll rent a car and take you home...and pick your front door lock for...what now, the third time?  You’re gonna have to learn how to pick locks, or start remembering’ your key.”

Harry looked at Bruce.  “You can forward my mail to the condo unit Jim set aside for us here in Billings.”

Bruce chuckled, and asked, “What mail?  You haven’t gotten a letter in the last year, which I can think of.”

Harry shrugged.  “Yeah, well, you never know...one of these days.  Jack, you wanna tag along?  We might get lucky.”

“No, thanks.  The last time I went bar hopping’ with you, all I got was a nasty hangover the next day.  You damned Jarheads seem to have hollow wooden legs...uh, no offense, Sarah.”

“None taken...but don’t ask Bear about my drinking’ ability.”

When Bear and Sarah had met, she was sloppy drunk—for the only time in her life—and to his credit, he managed not to bring up the subject since.  Now, however, he smiled, “Best leave that one alone, if I don’t want to move to a new bungalow.”

His comment drew a few chuckles, as Harry headed off the plane with Ike.  By the time they rented a car, drove to Ike’s house, and Harry had picked the front door lock, the plane was nearly ready for landing at Jim’s ranch.  After it landed, the team—minus the two left behind in Billings—headed through the tunnel connecting the bungalows, where they slept, the dining/conference room, their computer work area, and the indoor swimming pool, recreation center, and indoor shooting range.  After checking the computer for anything of interest, they all headed for their respective bungalows, agreeing to meet at the pool a short time later.

Poolside, Bruce called his wife Bonnie.  She worked in the State Department, and currently had the thankless job of trouble shooting for Embassies around the globe, which were experiencing difficulties of one kind or another.  During the call, Bruce found out Bonnie was headed to three Embassies—one of which was the Embassy in Colombia.  Without giving away the fact he might be there at the same time, he casually asked when she would be in Colombia.  After getting off the phone, he glanced at his friends.  “Well, I might be seeing my darlin’ bride...if we get to meet this Fido within the next four days, and fly on back down to Colombia from Sedona.  It would seem our Embassy there is having some type of problem.  That’s what she does now—fixes crap gone wrong in our happy homes away from home around the world, for otherwise out-of-work folks with political pull.”

***
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With Ike safely tucked away in his home, and the rest of the team at the ranch compound, Harry decided to go out for the night.  His first stop was a nice bar and restaurant, not too far from the condo.  Since the establishment was less than a mile from the condo, he chose to walk.  After a nice meal, he moved to the bar section and glanced around.  Most of the booths were filled, so he decided to pass on the tables near the small dance floor, and sit at the bar.  After he had consumed about half his drink, he noticed a very small woman walk in, and sit at one of the unoccupied tables.  At first glance, he felt sure she was too young to even be in the bar area, but, on closer inspection, determined she wasn’t all that young—just tiny...not more than five feet, two inches, and weighing no more than 100 pounds.

His observation made, Harry finished his drink and ordered another.  In the midst of drinking the second drink, a burly, rather obnoxious man began pestering the small lady, to the point of causing a disturbance in the bar area.  Harry looked at the bartender, who just shrugged.  “None of my business.”

Finally, when the lady said, for the third time, “Please, just leave me alone,” Harry decided intervention was mandated.

He walked over to the table.  “Say, pal, the rest of us in here are trying to enjoy our drinks without all this disturbance, and I have clearly heard this lady ask you to split three different times.  So why don’t you play nice, and take a walk...at least away from this table.” 

The drunken man then made a terrible mistake.  Though he was as tall as Harry—at six feet, two inches—and outweighed his two hundred and ten pounds by over fifty pounds, the punch he threw at Harry would be his last mistake for the next portion of his life.  Harry caught the potentially offending fist in his hand, and quickly had the man’s arm behind his back.  During the process of getting the arm to there, Harry broke it, between the wrist and elbow.  Also in the process of getting the broken arm behind the man’s back, Harry noticed he was wearing a shoulder holster.  With the man in pain and basically helpless, Harry deftly reached in, and took out the gun which had been in the holster.  As he shoved the man to the floor, Harry asked, “I presume you have a permit for this, don’t you?”

The man said nothing, so Harry glanced at the bartender, and growled, “While it has been established this is none of your business, how about being a nice guy and calling the police...now, dammit!”

The hard ice in Harry’s voice convinced the bartender to do as asked.  Harry then stood over the man on the floor, until the police arrived.  When they did, he handed the gun, butt-first, to the first officer on the scene, and told him what had happened.  The officer looked at the man on the floor, then glanced around the bar area.  Several people there nodded agreement with what Harry had said, with two of those people and the lady who had been disturbed saying so verbally.  It took nearly twenty minutes for the police to be totally convinced of Harry’s story, discover the man did not have a permit for the gun, and lead him away.  Harry’s CIA identification helped the process along, with Harry telling the police he was on vacation, and didn’t really want to press charges on the man for the swing he took.

As the police led the man off, the small lady stood up, and looked at Harry.  “Thank you.”

Harry smiled.  “You’re welcome.”

“I saw your identification.  You really on vacation?”

“Yeah...about two or three days’ worth.”

“I guess the least I can do is buy you a drink, for rescuing me from an uncomfortable situation.”

Harry laughed, “Sounds good to me.  My place or yours?”

“I was thinking here.”

“I guess it’s too late for me to say I might have meant at your table, or at the bar?”

The lady laughed.  “Yeah.  But had you asked that, I’d have said at my table, because if I sit at the bar, my nose barely goes over the top of it.”

Without a word, Harry held out her chair, then sat down across from her.  “I’m Harry Chickamunga.  And you are?”

“Patty Tagget.  What kind of name is Chickamunga?”

“Damned, if I know.  It’s a long story.”

A waitress had reached the table at that point and, after they had both ordered, Patty smiled.  “I’m not going anywhere until I finish my drink.  So I’d say we’ve got time for the long story you mentioned.”

“Well, let me shorten it a bit.  A long ago relative was shot in the head during the Civil War, and couldn’t remember who he was.  The doctor who operated on him hung ‘Harry Chickamunga’ on him.  If he ever remembered his real name, he never told anyone.”

“Oh.  I bet you could make it a better story if you told me the long version.”

“No doubt...but I’m sort of sick of tellin’ it, to tell you the truth.”

“What do you do at the CIA?”

“Kill people.”

“No, really.”

“A bit of this and a bit of that.  Sort of a trouble shooter.”

“You’re not gonna to tell me, are you?”

“Nope.  How about you?”

“I’m a pilot...commercial.”

The two then sat there, and talked about things two people who are interested in each other tend to talk about.  After Harry bought them both another drink and they had talked it dry, also, Patty stood up.  “I guess I better go.”

“Any chance of getting your phone number?  Like I told you, I don’t live here, but do get down this way every so often.  I’d like to call you.”

“I’d like that,” Patty said, as she wrote her home phone number on the back of her business card from the airline, then handed it to him.

As they headed for the exit, Harry offered, “I’ll walk you to your car.”

“Thanks, but I walked from my place.”

“Then I get to walk you home...if it’s okay.”

“It’s okay.”

Harry, of course, realized they were walking in the direction of his condo.  When they got to it, Patty, who had been thinking of inviting Harry in, nodded toward the building.  “Here it is.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“What?...why?”

“This is where I’m stayin’.”

“Sure it is.  Nice line.”

“No, seriously.  A friend of mine owns this place, and lets me and some friends I work with use it when we’re in Billings.”

“Show me.”

“You think I’m kidding?”

“Yeah.”

Harry took her gently by the arm, and led her to the unit he was staying in.  As he opened the door, he took a deep breath.  “Now here, you may as well come in for a night cap.”

“Is that all?”

“I hope not.”

***
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In the morning, Harry woke first, and headed for the bathroom.  A short time later, he was taking his shower, when Patty joined him.  Some time later, Patty looked over at him.  “You must think I’m an awfully loose woman.”

“No, actually I think you’re just about the most exciting woman I’ve ever met.  I also think I’d like to see you again...often—every chance I get.”

“I think I’d like that, too.  No, make that I know I’d like that, too.”

“Good.  As I told you last night, I only have about three days.  When’s your next flight?”

“I’m off for four days...a quirk in my schedule.  I’ve been training another pilot, as well as flyin’ my own route.  More straight days than the law allows, but the airline can get around it, since I’m not the listed pilot on the other flights.  The guy I’m training is new to the company...flew for a big airline before this, and is sort of semi-retiring.  My job has just been to get him used to us little guys.”

“Would you like to spend three of those four days with me?”

“Yes, I would.  When will I see you again after that?”

“God only knows.  I’ll be out of the country for an extended period.  But my phone works nearly everywhere on the planet.”

“Are you smitten?”

“Yes.”

“Good.  Me, too.  Dumb time to ask, but you’re not married or anything, are you?”

“No...you?”

“No.  In fact, before last night—and this morning—I hadn’t been with a man in nearly a year.  Sort of got in a rut of working, and not worrying about not having a man in my life.  Was married, until about five years ago.  He’s a pilot, too, and found a flight attendant he couldn’t leave alone.”

“Silly man.”

“Thanks.”

The next two days were blissful, as the two got to know each other, and enjoyed their time together immensely.  On their third morning, Harry was shaving, when his cell phone rang.  It was lying next to the bed, on a lamp table.  Patty saw the name “Bruce” in the display panel, shrugged, and answered it.  “Hello.”

Bruce, just out of devilment, asked, “Is Dr. Chickumunga there?”

Patty pulled the phone away from her ear, looked at it, then put it back, and answered, “Yes.  Hold on, please.”

She then carried the phone into the bathroom, just as Harry was drying his face.  She handed it to him with a peculiar look.  “For you.”

Harry nodded, and said into the phone, “This is Harry.”

“You met someone?”

“Yeah...don’t tell me.”

“Yup.  Time to fly.  Gotta meet Fido.  Someone special, or just a fling?”

“Special.  Real special.  Am I picking Ike up?”

“Yeah, I’ll call him next.  So long.”

“Yeah.”

After ending the call, Harry looked at Patty and sighed.  “I’ve got to go.”

“What’s this about ‘Dr.’ Chickamunga?”

“What?  Oh...Bruce being funny.  I’ve got a doctorate in languages.”

“They teach you that in the Marine Corps?”

During the last two days, Harry had told Patty he was a retired Marine Sergeant Major, and had done four extra years in the Army after he retired.  Now he shook his head.  “No, I had to do it in my spare time.  Actually, all the services are good about continuing education, if you take advantage of it.  I did.”

“Back to ‘I’ve got to go.’  You just gonna up and leave me?”

“Afraid so.  Duty calls.  Was supposed to have another day.  Obviously I don’t.”

“Bruce your boss?”

“No.  We work together.  Neither of us is ‘boss’.”

While he had been talking, Harry had been dressing.  When he put on his black fatigue-type pants, then a black pullover shirt, Patty watched quietly.  When he put on his shoulder holster, with Asp, she asked, “You always dress like that?”

“When I’m workin’.  We sometimes go to some dangerous places.”

“And you’re goin’ to a dangerous place now?”

“Yes.”

Patty moved to him, put her arms around him, and hugged.  He hugged back, then tilted her head up, and kissed her.  As he stood back, he looked warmly at her.  “Keep your phone on...please.  I’ll call you along the line, when I get a chance.”

“Promise?”

“Yup.”

“Please take care of yourself.  I’ve grown attached to you in the short time we’ve had.  I might be falling for you in a big way.”

“I am falling for you in a big way.  If you’re willing, I’d sorta like to make this a long-term deal.  What I mean is...”

“I know what you mean.  Me, too.  I won’t push for marriage, but I’d like to make this an exclusive thing.”

“You’re on.  And I’m not opposed to marriage...but you’d be a wife with a husband gone more than he’s here.  Think you could handle that?”

“Sure.  A sometimes husband—or even a sometimes lover—beats the hell out of what I’ve had for the last year...especially a good lover like you.”
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On the flight to Sedona, Harry said little as he gazed out the window of the plane, deep in thought.  As they neared Sedona, Bruce sat down next to Harry, and asked, “You in love?”

“Yeah, I think so.  Damned girl is something.  She’s a pilot...commercial.  About as big as a minute.  Five-two, hundred pounds sopping wet.  Pretty as hell...you get the picture.”

Bruce smiled.  “Yeah...tiny, pretty, big boobs, and great in bed.”

“Not big boobs.  Tiny all over...but who cares.  She’s great...she’s real.”

“Yeah, you’re in love.  What’s Holly gonna do for a lover when Jim kicks off?”

Both men laughed because it was no secret Harry was well taken by the beauty and body of Jim’s wife.  Not that most men weren’t taken by her, but Harry had openly flirted with her, since they first met.

When the plane landed, they were met by four SUVs.  The one Drew owned, one belonging to Arnold Buchanan, and two Drew had rented.  After everyone who didn't know him was introduced to Arnold—who told everyone to call him ‘Arn’—and his wife Nancy, and everyone else greeted each other, the caravan of SUVs headed out to the desert.  Following dirt roads most—except some of the Asps—were familiar with, they came to a particularly rough stretch of desert.  Arn, in the lead SUV, pulled over and got out.  Soon everyone was out and Arnold took out a contraption with large wheels and a rather small body.  “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Fido.”

He set it down, pointed it at a spot where the road they were on curved around, flipped a lever, and stood back as Fido started barking and rolling forward.  Arn quickly got back in his SUV, as he hollered, “All aboard.”

When everyone was back in one or the other of the SUVs, Arn drove to where he had pointed Fido.  Once there, he again stopped and got out.  All could hear the deep snarling bark of the machine as it neared where they stood.  Soon, it was up and over the road, heading back out into the desert.  Suddenly it stopped, and smoke poured out of it.

Arn pointed.  “Now in real life, the smoke you see would be a bomb.  You stick Fido down a tunnel with bad guys in it, and Fido will follow them for a mile or so, or until he reaches them.  He has a heat sensor in his nose and, when he nears the temperature of a man, he blows up.  Also has a compression switch in his nose, if he runs into something.  As you saw, Fido goes faster than a man can crawl through a tunnel.”

Dusty asked, “What type of bomb?”

Nancy joined the conversation.  “Well, Hector Garcia and Jim Scott helped with the design, and Hector insisted on a claymore mine.  Arn had other ideas, but the prototypes we have are all geared for a claymore...except the one here.  It has its little smoke dealy.”

Bear smiled, because he loved claymore mines.  “Sounds like a winner.  How come the guys in the Pentagon didn’t like it, Arn?”

Arn frowned.  “It wasn’t their idea—and it’s a bit far out.  Even I have to admit that.”

Bruce asked, “How many do you have made up?”

“Six for claymores.  You can have them all...as long as you make a written report on how they do in the field.”

Harry nodded.  “We’d love to give them a try, and give you a written report of how they work...at least on our upcoming mission.  May come a time when we don’t write anything up...if you understand what I mean.”

Nancy nodded also, “We do...and thanks for giving them a try.  Hope they work for you.”

***
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Two hours later, the plane—with the Asps and their six Fidos aboard—was heading for Colombia.  When they landed, Harry and the rest of the team checked into a local hotel, while Bruce headed for the United States Embassy.  When he arrived and was checked into the facility, he asked a man at an obvious information desk, “Is Bonnie Edmonds available?”

The young man, who had just had his back raked over for a mistake, answered, “You must mean the wicked witch from Washington.  I’ll check for you.”

Bruce laughed.  “You must have some ugly old shrew nosin’ around.”

The man snorted, “She isn’t ugly...in fact, she’s a fox.  But she sure is hell on wheels...ripping ass all over the place.  So who may I say is looking for her?”

“Bruce.”

The man gave Bruce a funny look, having expected a first and last name.  Just as he was about to say something along that order, Jose Hernandez, the CIA Station Chief for the Embassy, came through the lobby, recognized Bruce at once, and walked up to him.  He extended his hand.  “Hi, Bruce.  Social visit, or business?”

As the two men shook hands, Bruce replied, “Both.  For now, I’m here to see Bonnie.  Understand she’s raising hell, and not making friends.”

“Depends on who you talk to,” Jose said, as he glanced at the man Bruce had been talking to.  He took Bruce by the arm, led him a distance away, and added, “Things have been a bit messed up down here since the new Ambassador arrived.  Bonnie is doing a fine job of fixing the mess.  The lad you were talking to has made a few dandy mistakes, and has suffered the wrath of Bonnie.  As you no doubt know, she doesn’t suffer fools too well.” 

Bruce laughed.  “Yeah, I know...and that includes me, at times.”

“Why don’t you come to my office, and I’ll try to round her up for you.”

Bruce followed Jose without comment, until they reached Jose’s office.  Then he sighed, “As to business, Harry and I are down here for another go at the al-Qaida drug operation.  Don’t know if you got the report yet on our last effort.  Was only partially successful...killed ten, but ten got away from us.”

“I heard.  Good job to at least track them down.  Any of the stuff I gave you of use?”

“Yeah, you bet.  Anything else you’ve got would be appreciated.”

“Got a couple of files you can go over.  Might have something for you.  For now, let me try to find out where Bonnie is, and what she’s up to.”

After Jose located Bonnie, and asked her to come to his office when she had time, he and Bruce chatted, while Bruce went over the two files, making some notes, with the approval of Jose.  They had been talking for nearly an hour before Bonnie arrived.  When she knocked and walked in, she grinned and hurried to Bruce, who got up and embraced her.  Then she joked, “Hope you brought your gun...I may want to borrow it.”

“That bad?”

“Oh, not really.  I need any of these idiots offed, Jose can do it for me.  We’ve become pals.”

Bruce tilted his head.  “I hope not too good-a-pals.”

“Not bed mates, if that’s what you mean...though he is good looking, and I haven’t seen my husband in forever.  Do I dare to hope we’ll be able to have some time together?”

“Couple of days, probably.  At least dinner, and tonight together.  Do we have to invite Jose to join us for dinner?”

Jose shook his head.  “No, you don’t.  I can take a big fat hint...especially from one of our best field operatives.”

Bonnie mentioned the name of a hotel.  “I hope you’re staying there, I like their food.  I’ve got to run, honey...more heads to chop off.”

“Yes, that’s where we’re staying—and I’ll pick you up at?”

“Around six.  I should be too worn out to berate anyone else by then.”

After Bonnie left, Jose and Bruce continued their conversation, then went to the hotel where the Asps were staying.  As they walked in, Jose looked around.  “Don’t know how you get by with an expense voucher for this place.”

“No vouchers.  We have a benefactor who pays our freight.  Glenn got asked about why we never turn in expense vouchers, and he told the brass we’re just good at living off the land.  He got very little comment at that, since it leaves more expense money for other operations.  I believe he mentioned Jim and Drew in his conversation.  Everyone knows we set up shop at Jim’s ranch, and that he’s rich as hell...worth some number of billions.”

Jose said nothing in reply, and the two men went to the suite Harry and Bruce would share.  Assured it had been swept for bugs by Harry, the three men and the rest of the team sat down for a planning session.  Both Harry and Bruce respected Jose, and wanted to keep him in the loop on their activities.  They also knew Jose was a very capable agent, and could give them valuable help in the pursuit of al-Qaida in Colombia.  After Bruce and Harry outlined their plans for the coming operation, Jose made a few suggestions, as did other members of the team.  As had become custom on such information-gathering missions, Kye and Bear—both having the appearance of being Hispanic, because both were over fifty percent Hispanic—would team up and wander around, trying to uncover what they could.  Dusty and Sarah would pose as a young couple in love, in Colombia for a vacation.  Harry would team with Ike, and Bruce would team with Jack.  Those four would be posing as businessmen, seeking out information about possible expansion to Colombia.  The first time the team had been in Colombia, they had split up along identical lines.  Surprisingly, it had been Dusty and Sarah who had gotten the first sniff, which led to discovery of an al-Qaida operative.  That had been followed up and ultimately led them to the compound where they had engaged the al-Qaida terrorists.

It was agreed each bit of information would be run through Jose for his input.  He would come by the hotel and make daily briefings on anything he and his people came up with.  The joint effort, hopefully, would lead to discovery of where al-Qaida was setting up their operation, since their last plan had partially been ruined by the Asps.

After Jose left the hotel, the four two-person teams gathered and decided on what area of Bogotá each would cover.  Bear and Kye were assigned the roughest area of the capital city, in hopes they would blend in better than any of the others.  Due to their recent trip and scouring of the city, all members of the team had appropriate clothing to match their covers.  As they left the hotel in pairs, care was given to make sure they weren’t being followed.  Both Drew and Boris had taken time with each of the military Asps, to show them proper tradecraft.  Each of the six—besides Bruce and Harry—had spent countless hours in some of the worst sections of major, and not so major, United States cities.  To date, none had ever seen either Drew or Boris following them, until one or the other of them was right behind them.  On one occasion, when Bruce and Harry decided to soften the humiliation being shown their troops, they decided to turn the tables on Drew and Boris.  Sure they were not seen by the old spies, they turned a corner and the old men stood there with guns drawn.  Drew smiled.  “Bang, bang, you’re dead.” 

But the lessons had been well worth the time—even if Boris had said after the last training session, “All six of you would now be dead if either Drew or myself had been intent on killing you.  You have learned a great deal, but are still pathetic.”

As the eight now toured the city, they were more confident than they had been prior to the training of Drew and Boris.  While they all worked their way around Bogotá, they kept on constant alert and, at the end of the day, all eight could report with certainty that—while they had discovered nothing of value—they had not missed anything either.

While Bruce had been at the Embassy, Harry had rented three SUVs.  Now, as Bruce drove one of them to pick up Bonnie, the others discussed in detail what they had been doing.  They made plans to eat—again in the pairings of the day—with the exception of Jack, who would dine alone, since Bruce would be with Bonnie.  Jack, however, sat only one table away from Dusty and Sarah.

During his meal with his wife, Bruce asked, “How are things going, dear?”

“I’m getting a handle on things.  I do want to talk to you about something, but later on will do.”

When their meal was complete, they went up to the suite Bruce was sharing with Harry.  Bruce did a fast sweep of the suite, checking for bugs, then nodded.  “We’re clear, honey.  I take it what you wanted to talk about waited until now, because you knew I would check this place for bugs.”

“Yes.  You’re making a good spy out of me.  Actually, on said subject, I may have accidentally turned something up.  I wanted to talk to Jose about it, but he’s been out all day.”

“No doubt making contact with his sources to give us a hand with what we’re doin’ down here—which I hope you don’t know what gives in that direction.”

“Oh, I’ve got a good idea...al-Qaida and dope.”

“No comment.  What did my little spy in training come up with?”

“There’s a member of the secretarial pool...locals...all supposedly well vetted, by the name of Inez Ochoa.  None of the locals are supposed to have picture-taking cell phones, or cameras of any kind on the Embassy grounds.  Well, I saw her supposedly talking on her cell phone—that from a distance sure looked like a camera phone—and when her desk phone rang, she just closed the cell phone, without saying anything...like goodbye or something.  She just closed it up, and answered the phone on her desk.  It might be nothing, but, then again, it might be.  What do you think?”

Bruce said nothing, as he took out his cell phone, and called Jose.  “Hope you have time to drop by the hotel.”

“Actually, I’m nearby, and have a problem.  I’ve picked up a tail. Was about to call a team of my guys, but since I’m close to the hotel and you’re right there, how about sending me some backup.  They’re in a tan four-door sedan.  I’m about five minutes away.”

“Can do.  Hold,” Bruce said, as he put Jose on hold, and called Harry.

“Harry, Jose has picked up a tail.  He’s about five minutes from the hotel.  Let’s tail the tailers.  They’re in a tan four-door sedan.  You handle it—I’ve got something to talk to Jose about.”

“Right.”

Off the call to Harry, Bruce got Jose back.  “Harry will take care of it.  You just park, and come on up here to the suite.”

“Thanks, Bruce.  See you in a few.”

Off the call with Bruce, Harry quickly tossed more than enough for the meal and rather large tip on the table.  “Come on, Ike—we’ve got work.”

As he stood up and headed out of the hotel restaurant, he gave a head nod to Dusty, who reached into his pocket and tossed a wad of money on the table, to more than cover the meal.  Sarah had seen the head nod from Harry and got up as well.  Jack, on seeing the quick movements by the others on the team, tossed money on his table and soon followed the other four.  When Dusty, Sarah, and Jack caught up to Harry and Ike, near the front door of the hotel, Harry quickly whispered what was going on, and assigned his forces on where to deploy.

Outside the hotel, Harry and Ike went to one of their SUVs, while Sarah and Dusty started walking down the road to the left of the hotel entrance.  Jack headed the opposite direction.  As he walked, Bear and Kye were headed toward him, from the nearby restaurant they had eaten at.  He gave a slight headshake, and kept on walking.  They understood at once and kept on, wondering what was going on.  When they saw Sarah and Dusty walking in front of them, well past the front entrance, they decided to follow along at a leisurely pace.
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