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Bruce Edmonds glanced at Harry Chickamunga, nodded, whispered, “Silent count of three,” approximately three seconds before each man squeezed off a shot with their silenced sniper rifles.  The two al-Qaida terrorists posted as sentries fell dead in their tracks, neither making a sound as they settled to the earth.

Bruce and Harry were CIA field operatives leading a team with of five military personnel assigned to them, with the approval of the five and the hierarchy of the CIA.  The team also had one former Marine Captain, Sarah Murphy, who had lost a leg in Iraq and was not approved to be on the team...nor was it known that she was even on the team...except for Glenn Burgess, who was an Assistant Director of the National Clandestine Services at the CIA.

Spread out to Bruce’s left were Sarah, Air Force Special Forces Staff Sergeant Medic John (Jack) Littlefield, and Marine Staff Sergeant Al (Bear) Turner, a Navy SEAL.  Bruce looked toward those three and nodded.  “Sarah, Jack, Bear, move on in.  I’ll hold fast and give you cover, in case the do-do hits the fan.”

On Harry’s right were Army Special Forces Master Sergeant Ike Hill, and further away than the others from the rest of the team, Navy Radioman Master Chief Roy (Dusty) MacInnis, a Navy SEAL, and Marine Colonel Kye Rossi.  Harry nodded to Ike and started moving in, also.  Dusty and Kye held fast, under prior instructions, at their positions overlooking the al-Qaida camp about to be attacked, and a roadway, which was to their right as they looked into the camp.

After those moving forward had reached their prime sniper positions, Bruce followed.  When he was satisfied with his positioning, he asked, “Shall we, Harry?”

Harry nodded and ordered, “Fire at will, team,” as he squeezed off the first of many killing shots aimed at the forty-plus members of al-Qaida terrorists in the camp.

The team, known as the Asps after the nine-millimeter silenced handguns they used, was all using silenced sniper rifles that were just a bit below fifty caliber.  They were specially made, and were jokingly called their forty-nine-and-a-half weapons.  They had three types of ammunition for the rifles—anti-personnel, being used by all but Dusty and Kye, which exploded into fragments a millisecond after contact; armor-piercing, being used by Dusty and Kye; and inflammatory.  Dusty and Kye were using the armor-piercing rounds because there was a Land Rover in the camp.  It had brought one Fahid Jordan, and it was assumed when the shooting started, Jordan would try to flee in the vehicle.  Dusty and Kye had the primary duty of stopping the Land Rover, without killing Jordan.  He was believed to be a wealth of information that could lead to some of the top al-Qaida leaders.  The Asps had been tracking Jordan for several months.  This was the second time they had him within their grasps, and they had no intention of letting him slip through their fingers again.

Within a minute of Harry telling the team to begin firing, over twenty of the terrorists lay dead or dying.   By then most of the slow-reacting terrorists were running in all directions, trying to find cover.  Some stood and returned fire, even though they couldn’t tell for sure where the silent, deadly rain of bullets was coming from.  One of the terrorists, shot through the head by one of Dusty’s armor-piercing rounds, was wandering around with a good portion of his senses blown away.  The soon-to-topple al-Qaida recruit bumped into one of his trainers, who was running for one of the three buildings at the complex.  As he stumbled, the trainer ordered his men to continue firing.  Few paid any attention as they, too, hurried toward the buildings.  Soon, the trainer was shot and killed, the mortally wounded recruit falling on top of him...still not dead, but soon to be.

Even as the team continued the slaughter, Dusty heard the sound of the Land Rover being started.  It was hidden from Dusty’s line of sight, behind the main building of the camp, and soon drove right down an embankment behind the camp as it headed for the roadway.  In it were Fahid Jordan, his driver/bodyguard, and his other two bodyguards.  Both Kye and Dusty heard it bounding down the embankment and hurried to a better location, to fire on it when it came into view.  The road below them was only about half a mile away from their location, an easy shooting distance for Kye—and easier still for Dusty.

When the Land Rover roared into view, Dusty growled, “Kye, the wheels,” as he sighted in on the rear window and squeezed off a shot that went through the window, the front seat, and the driver, before exiting through the side of the vehicle.  The driver, who had been shot through the right side of his back through to the left portion of his right lung, knew he was dying as he gripped the steering wheel, and tried his best to keep the Land Rover on an even keel.  He failed, for even as he slumped over, he pulled the steering wheel to his left abruptly.  Kye had fired into the hub and mangled the wheel mounting on the right front of the Land Rover.  Those two actions caused the vehicle to swerve and topple over as it reached the edge of the road.  It tumbled into a ditch, which led to a gully.  As it did, it flipped on its side and slid on into the gully.

After the jarring stop, it took Fahid Jordan a few seconds to shake the cobwebs out of his head.  He climbed out the shattered windshield, fell into a heap before standing up, and hurrying down the gully, with one of his bodyguards close behind.  The driver by then was dead, and the other bodyguard was all but dead from the wreck.  That terrorist did his best to try and get out of the vehicle, but didn’t have the strength.  Even as he made the attempt to extricate himself, Dusty and Kye were running toward the damaged vehicle.  As they ran, Dusty muttered into his communication set, “The Land Rover is down and out.  We’re going down to see what we can see.”

Bruce acknowledged the information, even as he took his next shot at one of the terrorists looking through a window in an effort to see something to shoot at.  He died never having seen any of the Asps.  Bruce then looked the scene over.  “Harry, let’s move on in a bit closer.  Think we should send Sarah, Bear, and Jack around to come at them from the blind side of the end building?”

“Yeah.”

Bear started moving.  “We’re on our way.  We won’t need any covering fire.  From where I’m at, I can see a way to the side of the building, so they can’t see us coming.”

***
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By the time Dusty reached the Land Rover, the bodyguard in the rear of the vehicle had given up any attempts to get out.  As he approached it, Dusty had taken out his Asp and was carrying his rifle in his left hand.  The bodyguard looked helplessly at Dusty, who, after noting it wasn’t Jordan, shrugged and squeezed off a killing shot with the virtually silent Asp.  Even as he made sure the driver was dead, Kye arrived and Dusty took a deep breath, and expelled it.  “Hold fast while I do some checking around.”

After a few minutes, he shook his head, and reported in.  “Jordan and one of his bodyguards are headed down a gully.  It’s fraught with the possibility of ambush.  I’m going to higher ground and will have Kye follow me.  If you guys can send someone else to follow down the gully, it would be helpful.”

Bruce nodded to himself.  “Ike, go.  We can wrap things up here.”

Ike acknowledged, and headed down to where the Land Rover had driven off the road.  As he left, Bruce decided to move to a better location, to increase his range of fire at the main building.  When he started to move, a shot from one of the terrorists in the middle building hit him in his bulletproof vest, and caused him to lose his balance.  He fell and gashed his right hand on a jagged rock.  After he scrambled to cover while muttering a few oaths, Harry glanced over at him and asked, “Need help?”

“Yeah.  Cut the crap outta my hand.”

While Harry was moving in Bruce’s direction, Bear, Jack, and Sarah were approaching the end of the building closest to them, and furtherest from the main building.  Bear was on the left of the group, Jack on the right, and Sarah in the middle.  All had their Asps in their right hands.  When they were about twenty feet from the building, five terrorists who had gone out the back of one of the buildings, with the idea of somehow circling around to get behind their foes, came around the corner of the building.  As per training they had gone through, Bear fired at the man on his end of the group, which was the right of the group.  Jack fired at the man on his end, then both men fired at the next man in line on their respective ends.  Sarah—not having trained with the team as much as the rest of them, and not having had combat training previously—paused slightly, but then shot the man in the middle of the group, even as Jack and Bear both fired at him, also.  The five terrorists never got off a shot before they all lay dead.

***
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Meanwhile, Dusty had started to move along a ridge above the gully below.  As he did, he told Kye to follow him and watch his back, in case he bypassed an ambush.  When Ike arrived at the Land Rover, he notified Dusty, who told him to head down the gully, but to stay behind Kye.  Dusty and Ike agreed Ike would track the two terrorists and make sure they hadn’t left the gully.  As he hurried along the ridge, Dusty—who knew the Shebella River was less than two miles distant—wondered just what Jordan and his bodyguard had in mind.  They were a few miles north of Jalaaqsi, Somalia, which was roughly a hundred miles north and a bit east of Mogadishu.  Dusty reasoned Jordan had to know how far he was from Mogadishu, and decided the terrorist would head for Jalaaqsi by following the riverbank to that town.  He was also ever alert for an ambush, since the gully offered such a prime opportunity for one, as it curved in one way or another in several places, and had ample foliage and boulders to assist any plans to ambush.

For their part, neither Jordan nor his bodyguard had any ideas of ambush.  They simply ran down the gully with no thought in mind except to escape.  While they did know the river was somewhere in front of them, they had no idea the town of Jalaaqsi was on the river.  Unlike Dusty—and for that matter, all the Asps, who always carefully checked out the areas they were heading into—Jordan’s group had simply been told which roads to take from Mogadishu to reach the al-Qaida camp.  When they reached the river, the fates seemed to be in favor of al-Qaida.  A man and his son had pulled their boat into the shore, just at the end of the gully, to have lunch before traveling on down to Jalaaqsi.  As Jordan and his bodyguard walked up to them, out of breath from their long run, the two got up in a friendly manner.  The bodyguard shot both of them, helped Jordan into the boat, and shoved off.  

Dusty heard the shots and reported the fact to Kye, (who had also heard the shots) and Ike, who had heard a sound but was unable to determine just what it was, though he too thought it might have been gunfire.  Dusty ran forward as fast as he could go, now all concerns of ambush behind him.  When he reached a spot above where the boy and his father lay dead, he looked down the river, just as Jordan and the bodyguard were heading around a bend.  He sighted in with the scope on his rifle and knew the distance was over a mile and a half.  Worse yet, he was unable to determine which of the two men was Jordan and which was the bodyguard.  He made an instant decision that, even though the plan had been to take the man alive, Jordan was better off dead than free to cause the world more havoc.  Just as the boat passed from his sight line behind several trees, he took careful aim and fired through the offending trees.  He tried to judge how far the boat might travel as he prepared to fire again.  After he squeezed off his shot, he fired again and again.  In all, he fired six shots.  Only the first and third hit anything but water.  The first hit the bodyguard in the shoulder, and the third clunked into the side of the boat, doing virtually no damage.

After he fired his last shot, he ran down the high ground as fast as he could, until he reached a spot far enough downriver to see the boat, now nearly two miles distant.  Through his scope he could see both men still upright in the boat and muttered, “Darn.”  As he turned to head back, he saw Kye walking toward him as he added, “They got away...Ike, head on back.  The walk up here is probably easier if you can find a good spot to climb up.”

Ike replied, “Yeah, I see an easy way up.  I just found two bodies.  A man and a youngster.  That bastard Jordan is going to burn in hell.”

Dusty nodded as he put his arm around Kye.  They turned to head back.  He stopped.  “Yeah, I saw them.  We’re out of range of our comm sets, so let me call Bruce and report in.  If they say we have the time, I guess we should bury those two.”

Ike agreed.  “What I was thinking.”

***
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By the time Dusty called, the others had finished the raid on the camp and all occupants were dead.  Bruce and Harry were going through the main building, looking for intelligence and anything they could find of value, while the rest of the team looked through the two other buildings.  Bruce told Dusty to take the time to bury the innocent victims, then sighed as he looked at Harry, and told him what Dusty had reported.

Harry swore.  “This damned Jordan has more than nine lives.  I thought sure we had him this time.  I’m getting sorta sick of chasing him all over the world, and coming up short.  Since he’s got a boat, there’s no telling where he might be heading.”

Bruce nodded.  “Well, if we light foot it to Mogadishu, we can check on small plane flights outta there.  Might be able to at least get a read on his plane...if that’s how he’s moving about.”

“Yeah.  Good idea.  As soon as Dusty, Kye, and Ike get back, let’s head for the plane and fly on in to Mogadishu.  Have to call Glenn so he can get us landing permission.”

***
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Less than an hour later, the team was headed back to their plane.  It was a C-130, bought from the government by Jim Scott, with the approval of the most recent former President.  Jim was a retired Marine Major, former CIA field operative, and had headed up a group known as the Janitors, who did off-the-books (black bag) jobs for the previous President.  Over the years he had amassed a fortune, primarily through wise stock investments, to the point his net worth now in the billions of dollars.  When the concept of the Asps was arrived at and approved, Jim had built a complex for the team and let them use the C-130 for their operations.  They also had the use of two executive jets.  The complex, Jim’s home, the homes of the C-130’s pilot and loadmaster, and the built-into-the-side-of-hill hangar for the three planes were all located on his ranch in Montana, which was about a hundred miles more-or-less north of Billings.

The team traveled to the plane in two of three specially outfitted dune buggies, also owned by Jim.  Each could carry a driver and three passengers, plus a seat for the fifty-caliber machine gun mounted on each of the buggies.  When they arrived at the plane, the pilot, retired Air Force Brigadier General Wendy Austin, had the plane’s engines warming.  During the drive, Harry had called Glenn Burgess and organized landing permission for the plane at the Mogadishu airport, with customs and such formalities being waived.

The buggies were driven up the ramp of the C-130 and, even as the loadmaster, retired Air Force Captain Phil Eckstein, closed the ramp, the plane started to move toward take off.

Both Wendy and Phil had been crewmembers on the C-130 while in the Air Force, assigned exclusively to flying the Janitors wherever they went.  Phil had been given a commission at the direction of the previous administration, in gratitude for his service with the Janitors.  Both had retired from the Air Force when offered the chance to live in lovely, spacious homes on the Scott ranch, in exchange for continued service aboard the plane.  Both were well compensated by Jim, and both were now independently wealthy.  The other two crew members of the plane were Patty Chickamunga, Harry’s wife, who had been an Air Force C-17 pilot before resigning her commission in a failed effort to save her first marriage, and Jennifer Littlefield, Jack’s wife, who had been in the Army, attempting to become a helicopter pilot, when she had been discharged on medical grounds due to a heart condition.  When that condition was corrected after her discharge, she had trained to become a commercial airline pilot, and had just gotten a job with the same airline Patty flew for, when she met Jack through Patty and Harry.  They both acted as co-pilots, engineers, and navigators on the plane, having been trained by Wendy, as co-pilots, and by Bruce, Harry, Jim, Dusty, and Phil on the engineer and navigating duties.

When the plane took off, Patty was sitting right seat, next to Wendy, and Jennifer was acting as navigator.  Dusty came forward to act as engineer on the short flight to the Mogadishu airport, Glenn having arranged the landing permission requested by Harry.
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After landing at the airport, the team fanned out around it to see what information they could find out about Jordan.  As it turned out, they had missed Jordan by less than ten minutes (less time than had been spent burying the two bodies).  He and his bodyguard had pulled the boat into a dock at Jalaaqsi, found a car to steal, and sped toward Mogadishu, and their waiting plane.  Both were traveling under forged Pakistani passports and, soon after arrival at the plane, were headed for that country.  The shot fired by Dusty that had hit the bodyguard in the shoulder did quite a bit of damage, but had been patched up in a rudimentary fashion by Jordan.

It took the team less than half an hour to discover they had missed Jordan again, but they did find out what type of plane he was flying, and the identification information on the plane.  That they found the information out so quickly was no surprise.  All had their military training to help in learning the nuances of spying, and both Harry and Bruce had CIA training, and additional training while members of the Janitors.  But the main source of the team’s information-gathering talents had come from vigorous training from two retired spies of the first order.  Andrew F. (Drew) Hollins was, in addition to being Jim Scott’s father-in-law, a retired CIA legend.  He had gone from Air Force Intelligence to CIA—then, after retiring, had been a member of the Janitors.  Boris Telman was a retired KGB super agent and former Janitor, as well.  Those two had spent countless days training the Asps in the tradecraft of spying.  At the Mogadishu airport, Bear and Kye—who were often teamed up due to their appearance, since each had a good deal of Hispanic blood—had spotted an airport employee being slipped a bribe.  They zeroed in on him, and offered money for information.  Both Kye—who was 25% Hispanic, 25% Cherokee, 25% Italian, and she thought, a 25% mix of Dutch, Irish, and Negro, spoke fluent Arabic and passable Somali—and Bear—who was 75% Hispanic (50% Cuban, 25% Mexican), spoke Arabic fluently, and a bit of Somali—got the information they sought in a matter of minutes...after laying out over a thousand dollars to three different men at the airport.

With that information in hand, the team re-boarded the plane, and started on the long flight back to Montana.  The plane had been outfitted for comfort as well as for the items of war for a small force.  In addition to a few beds and easy chairs, there was a computer tied into the master computer at their complex on Jim’s ranch.  The super computer had, over the years, caused much grief to those wanting to keep their secrets secret.  Harry and Bruce discussed what they knew, and what to do about it, with the others not acting as crewmembers on the flight offering their thoughts.  It was Jack who muttered, “Well, we know he used a different plane this time...I wonder if there is some chance both planes are owned by the same person or company?”

Bruce and Harry looked at each other and grinned, both slightly embarrassed they hadn’t thought of that.  In seconds, Harry was running both planes through the computer.  In almost no time, they had information that both planes were owned by a Pakistani company headquartered in the capital of Islamabad.  Without further discussion, Harry placed a call to Tony Henry, a senior agent of British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), also known as MI6.  The Asps and Tony had worked together on several missions and shared information.  Often, when the mission was slightly beyond the mandate of the CIA, intelligence obtained was passed to the CIA from SIS via Tony.  This was done to avoid any embarrassing questions as to just how the Asps had obtained the information.

Through to Tony, Harry asked, “Hi, two first names, how’s tricks in the U.K.?”

“Fine, Chippermunger.  How are things with CIA and the Asps?”

“Just dandy.  We missed damned Fahid Jordan again...had him in our sights, but he got away.  We did come up with information on the plane he used...and it’s owned by the same Pakistani company as the last plane of his we identified.  Wondered if you’d check out the company, its owners, et cetera, and sit on their planes.  Might give us a heads up on his next move.”

“Be happy to.  But why ask me, if you don’t mind me asking?  I mean, you do have a CIA presence in your embassy in Islamabad.”

“Don’t know the station chief there all that well, and know and trust you.  It’s always possible our station chief there is a cowboy.  Know if you and your people get a chance at him, every effort will be made to take him alive...which would be of value to you and us.”

“Thank you for that.  I have the same trust of you, obviously.  Especially since I owe my life to you lot.  By-the-by, Sergeant Squires is fully recovered, and has been back in the field.  We did ‘a little thing,’—as you Yanks like to say—together recently.” 

“Which would indicate you, too, are fully recovered.”

While on a mission, the Asps had been heading toward a known al-Qaida camp in Pakistan when they came upon Tony and Sergeant Squires being tortured, with four members of their SAS squad already having been decapitated.  The Asps had rescued their two badly injured friends and both men knew full well they owed their lives to the Asps.  Now, Tony replied, “Yes, much better, thank you.  Though the soles of my feet—horrible looking-things, they are—will likely be tender the rest of my days.  But the good Sergeant has put me through my paces at our SAS training site, and I think I’ll be all right.  Happily, our last small mission didn’t entail much walking.  Back to your situation on Jordan, we’ll be happy to keep an eye on this plane company.  Just give me what you have, and I’ll proceed from there.  Oh, before you do, I have some interesting information on our friend Jordan you might add to your database on him.  Seems the name ‘Jordan’ came about because the al-Qaida legend on him has him being rescued by a man who became one of the leaders in al-Qaida, after his family was wiped out by an Israeli Mossad hit team inside Jordan some years back.  So he goes by the name Jordan, since he’s from there.  I’ll forward the details to Jim’s super computer later today.”

After Harry gave Tony the information on the plane company, he added, “Thanks for the briefing on the new info on Jordan.  Might send it to CIA for me, too.  So, if it ever comes up in conversation, they’ll know where I got it from.”

“Right.  Understand.  Tally ho.”

“So long.”

Finished with his call, Harry briefed Bruce and those in the rear of the plane, and then settled back to rest on the remainder of the long flight.

***
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When the plane landed late afternoon at the Scott ranch, Wendy taxied it into the hangar cut out of the side of a hill.  The entire group de-planed and walked through a tunnel connecting the entire compound assigned to the Asps.  There were ten large bungalows, a very large conference room/dining room, a work area with several computer monitors in addition to the large central computer, and a 50-meter swimming pool area, with shooting range, storage facilities for various items, with an outdoor patio leading through large sliding glass doors.

Wendy and Phil said goodbye to the others, and headed for their respective homes.  As they left, Jim Scott and his wife Holly came into the conference room, where the team had settled, and asked how the mission went.  After being told they had once again seen Jordan, and he had slipped through their fingers—and the only injuries received were sore ribs and a gashed hand suffered by Bruce—Jim nodded.  “Some interesting stuff from Tony Henry came into the computer on your friend Jordan.  Seems his last name came from his country of origin.”

Harry nodded, told Jim the conversation he’d had with Tony, then added, “For now, I, for one, am ready for some sleep.”

***

[image: ]


The next morning, Sarah and Bear, who had shared one of the bungalows since shortly after they met, woke up about the same time, looked at each other, and made love.  When finished, Sarah remembered back to their first encounter, which had not gone well.  “Sure glad you decided to give me a second chance.”

“Yeah, me, too.”

“Would you mind if I called you Al, rather than Bear, when we’re alone?’

“Not at all...and anytime you want...not just when we’re alone.”

“Good, thanks.  Another question.  How do you feel about us getting married?”

“Did you just propose?”

“Yeah, guess I did.”

“Aren’t I the one that’s supposed to ask that question?”

“Yeah.”

“Will you...marry me, that is?”

“Sure,” replied Sarah before she giggled, and added, “Sorry if I jumped the gun on you, but wasn’t sure you’d ever ask.”

“If you remember, you said you wanted to wait a while...I was just giving you time.  Glad you gave me the go ahead.”

“It was just after the rocky start we got off to, and me wanting to be absolutely sure I was over my husband.  You know...the way he died in Iraq and all.  Before you, he was the only man I’d ever slept with—and starting off a relationship with you without much friendly foreplay, so to speak, I wanted to make sure.  I’m sure now, and glad you feel the same way...’cause there’s something I’ve got to tell you.  I’m pregnant.”

Bear sat up in the bed.  “That’s great!  Better talk to Holly soon about setting up the wedding.  She loves being a wedding planner.  Okay to get married here?”

“Yes.  And I’ll talk to Holly first thing.”

Bear leaned over, kissed Sarah.  “I’ll go ahead and take the first shower, so you can lounge around.”

“Thanks.”

After Bear finished his shower and had shaved, Sarah replaced him in the bathroom as he started to dress.  As he pulled on his trousers, Sarah’s cell phone rang.  He answered after not recognizing the name in the display.  “Sarah’s phone—Bear here.  Can I help you?”

After a slight pause, the calling party asked, “May I speak to Sarah Jane?”

“Uh, she’s in the shower.  May I ask who is calling?”

“This is her mother...and you are?”

Realizing he had given more information than he probably should have by stating that Sarah was in the shower, Bear swallowed.  “Bear...er...Al Turner, ma’am,” then, without really thinking further but wanting to avoid any initial bad impressions, he added, “We’re going to be married.  Oh, I just heard the shower go off...I’ll take the phone in to her.”

Bear walked into the bathroom and, as he handed the phone to Sarah, who was drying herself, mumbled, “Your mother.”

Sarah paused slightly before taking the phone.  “Hello, mother.”

“Sarah Jane, I don’t mean to pry, but I thought you were already married.”

“What?”

“The man who answered the phone said you two were going to be married.”

“Oh.  My first husband was killed in Iraq and I lost a leg at the same time.”

“What!?”

“My first husband was killed in Iraq...”

“I heard that.  What do you mean you lost a leg?  You never told me.”

“Quite a bit I’ve never told you, mother.  In case you’ve forgotten, your husband disowned me.  Why are you calling?”

“Your father is in the hospital, and is probably going to die.  I wanted you to come see him.  It might be your last chance.”

“Mother, it would be rather pointless.  I repeat, in case you’ve forgotten, he disowned me when I joined the Marine Corps.  And, to tell you the truth, with his idiotic beliefs, that suits me just fine.  We enjoy our freedom because of the military.”

“Yes, dear.  But would you come see him for me?  I’d hate for him to die without ever seeing you again.  I know you two have had your differences...”

“Differences!?  Are you insane, mother?  He kicked me out, and said he never wanted to see me again.  Fine with me.  I don’t mean to be nasty, but for God’s sake, give me a break.  The man hates everything I stand for and believe in.”

“Please, Sarah Jane.”

“All right, mother.  Tell me what hospital he’s in, and I’ll fly in as soon as I can.  I’m in Montana, so it’ll take a while.”

Not wanting to push her luck and rile her daughter further, her mother simply told her which hospital in Los Angeles, and gave Sarah her cell phone number.  Off the call, Sarah looked at Bear.  “I have to fly to L.A.  My father is dying.”

“I take it from what I heard on your end of the conversation, you two don’t see eye to eye.”

“That is a great understatement.  Let me finish drying and get dressed, then we’ll see if we can use one of the planes, and get someone to fly us to L.A.  I’m not doing this alone.  You’re stuck meeting a loony left-wing jerk...who happens to be my father...and I want you there to keep me from killing him when he starts in about the military, et cetera.  I can’t do this alone, darling.”

“Sure...and thanks for the ‘darling’...that’s the first time you’ve said that to me, dear.  By the way, I blurted out to your mother that we’re getting married...sorry.”

“No need to be.  I’m proud you’ll have me.”

“I’m the one who’s proud to be marrying a class act like you, Sarah.  Um, your mother called you ‘Sarah Jane’.”

“Jane is my middle name, and I always went by both names until I met Devlin... my first husband.”

***
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When Bear and Sarah walked into the conference/dining room, the rest of the team, Jim, and Holly were there.  Jim and Holly often came down in the morning after the Asps returned from a mission, cooked breakfast for them, and chatted about the details of the their activities.  Bear smiled as he joked, “Well, I just tripped over my tongue, and fell into an ape-shit birdbath.  Sarah’s mother called her, and I blurted out we were going to be married...after telling her that Sarah was in the shower...after I answered her phone.  At least I didn’t blurt out she’s pregnant.”

Sarah just rolled her eyes and, before anyone else could speak, Jim asked, “Just what is an ‘ape-shit birdbath,’ pray tell?”

Bear laughed.  “I don’t know...it just popped into my mouth, too.”

Holly ran over to Sarah, and gave her a hug.  “Congratulations...on both.  Wow, I hope I get to plan another wedding.  Oh, wait—Jim, you better get your contractor friend up here and start building another house.  And Sarah, your days in the field are over...period.  You can do what you signed on to do in the first place...help out around here and be the team coordinator.”

Everyone on the team knew that on one of the early missions of the Janitors, Holly had been wounded while four months pregnant, had lost the child, and the ability to have children.  Sarah kissed Holly on the cheek.  “Good idea, Holly.  I lost a husband to damn al-Qaida...I don’t want to lose my baby the same way...thanks.”

Jim laughed.  “That’s my wife, old ‘take charge Holly’.”

Holly grinned.  “Sarah, after breakfast, you and I’ll go check out the ranch and we can tell Jim where to build your home—which you’ll be welcome to use for the rest of your life...or until you want to move elsewhere.  It’ll be the first of our wedding slant baby-coming gifts to you two.”

Bear just stood and grinned without saying anything, as Sarah nodded and smiled.  “Thanks so much.  First, I have to fly to L.A., if I can borrow one of the planes and someone to fly it.”

Holly sighed.  “Oh, yeah, your mom.  It’s been a while since you talked to her, hasn’t it, Sarah?  What did she want?  Not good, if you’re flying off right away.”

Sarah nodded, and answered, “I haven’t spoken to her since my father kicked me out of his house and disowned me.  When Devlin and I were going to get married, I sent her a note, with my cell phone number, and told her.  Never heard a word from the note, but guess she kept the phone number.  You remember, Suzan gave me one of Jim’s phones so we could stay in touch.  Anyhow, my father is dying, or so mother thinks.”

Suzan was the wife of Boris Telman, a former Marine Captain, and former member of the Janitors.  She was also a long-time friend of Sarah.
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After breakfast, Kye and Dusty flew Sarah and Bear to Los Angeles.  The meeting with Sarah’s father, noted actor Chet Mosley, was strained to say the least, but he did thank her for coming to see him.  He died less than an hour after Sarah’s visit.  Sarah declined her mother’s request to attend the funeral, simply saying, “Mother, I have no intentions of mixing with the Hollywood lunatic left wing.”

***
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Even as the team was preparing for their next mission, work had begun on the home for Bear and Sarah.  Bear had taken Jim off to the side and thanked him.  Jim merely muttered, “No problem.  Least I can do...just don’t ask me to change diapers.”

Sarah overheard that brief exchange, since the men hadn’t gotten out of hearing range as they had thought.  She just smiled, and busied herself with work on the complex computer, under the direction of Harry and Bruce.  Those two, along with Jim, were the most adept at using it.  Her main drawback was her foreign language skills.  While she could converse somewhat in Arabic, and was learning the written form, she was still far behind most of the team.  Only Patty and Jennifer were less proficient than she.  They had started out on the team with virtually no language skills, save English.  Patty had somewhat of an advantage over Jennifer in that Harry had a Doctorate in Languages and worked with her nightly in the bungalow.

Knowing language skills were critical to Sarah if she was to be totally proficient in the use of the computer, Harry and Bruce agreed to institute a system Jim had set up with the Janitors.  They decreed a different language would be spoken each week by the team.  Nothing but that language would be allowed at the complex.  Jennifer and Patty just groaned when they heard what the new routine was to be, but understood the need.  The first problem with the declared language of the week, Arabic, came up with Holly planning a fast wedding.  Sarah had secretly asked Holly to speed up the wedding planning, because she wanted to make sure her child would have its father’s name, in the awful possibility Bear might be killed during one of the missions.  She hated to put words to it, but Holly understood.  Now, however, with the wedding planning full-blown, Holly was slowed down by Sarah’s Arabic skills, which were not nearly as good as Holly’s fantastic language skills.  Many, including her husband, who was thought to have had the best language skills at CIA since Drew Hollins, thought only Harry could match Holly.

That night in their bungalow, Sarah started to moan about the language situation to Bear, who simply held up his hand and said, in Arabic, “No English, darling.”

“Oh, shut up,” Sarah replied in English.

***
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In spite of the difficulties of getting invited guests to the ranch and the language situation, Bear and Sarah were married in the home of Jim and Holly one week to the day after Sarah’s father died.  Due to the guests, who included Sarah’s mother, not being versed in many foreign languages, Arabic was suspended until the reception was over and the guests were all gone.  

After the reception mess was cleared away, and the Asps were back at the complex, Harry joked to the departing Sarah and Bear, who were headed to Billings for a one night’s honeymoon, “Tomorrow, we switch to Farsi.”

He had said that in Farsi, and all but Patty and Jennifer understood—though, Sarah only slightly.  She growled, in English, “I’m glad you said tomorrow.  I’m damned if I’ll speak Farsi on my one-night honeymoon.”

Harry grinned, and replied in English, “Glad you at least understood what I said.”

Soon thereafter, Sarah and Bear left with the well wishes of everyone on the team.  They drove down to Billings and spent the night in a unit of a condominium building owned by Jim.  One of the units there was set aside for the exclusive use of the Asps.

Once Sarah and Bear were gone, Bruce looked at Harry as he asked, “You or me?”

Harry laughed.  “I’ll call Glenn.”

After he had Glenn on the phone, Harry got to the point.  “Bruce and I think our next target should be the al-Qaida camp in Syria.  Might send a message to the damned Syrians we don’t approve of them letting al-Qaida set up shop there again.”

Glenn laughed.  “Great minds think alike...or fools seldom differ.  I was going to suggest that...but it’ll have to wait.  The Brits want you.  Our friendly MI6 Chief called our boss and asked for your group to be loaned to Tony Henry for a little thing they have in mind.  Seems the intel you guys developed...uh, that came to us via SIS...on the small camp in Angola, isn’t so small any longer.  They want to take it out.  I had another idea, also.  Since you’re so tight with Drew Hollins, what do you think about having he and his Russian friend trying to pin down Jordan?”

“Yeah, good idea.  We’ll have to give them a plane, and another pilot.  I’m sure they would like to take a nice vacation in Pakistan.  Boris has a former protégé of his working in the area, and they might set something up with him.  Want me to call Tony, set things up with him, and see what he needs of us?  Be good to work with him again.  We haven’t since he got captured and tortured.”

“Speaking of which, Sir Alistair (Baldwin, MI6 Chief) was very flattering about your team when making the request for help.  Yeah, go ahead and call him.  Let me know what’s up after you get the details.”

“Right—so long.”

Harry filled Bruce in, before he called Tony.  “You could have just called me...or Bruce...and asked us for help, old friend.  Didn’t have to go over our heads.”

“Sir Alistair wanted to give you cover.  This could be a rather ticklish operation...Angola being what it is.  We get found out, and there will be all sorts of international hubbub about it.”

“Best not get ‘found out’ then.  I haven’t pulled our map on Angola yet, or looked at our file on the camp there, but from memory, seems to me it’s about halfway—about fifty miles from each—between Lucapa and Saurimo.  About ten miles from the Chicapa River...and, again, about fifty to the Congo.”

“Right you are.”

“Glenn said the camp has grown in size.  Was a small one...about ten or twenty...the last information we had.”

“How about five to seven hundred...how does that sound?”

“Wow.  I guess it did get bigger.  What kind of manpower are you putting into the deal?  I guess you’d like Jim and some of his people along, if I can arrange it.”

“We’ll have me, and twenty-two SAS troops...led, of course, by Sergeant Squires.  Speaking of whom, he has now been promoted to WO Two, Sergeant Major.  And your old friend ‘Right On’ is now Staff Sergeant Aldridge.  As to more people—yes, indeed, if you can arrange same, it would be wonderful.”

The newly promoted Staff Sergeant Aldridge had the habit of saying “right on” on many occasions, and had jokingly been tabbed “Mr. Right On” by the Asps.  

Harry grunted, “We could use more troops, rather than high ranks...though, do pass on our congrats to both men.  Well deserved in both cases.  Let us do a bit of planning on this end, and I’ll get back to you.  Guess you want us to pick you up in England with the C-130?”

“That would be nice.  Very nice.  Was sort of hoping your lovely big bird might be of use, what with its Gatling guns and all.”

“Ah, now we get to the crux of why you want our help...Wendy and her magic dragon.  Which indicates you have information I don’t.”

“On the contrary.  It came from your CIA.  Our Chief and your Director have agreed to pass all photo ops back and forth...be they satellite or other types of nice pictures.  One of my bright young men spotted a nice series of pictures of the area of our target camp—which is, of course, how we know it has grown...and know what a lovely open target it will be for Wendy and her lovely plane.  My idea is for us to surround them and sit back while Wendy does her thing.”

“Oh, boy—Glenn is gonna love this, when I tell him we had the information in house and nobody thought it important enough to bring to his attention.  I like your idea, though.  Get back to you in a bit.  So long.”

Harry briefed Bruce and the members of the Asps, then as Bruce called Jim and Wendy, Harry called Glenn and passed on the information given him by Tony.  Glenn predictably hit the roof when told that the information the British were working under came from American satellite feeds supplied by the CIA and he knew nothing of the information.  The CIA Director and Director of The National Clandestine Services were just as upset as Glenn when he informed them of the situation.  Later in the day, the two men found to be responsible for not thinking the information was important enough to pass up the line were summoned, and informed that they would be transferred to the United States Embassy in Mongolia forthwith.  One quit the Agency on the spot; the other would quit two months later, when he determined his career was at a dead end, after being assigned to be the driver for the CIA Station Chief at the Embassy.

***
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Later, after Wendy, Phil, Jim, and Holly arrived, and the team was gathered into the conference room, a large, very detailed topographical map of Angola was spread on a large table.  After a large ‘X’ was placed at the approximate location of the al-Qaida camp, Wendy studied the map, and marked a place she felt confident she could land the C-130.  “With luck,” she muttered, before she added, “Probably be a good idea to have Tony get landing permission in Namibia, since it’s a Commonwealth nation.  We can refuel, prior to sneaking in the back door of Angola from there.  I can turn the plane over to Patty and act as the Fire Control Officer.  Phil can be one of our gunners.  Holly, I know you’ll want to be one, too.  Since you set this thing up with two guns on each side, Jim, we can either go with just two gunners, or we’ll need two more.  We’ll also need a navigator and engineer.  That’ll still leave us short of a full complement...but let’s face it, this really isn’t an AC-130...it’s just a C-130 with four Gatlings added.”

Phil said, “Wendy, I’ve stayed in touch with Chet Kovarik.  He’s just retired and living in Minnesota near his dad.  They hunt and fish together quite a bit.  Bet we could talk both of them into giving us a hand.”

Chet Kovarik had been the second loadmaster on the C-130 assigned to the Janitors and, like Phil, had been given a commission late in his career for that service.  His father, Goose Kovarik, was a retired Air Force Major General and former C-130 pilot.  He had helped the Janitors on one of their missions that called for two C-130’s, and also on their last major mission, before they disbanded.

Wendy nodded.  “Give ‘em a call, Phil.  Good idea.  Still leaves us two short of the crew complement I’d like to have.”

Jim sighed.  “I can navigate, and I bet we can talk Suzan or one of the L.A. contingent into being one of the gunners.  Though the best bet would be Hector, but you’ll be better off using him on the ground, if you can get in close enough to lay some claymores.  I’m sure Bear could use the help.”

Sarah spoke up, “I can be one of the gunners.”

“No,” growled Holly.

“Yes,” Sarah shot right back, before she added, “It’s not like I’ll be on the ground, getting shot at.  The damn plane goes down and we all get killed, you’ll be right there with me, Holly.  I agree in principal with you about not being involved in missions, but this is different.  I’ve seen those Gatlings in action, and nobody on the ground is gonna be shooting at us...they’ll be too busy running for their lives.”

Bruce scratched his hair, and sighed.  “Well, Sarah or no Sarah, I’d just as soon not involve Suzan.  I’m planning on asking Boris and Drew to sit on some planes in Pakistan, and try to help us get asshole Jordan.  He’s our top priority right now.  Which, Jim, is gonna cut us down one more person, since they’ll need another pilot, plus Suzan.”

Holly shook her head.  “Not so.  Suzan has been training Sharon to fly, and she should be good enough to sit right seat for Suzan.  As to you, Sarah—dammit, I understand you wanting to help...but I want you to know I’ll be nervous as hell all the while.  But I’m not your momma...so do what you want.  But when your baby is born, you even think of leaving this ranch for any reason, you better get ready for a war.”
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