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Back to Iraq

A Novel by

Mike Jackson 

1.

Jim Scott froze as he glanced at the television and saw the flames pouring out of the tall building on the screen.  He turned up the sound, then went ahead and took off his boot, just as a plane slammed into the other building.  Without really taking time to think—as his stomach knotted up in anger—he said aloud, “Boy, oh, boy, bin Laden, you jackass.  You stepped in it this time.” 

He had just come in from the barn after riding with his wife, Holly.  She and their two dogs, Lady and Bowser, were still in the barn.  Jim had turned on the television and sat down to take off his riding boots. 

Now he quickly put on his sneakers and was standing up as Holly and the dogs came romping into the house.  Jim raised his hand in a motion to silence her; Holly saw the expression on his face, and instantly quieted down as she, too, looked at the television.

After a few minutes of watching and listening, with tears welling in her eyes, Holly asked, “Oh, my God.  Jim, what kind of insanity is this?”

Jim put his arm around his wife, and hugged her.  “If I don’t miss my guess, Usama bin Laden just started a chain of events that may, in time, lead to us cleaning up the Middle East mess once and for all.”

“Should we pack for Washington?”

“Yes.  But we’ll wait for General Bradley to call.  May be a day or two.  I’ll get everyone else on the team ready to go.”

“Why don’t we just go?  I, for one, am ready for some blood.”

“Honey, you know I feel the same way.  But I’m sure the government will shut down the skies in short order.  Probably already have the process underway.”

The “team” Jim referred to had been formed at the request of the President.  The previous administration had a four-man secret committee that took care of “off-the-books” situations as they arose.  Stanley James Scott, a former Marine, and former CIA field operative, had been recruited to handle those jobs.  The last one had been the elimination of Saddam Hussein—though few in the world knew Saddam was dead.  Two of his generals, Haitham Al-Shahristani and Hussain Al-Majeed, had put forward one of Saddam’s doubles in his stead, moments after Jim had blown the top off of the real Saddam’s head. 

Jim had the foresight to have a long-range listening device pointed in the direction of where that had taken place, and managed to get a recording of the plot to replace Saddam.  The President was well aware that Iraq was now being run by the double and two generals, but chose to keep that information close to his vest.  He felt that what was needed in Iraq was a regime change.  Therefore, the ruse of the fake Saddam was allowed to go on without exposure.

While the previous administration—via a super-secret four-man committee set up by the President—had authorized the elimination of Saddam, the event itself had actually happened after the new President was sworn in.  While he was still President-elect, the current occupant of the Oval Office had signed off on the deed.  However, when it was completed, he ordered that the secret committee be disbanded.  The President recognized the many talents of Jim Scott and those nearest him whom the President had come in contact with.  That led to his request that Jim form his team of advisors—with the understanding that any “off-the-books” items needing attention would be the handled by Jim and/or his team.  No government funding would be used on the team’s existence.

The team picked up the nickname “Jim’s Janitors” because they more often than not would be cleaning up someone else’s mistakes.  In fact, the only “mission” to date for the new administration, had been to extract a general’s wife from a ticklish situation in a supposedly friendly Middle Eastern Muslim nation.  The woman had gone off base in attire ruled not proper by the locals.  She had been subsequently beaten, then, to show the mercy of the host nation, taken to a local hospital, where all access to her was denied. 

Jim managed to enter the country on “other business” and rather forcefully removed the lady from both hospital, and country, before anyone really realized what was happening.

***
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Holly went up from the expansive living room to their bedroom, and commenced packing, her movements nearly robotic until the tears streaming down her face made seeing difficult.  Then her anger returned, and she heaved the bag she had been packing against the nearest wall.  

Meanwhile, Jim got busy on the phone.  First he placed a call to Drew Hollins, his father-in-law and former CIA legend, who had trained Jim Scott in clandestine work (long before Holly Hollins became Holly Hollins Scott).  Jim asked, “Drew, are you aware?”

“Yes, have the television on as we speak.  These sons-of-bitches are gonna pay big-time for this!  I’ve already called Boris.  He’s walking up the street to my place right now.  See him out the front window.  Thought we’d drive to Washington, since the skies will soon be cleared of traffic.  By the time General Bradley gets to you, we’ll more than likely be there.  Boris and I aren’t as slick on your computer set-up at the Joint as you are, but we should be able to do something worthwhile.”

“Good idea, Drew.  You might start by getting up to date on that place we’ve been monitoring in Iraq.  Since the guards we’ve spotted there aren’t wearing army uniforms, and we’ve all agreed they’re probably terrorists of some stripe, that might be a good place to start extracting some revenge.”

“More interested in that than in Afghanistan?”

“Yes.  I have an idea the military will be all over Afghanistan, if the President gives the okay, and I’d bet big bucks that he will.  I’m thinking a raid on that obviously secret facility might be in order, and soon.  I’d like to send a fast message to these bastards, and I’m sure the President will agree...even if it isn’t al-Qaida. ”

“Right you are.  Boris or I’ll give you a call when we get there.”

“Thanks.  See ya.”

“Bye.”

Drew’s reference to the “Joint” was a facility built on Andrews Air Force Base outside Washington, D.C. for the Janitors.  The construction costs of the Joint had been totally funded by Jim, at a cost of well over two million dollars, with another twenty million spent on the computers at the facility.  The President had authorized building it on the Air Force base, and had also authorized the lease of a one-acre plot for it, and the surrounding security perimeter.  The building itself had a massive work area with all the latest in computer systems, which could access the CIA and FBI systems, with certain limitations.  There was also a large combined lounging and kitchen area, and eight grand bedrooms, each equipped with a king-sized bed and full, well-appointed baths. 

The name “Joint” came about in joking fashion when the building was finished.  Jim had invited the six other members of the team to see it.  As they walked around the spacious building, team member Boris Telman had tried his best at American slang, when he muttered, “Nice joint.”  The name stuck.

Boris Telman was a retired Russian spy.  He and Drew Hollins had been Cold War adversaries, though Drew never knew the true identity of Boris, until the Soviet Union dissolved and Boris opted out.  Once he saw the mess in Russia, as the nation tried to come to grips with the switch from communism to capitalism, he decided he was simply too old to put up with the hooliganism, and left for the United States.

During his years as a master spy, he had opened literally hundreds of bank accounts around the world for his, and his spy network’s use.  When the Soviet Union suddenly was no longer a nation, Boris, who had carefully and wisely always converted the accounts into U.S. currency, decided his paltry retirement funds just wouldn’t do and, with no Soviet Union to turn the banked money over to, he kept it.

He had visited his old “friend” Drew Hollins and the two former spies hit it off quite nicely.  He joined up with Jim Scott, and his group during the aftermath of the episode that saw Jim eliminate Saddam Hussein.  Jim had a practice of splitting any “found money” that happened to turn up during his capers with those who were part of the mission.  On that particular occasion, the retirement fund of Boris Telman had grown greatly.  Therefore, he had eagerly agreed to join the Janitors when offered the opportunity.  He bought a home across the street, and two doors, up the block from Drew Hollins in the town of Belleville, Illinois.

That was where he was walking from while Drew had been on the phone with Jim.  Now as they drove toward Washington, he glanced at Drew, who was driving.  “I suspect we are going to be quite busy for some period of time.  This time the pay will probably be even less than the pittance the Soviets paid me...not that I’m complaining, Jim has taken quite good care of me.”

Drew laughed.  “Knowing Jim, I’d bet we stumble onto some money somewhere along the line.  Money comes to that boy like rain to the ocean.” 

***
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While Drew and Boris had been getting ready to leave, Jim had also been busy.  His next call had been a brief one to Billy Longbow, his longtime friend, and former comrade-in-arms when both were in the Marine Corps.  Billy had been a Marine master sergeant when he joined Jim’s Fox Team for insertion into Iraq during Desert Storm.

When Billy answered the phone, Jim was brief.  “If you’ve heard, you know we’ll be heading east soon.”

“I have, and Sally—between her tears—is packing for me right now.  How long do you think it’ll be before the general calls?  I’m ready to rock-an-roll.  I’m so damn mad I could spit.”

“Yeah, me too.  My stomach’s a big fat knot of anger.  To answer your question, I’d say a day or two.  Guess we’ll have to ask him to get us an escort, so we don’t get blown out of the sky.  How about checking the Gulfstream out, and making sure it’s ready to go.  If you don’t mind, you could stop by, get our stuff, and get it and yours loaded.”

“Sure.  Talk to you later.”

“Bye.”

Jim’s next call was to Hector Garcia.  Hector had also been a Marine master sergeant, and member of Jim’s Fox Team.  That team had been a ten-member group that had been dropped behind enemy lines to call in air strikes, and cause as much trouble for the Iraqis as possible.  The team had actually been split into two five-man groups:  Fox Team One, headed by Jim, and Fox Team Two, headed by Ted Kuntz, who was now part of the White House staff as an assistant to General Bradley, who in turn held the White House post of Military/Intelligence Advisor to the President.  That was a newly created post of some importance that carried with it the ability to contact the President at any time, and without prior appointment.  

The call to Hector took a while to get through, since Hector wasn’t at his home, office, or reachable on his cell phone.  Finally, one of the messages Jim had left got through, and the phone rang, just as Holly was coming back downstairs.  Jim answered it.  “This is Jim.”

“Hector here, Jim.  Got your message, and know why you’re calling.  I’m on my way home.  I’m afraid Rosa’s brother was in one of those buildings.  She’s beside herself, so am I.  A guy couldn’t ask for a better brother-in-law...just a hell of a nice guy.”

“Oh, God, Hec.  Sorry, pal.  Do you want to stay with Rosa for now, join us later?”

“Naw, Rosa and I talked it over on the phone.  She was taking the kids to school and then doing some shopping.  She’s more than ready for me to go into action...said she wished she could come along, and shoot one of these Arab jerks herself.  I can be ready in about two hours, though I don’t know how I’m gonna get from Los Angeles to Washington.  How do you plan to make it from your Montana retreat?”

“Fly.  However, not until I talk to the general.  Probably have to get military escort or some such.  Same thing for you and Tom.  Speaking of whom, will you call him?”

“Sure, amigo.  Not real happy that I’m the one to ruin his fun.  He just got back from his honeymoon two days ago.  Wonder if he’s told Jessie what he does in his spare time.”

Jim chuckled, in spite of his anger.  “I’d bet against it.  I’d forgotten he was just now going on his honeymoon.  Hell, with that fox he married, I bet all the time since the wedding has been like a honeymoon.  Speaking of his wedding, I still have a headache from his bachelor party...even though it was over a month ago.  I’ll call you after I hear from the general, or Ted.  Now that I think of it, the general is going to be real busy, so I’ll probably be hearing from Ted first.”

“Nah...ten bucks says it’s the general.”

“You’re on.  Talk to you.”

“So long, amigo.”

When Jim hung up the phone, Holly grinned, and raised an eyebrow.  “Nice way to be talking about another man’s wife in front of your wife of less than a year.”

“The girl is a fox...but not nearly as foxy as my gal.”

“Nice try, buster.  Ah, from what I heard of your end of the conversation, I take it Rosa is pretty upset, too.”

Jim nodded, and explained about Hector’s brother-in-law.

Holly shook her head.  “God, how awful.”

***
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Tom Wilson was the seventh member of the Janitors.  He was a former Marine pilot who became involved with Jim under less-than-ideal circumstances.  In a desperate effort to keep from losing his plane, when had he fallen behind in his payments, he had turned to flying drugs.  Due to the efforts of Jim, Tom was arrested but never charged.  Not only did Jim get him out of a severe mess, he took Tom on as his pilot during the Saddam Hussein elimination process.  During that overall operation, quite a bit of money had fallen into the hands of Jim...a good portion of that money was passed on to Tom.  With that money—and a sizable loan from Jim—Tom had opened a flying school in Los Angeles.

By mid-February of the current year, Tom was doing well enough with the business that he decided to hire an office manager.  The ad he ran for the position offered free flying lessons as a perk.  The first—and last—day the ad ran, Tom had over a hundred applicants.  One of those was Jessica Howard.  Jessica was employed in the hi-tech field, and was bored out of her mind.  She didn’t simply want this job; she decided she would have it.  Sharp young lady that she was, she didn’t just call.  She found out who the phone number belonged to, took a deep breath, thought for a few seconds, and quit her job. Then she drove out to the small plane airport where Wilson Flight Training was located.

Jessica Howard was a tall, thin young lady who was very well-proportioned, and was either beautiful or very pretty, depending on who was doing the looking.  That fact was not lost on her.  As she told Tom once after they had become involved, “I came out to apply for your job in person because I have a mirror, and know I’m not the ugliest person around.”

Tom was impressed by Jessica’s initiative, her hastily drawn résumé, and personality.  That she was quite attractive was not lost on Tom, but he felt certain she could do the job and do it right.  He hired her on the spot, and told her to commence answering the phone at once to inform any further job seekers that the job had been filled. 

Over the next few months their relationship developed from employer/employee, to good friends, to romance.  At their wedding, Jessica met those closest to Tom.  She almost laughed outright when she met Billy Longbow and Jim Scott.  Seeing those two with Tom was like “looking at three peas in a pod.”  All almost exactly 6 feet tall and none more than a pound either side of 185.  The shorter, stockier Hector, she had long known since he handled security for the flying school.  The two older men, Drew and Boris, she found quite entertaining.

She took to the three wives, Holly, Sally Longbow, and Rosa Garcia, at once, and them to her.  While not threatened by the comparison, Jessica did admit to herself that Holly was well above the norm, in all respects.  However, her wonderful body and knockout good looks almost seemed to dim in comparison to the person.  She also found Sally and Rosa to be attractive, charming, and warm-hearted.

In short, every one of Tom’s friends had impressed her.  There was one thing, however, she did not know, and that, she was about to find out.  Like a vast majority of Americans, Tom and Jessica were watching television, with tears rolling down Jessica’s face, Tom clenching and unclenching his fists and swearing quite often.  After news came in about the plane going down in Pennsylvania, Tom reached over, and turned off the small office TV set.  “Jessie, there’s something we must discuss.”

Jessica pointed at the TV.  “But, Tom...”

“Sorry, honey, that will have to wait.  Sometime soon, I’m going to be getting a phone call.  Not much after that—my guess would be a day or two—I’ll be going to Washington, and probably will be gone for an extended period of time.”

Jessica Wilson was not a naive little girl.  From the time she had known Tom, about every six to eight weeks he would announce he was going away on business, and always left her in charge of the business for the ten or so days he was gone.  Now she shook her head.  “Those ten-day trips you’ve been taking every two months didn’t have a damn thing to do with ‘business.’  I knew something was up with that, but didn’t know what.  I like all your friends, but they all seem to have a certain edge to them.  Now that I think about it, so do you.  Are you CIA or something?”

“Or something.  Jim Scott heads up a group of ‘advisors’ to the President.  I’m part of that group.  The ‘business’ trips were for training.  Jim wants all of us to be able to mesh as a unit, if and when we go into the field.”

“Wait a minute!  Advisors to the President...the President of the United States?  The guy in the Oval Office?”

“The same.”

“Just what do you advise him on, and what does that have to do with going into the field?  Field as in going out and getting shot at?  Like some Army guys or something?”

“Or something.”

“You say that again and I’m going to punch you.”

“Jessie, simmer down.  Let me explain the whole thing,” which he did.

When Tom was finished, Jessie took his face in her hands and kissed him.  “Wow!  I’m scared for you, but proud of you, too.  And if you go after the guys responsible for this...this abomination, kill a couple of them for me!  When you go to Washington, I know I’ll have to stay here, and keep the business running, but will you be able to stay in touch, and let me know what’s up?”

“To a degree.  Our phone obviously isn’t a secure line, so I’ll have to be guarded in what I say.  I doubt I’ll be able to tell you much if we head off on some mission or the other.  I’ll ask Jim what I can and can’t say.  If we’re going to be in the Joint for an extended period, I’m sure Jim will let you come out on weekends if you want.”

“Wouldn’t miss out on that for anything in the world.  You said Holly was part of the team...Janitors.  What a dumb name.  What about Rosa and Sally?”

“No, just Holly.  She was in the FBI when she joined up with Jim, on the mission that got me involved.  When they became engaged, she quit.  Of course, by then she had already been to Baghdad with Jim, when he killed Saddam.”

“He’s really dead?  I just saw him on television last week.”

“He’s dead.  There’s a double in his place.  Two generals are really running Iraq...just have the fake Saddam as a front.”

“Wow, this is neat.  I know...not one word of this to anyone.” 

That conversation had taken place while Hector had been talking to Jim.  Now Hector looked at his phone, smiled, and thought, “Well, pal, hope this doesn’t cause you too much trouble.”

He then made the call.  Tom answered on the first ring.  “Wilson Flight Training, Tom speaking.”

“Hi, Tom.  It’s Hec.”

“I’ve been expecting your call.  When?”

“Jim guesses a day or two.  I agree.  Uh, have you told Jessie about us...the Janitors?”

“Just finished.”

“Everything?”

“Yes.”

“How’d she take it?”

“Fine.  Jess is a pretty level-headed gal.”

“Agreed.  Okay, get packed.  Jim or I’ll call you when it’s time.  See you, amigo.”

“So long.”
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While Jim had been organizing things, Holly had been thinking.  She was four months pregnant with their first child.  She was concerned that Jim would be over-protective, and not want her to remain part of the Janitors if things led to field action, as she was sure they would.

That night in bed, she finally decided to talk to Jim about her concerns.  “Darling, I want to be with you through what’s to come, as long as I’m able.  I know when I get big as a house, I can’t be bouncing around in Humvees or whatever, but in the meantime, I don’t want to be left behind, just because I’m pregnant.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.  In the first place, there would be no living with you.  In the second place, you’re too valuable to leave behind.  You tell me when the time has come to lighten up.  After the baby is born, we’ll have to play things by ear.  I’m sure you realize that we’re in for a long battle with these guys, now that they’ve opened the dance.”

“Do you have any plans thought up so far?”

“Possibly.  But we’ll just have to wait for Washington to summon us...see if they have anything in mind.”

“I wish it would be sooner rather than later.”

“As I told you, it’ll probably be a day or two.”

The call came sooner than Jim had anticipated.  Eighteen hours after Jim had taken off his first boot, the phone rang.  Jim was sound asleep, but instantly awoke, and answered on the first ring.  He said, “Hello,” in a surprisingly clear voice.

“Hi, Jim.  Bradley here.”

Army Major General Ellis G. Bradley was the Military/Intelligence advisor to the President, and the Janitors’ direct link to the President.

“Damn, General, you cost me ten bucks.”

“How’s that?”

“I bet Hector you’d have Ted call.”

“Tough luck, pal.  You can afford it.  I think that underground facility you’ve been monitoring in Iraq needs some further attention.  The boss agrees...even if we can’t publicize it. He wants to send a message, and soon.  Needless to say he’s pissed, as we all are.  We’re already sure it was asshole bin Laden and his al-Qaida scum.  It’d be wonderful if that facility in Iraq was theirs.  I presume you’re ready to go.”

“Yes, sir.  We’ll probably need some sort of escort.  So will Hector and Tom from Los Angeles.”

“Already arranged.  Your plane and theirs make it without fueling stops?”

“No.  Probably need a stop.  Maybe Scott or thereabouts.”

General Bradley did some fast mental calculations, and decided Scott Air Force Base in Illinois would work well with the change in escorts he’d planned.  “Okay, I’ll arrange it for Scott.  I’ve got a number for you to call when you’re ready to roll.  Pass it on to the boys in LA...separate escorts for both of you.  What about Drew Hollins and the Russian?”

“They’re driving.  Probably at the Joint by now, or soon will be.”

“Good.  Talk to you when you arrive,” General Bradley replied before giving Jim the phone number to use for his military escort.

General Bradley always referred to Boris as “the Russian” because he was not all that comfortable having an ex-KGB agent working so close to White House matters.  This in spite of both he and the President having agreed to the inclusion of Boris in the Janitors.

***
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At about the same time that call was concluded, Generals Al-Shahristani and Al-Majeed were busy in Iraq.  After lining out a few things they expected “Saddam” to do during the day, Al-Shahristani said to his counterpart, “We better make sure the al-Qaida operation at Hit stays underground as much as possible.  You know the Americans will increase surveillance of us now.  They will know it was bin Laden, but to be on the safe side will monitor us closely.”

In that, he was correct.  However, the surveillance on the activities just north of the Iraqi town of Hit had been increased for months, after Drew Hollins had noticed some unusual goings on in that area while scanning photos from spy satellites over-flying Iraq.  Soon, increased observation of the area was requested.  A joint services special ops team, lead by Army Sergeant Major Bruce Edmonds, including two Navy SEALs, and a Marine gunnery sergeant, was sent in for a fast “look-see.”  They reported back that the facility was not an Iraqi army outpost.

When Drew and Boris arrived at the Joint, they both did palm and retina scans at the guard shack that was the only break in the electrified security fence surrounding the facility.  They did the same thing at the entrance to the building itself.  Only the seven Janitors and Ted Kuntz, their liaison to General Bradley and the White House, could get into the grounds and building.  All had their palm prints and retina characteristics on file.  For anyone else to enter, it required one of those authorized entry to punch in the correct security codes, and go through the normal procedure for their own entry.

Once inside the Joint, Drew and Boris immediately went to work compiling all the information they had on the Hit facility, and updating their database from the last time the Janitors had been in the compound.

As Drew and Boris worked, Jim, Holly, and Billy Longbow were airborne, with a two-plane military escort.  Hector and Tom had left Los Angeles with their own escort an hour earlier.  During the flights, other military aircraft replaced all four escort planes.  Hector and Tom reached Washington twenty minutes before Jim and his two companions did, and were already hard at work when the others arrived.

After greetings all around, Jim smiled.  “Either I, or General Bradley, is becoming too predictable.  He mentioned the Hit location as a place for us to zero in on.  I presume all eyes have been checking that area, so does anyone have anything of interest?”

Drew and Boris, having been there the longest, looked at each other, and Boris answered, “Activity aboveground seems to be ceasing.  My guess is the Iraqis don’t want to draw any attention to the area and expect us—I just said ‘us’—you folks have made an American out of me.  Anyhow, they expect us to give them a closer look now that bin Laden has struck in this manner.”

Jim nodded.  “Drew, do you agree?”

“Totally.”

“Okay, here’s the drill.  All of you—except Billy—continue to monitor things there, while I contact the general.  Billy, you lay out an attack plan.  I’m thinking airdrop, do our thing, head south, and use helo extraction.  If you come up with something better, great.”

Billy just nodded, then he and the others got busy.

Jim placed a call to the White House line of General Bradley, and got Ted Kuntz instead.  When on the line, Ted greeted his friend and former leader.  “Hi, Jim.  The general is in the war room.  He told me to get him out if you had anything.”

“Nothing new.  We’re cobbling together a plan for insertion.  If you can get away, we should have something on paper in a half hour or so.  If you like it, you can take it back to General Bradley, and see what he thinks.”

“No problem getting away.  I’ll come over shortly.  See you then.”

“Right.  Bye.”

“So long.”

Satisfied with his conversation, Jim went to look over what Billy was doing.  He made a few suggestions, and then checked in on the progress the others were making.  The latest satellite photos, taken less than an hour previously, showed almost nothing.  The only thing of note was a few extra guards at what had been previously determined to be the two entrances to the Iraqi facility.

With nothing new to see, Jim went back to help Billy.  When they had finished the rough outline of an attack plan, Jim made seven copies, and placed them and the original at different locations around a large conference table.  Next, Jim told his team to take a break.  

Everyone found something to drink—coffee, in most cases; water for Tom, and vodka for Boris.  A few also found something to munch on as they waited for Ted’s arrival.  Just about the time Jim was starting to wonder where Ted was, they all heard the soft bell telling them someone was at the fence line entrance.  Every room in the facility had at least one bank of monitors showing the extremity of the building.  At the sound of the bell, all except Boris glanced at the nearest monitor, and saw Ted walking through the gate.

A short time later, he came in.  “Sorry I took longer than planned.  General Bradley came up for air, just as I was leaving.  Told him I was headed here, Jim, and what we had discussed on the phone.  From what he said, it may be a week or three before we hit Afghanistan.  However, he also said if your plan is okay, no reason to wait on implementing it.  Assuming, of course, that it is of a clandestine nature.”

Jim smiled.  “What else would it be?”

After a few chuckles, Jim added, “Grab yourself something to drink, and something to eat if you’re hungry, then let’s get down to business.”

Ted made a sandwich, got a cup of coffee, and joined the others at the conference table.  The next half hour was spent going over the plan.  A few suggestions were offered, changes made, and general comments followed.

The plan basically called for the Janitors, and their equipment, to be airlifted by Hercules C-130J transport to Saudi Arabia with other cargo.  Once there, the other cargo would be deplaned, while the Janitors remained onboard, and out of sight.  Then the transport would head for Turkey, but follow an irregular route, west of the normal flight path from Saudi Arabia to Turkey.  

About 20 miles west of the target, the Janitors and their equipment would be dropped.  The airdrop would take place at night, with all equipment, rigging, and parachutes being either black or camouflage colored.

After raiding the facility, they would drive the two Humvees airdropped with them south toward the Saudi border.  Theater circumstances would determine their extraction.  The plan offered the possibility of driving into Saudi Arabia, or being picked up by helicopter.

Satisfied they had a sound enough plan to approach General Bradley and the President with, Jim looked at his former comrade in arms.  “Okay, Ted, that’s it.  Off you go to the White House.  We’ll need no more than an hour to get ready.”

“Looks good to me.  Wish I could go along.  I’ll contact you...or the General will.”

***
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The Janitors were not the only ones making plans.  Saddam Alwash, an al-Qaida-trained Iraqi, was in charge of the targeted facility.  With him were a mixed nationality group of 72 al-Qaida members.  The underground man-made cavern was huge.  The main corridor was twenty feet wide, and over two hundred feet long.  It was used for vehicle parking and had two sandbagged two-man machine gun defensive positions in the unlikely (they thought) event that they were ever attacked.  Four different areas off the main corridor had from 3,000 to 5,000 square feet of space.  One of them was for berthing, one was for eating and recreation, one housed weapons, and the largest contained a vast array of computer equipment. 

The entire encampment had poured concrete floors.  They had running water, a sewer system, and a self-contained power system.  The two entrances were manned twenty-four hours a day, normally by two guards each at both ends of the edifice.  One of these led out into the surrounding desert; the other led to an underground boat dock off the Euphrates River, about ten miles north of the Iraqi town of Hit.

Immediately after the glorious attack on the infidels, Saddam Alwash ordered that the entrance guard be increased to four men during night-time hours, and three during daylight.  He also ordered that the two machine gun pods be manned at all times.

While Alwash really didn’t expect any trouble, it didn’t hurt to be prepared.  What he did not realize was that a man he hated (without knowing who he was) would be the very man to bring trouble to his doorstep.  Aras Alwash, his cousin, was in Federal Prison in the United States, where he would remain for the rest of his life.  Jim Scott had been the person responsible for that, though neither Alwash cousin was aware of that fact.  Jim had busted up an Iraqi drug ring led by Aras, and had been responsible for his arrest and subsequent conviction.  Now Saddam Alwash was about to come face-to-face with the very same man, though neither Jim nor Alwash would ever be aware of the unusual facts of fate involved.

Even if he would have known that he would soon be in contact with Jim, Alwash would have proceeded just as he did.  He had, to him, more important things on his mind.  One of his men was about to leave the facility with a small nuclear device.  He was to take it to America, deliver it to al-Qaida members there, and help them deal the United States another blow.  The bomb, in a suitcase-sized container, was one of four that would be used on America within the next eight weeks...one every two weeks.

***
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When Ted returned to the White House, he went into conference with General Bradley.  The general liked the plan, and took it into the President when the President’s time permitted.  He handed the copy given him by Ted to the President.  “Jim Scott has drawn up a plan to take out that underground facility in Iraq, near the town of Hit that we have discussed a few times already.”

“Will it work?”

“I think so, sir.  You know Scott...he seldom misses...  Make that never misses, as far as I know.”

“Can he bring it off without it becoming public knowledge?”

“I’m sure he can.  Who would broadcast the fact?  Certainly not the Iraqis.  Whatever that place is, you can bet that it is something that shouldn’t be.  On our end, only you, I, Ted, and the Janitors will know.  Oh, some of the support people they have asked for—airlift types et cetera will know—but what will they really know?  Only that the Janitors went in and came out.

“Sir, if we’re lucky, this is an al-Qaida facility, and we can hit bin Laden where he least expects it...and soon.  I can lay on the things Scott needs in about two hours.  He said he needs about an hour’s notice.  It sure would be nice to smack bin Laden back within 36 or so hours.  Just a damn pity we’d have to keep it to ourselves.  The public could sure use that kind of a boost.  However, it would make the job of coalition building very difficult if it leaked out.”

“That was my real concern, when I asked if we could keep it under our hats.  Do you see any reason not to give him the go ahead?”

“None, sir.”

“Do it.”

“Yes, sir,” a very happy General Bradley said as he turned and left the Oval Office.

Four hours later, the Janitors were on their way to Iraq. 
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3.
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When the long flight to Saudi Arabia was over, Jim ordered his team to find the most comfortable place they could on the plane and try to sleep.  It was early afternoon, and Jim wanted the drop to happen after full darkness.

While the Janitors slept—or at least tried to—the Hercules flight crew ate, showered, and slept.  Meanwhile, the cargo that was to be off-loaded in Saudi Arabia was removed from the plane, and a few lightweight articles were placed on board...presumably to be taken to Turkey.

At 8 pm, the plane took off for the journey to Turkey, via Hit.  By the time they reached the drop zone, all of the Janitors were more than ready to deplane.  The two Humvees, loaded with their equipment, went out first, then all of the Janitors jumped, Jim being the last to leave the plane.  

Being less-experienced parachutists, Tom and Boris were the only team members to land more than twenty feet from one or the other of the Humvees.  By the time they buried their chutes, as had the others, and made their way back to the Humvees, Tom and Boris found everyone else ready to go.  A few joking comments were made about their tardiness, but the entire team was soon off.  Jim, Holly, and Tom were in one Humvee, with Billy driving, while Hector drove the other with Boris and Drew aboard.

General Bradley had arranged to have air cover for the operation.  That consisted of a constant patrol of two attack aircraft assigned to the Janitors.  There was also an Airborne Warning and Control System (commonly called AWACS) plane hovering over the general area.  However, it was not there for the sole purpose of assisting Jim’s team.  It was flying a normal flight plan, and would also do its normal job of assisting any aircraft patrolling the no-fly zone over Iraq.

The Janitors had been outfitted with communication capabilities that allowed direct communication with their air cover, and the AWACS plane.  The latter had a call sign of “Big Brother” for all planes in the area.  The two attack planes assigned to cover the Janitors had call signs of “Cop One” and “Cop Two.”  Jim and his team were to use the call sign “Robber.”  

Jim had made an unfriendly comment when told of the call signs, but was now using them as he used the communication gear to say, “Cop One, this is Robber.  Over.”

“Hello, Robber, this is Cop One.  Over.”

Assuming they might be overheard, it had been pre-arranged that communication would attempt to give the indication that “Robber” was airborne also, therefore Jim asked, “Do the skies look clear tonight?”

The pilot understood that Jim was asking if there was anything ahead of him to worry about, and answered, “Clear as a bell, except for Cops and Robbers and Big Brother, too.  Your heading is fine, by the way.”

“Thank you.  That was going to be my next question...over and out.”

“Roger that.  I’ll call if I get lonely.  Out.”

By pre-arrangement, “lonely” meant that trouble was approaching the Janitors.

***

[image: ]


A number of ears had listened in as Jim and the pilot conversed.  In the underground facility near Hit, the technician manning their radio gear sent someone for Saddam Alwash.  When he arrived, the radioman hunched his shoulders.  “I think you should hear this.  I don’t understand it.”

Alwash listened intently, then shook his head.  “I do not understand it either.  However, it doesn’t sound like their normal chatter.  I think I will send out three teams of four men, one team each to the south, west, and north.  On the river we should be able to detect anything unusual with the men we already have at the east entrance.  Thank you for being so observant.”

Shortly after this conversation, the three teams were sent out.  All were on foot so as to avoid detection by any noise a vehicle would make.

***
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Cops One and Two spotted the foot patrols almost at once and Cop One engaged his communication link to Jim by saying, “Say, Robber, I’m getting lonely.  Almost said ‘hi’ to a bird dead in front of me.  How go things there?”

Billy instantly stopped his Humvee, and turned off the engine.  Hector, able to listen in to the conversations of Jim and the aircraft, had his Humvee turned off within a second of Billy.

Jim replied, “Not lonely here.  Having a blast doing loop-de-loops with clouds.  Call back if you run into any birds.  Out.”

“Roger, out.”

Hector was already walking toward Jim’s Humvee, as the pilot signed off.  Billy and Jim got out, soon followed by the others in both Humvees.  Hector sighed.  “Sounds like we have company coming.”

Jim nodded.  “Okay, who volunteers?”

Hector looked at Billy.  Billy looked at Hector, and grumbled, “Indian scout take first shift.”

That drew a few chuckles as Billy went to get out a silenced rifle, checked it out, and put on a communication set that was locked in on a channel that matched the sets of everyone else on the team.  Next he checked his sidearm, a silenced Walther pistol identical to the ones used by all members of the Janitors, looked at his compass, and headed off across the sand, and up a dune that was only a few feet from where they had stopped.

After his first few steps, Jim called out, “Uh, Billy, no prisoners.  That team General Bradley sent out reported these guys are terrorists of some stripe.  We sure as hell aren’t leaving any live terrorists behind to come blow up more of America...and we aren’t taking them home.”

Billy nodded as he headed off.  As he did, the others all put on their communicaton sets.  Those sets were quite small, similar to those worn on the sidelines by NFL coaches, but smaller and much lighter.  They were transistorized, but had a range sufficient for the job at hand, as Jim had no intention of anyone getting anywhere close to out of range, as he didn’t want anyone to risk getting separated from the team.

All members of the team were already wearing night vision goggles, an item that gave them vast superiority during the night to anyone not wearing similar gear. 

About five minutes later, Drew blew out a mouthful of air.  “I’ll follow Billy.  When I think we’re far enough out that you can start up again, I’ll holler.”

Hector shook his head.  “I can do that, Drew.”

“No.  I’m not so damn old that I can’t pull my weight.”

“That’s a lot of weight to pull, old man,” joked Boris.

Drew just gave Boris a dirty look, and headed off in the tracks Billy had left.

The remainder of the Janitors just stood around the Humvees or sat in them for what seemed a lifetime, before Drew contacted them.  “Okay, start up.  If I can hear you, I’ll let you know.”

Jim got into the lead Humvee, and replaced Billy as the driver.  He started up, and waited to hear from Drew.  When he heard nothing, he started driving ahead.  Hector soon had the second vehicle started and followed.

After about fifteen minutes, Drew called a halt.  “Can hear you.  Shut them down.”

Jim and Hector both immediately stopped their vehicles, and turned them off.  Then Jim grumbled, “Billy, we aren’t more that ten miles from the target.  You should be about half that close.”

Billy didn’t reply, but Drew did, “He’s onto something.  I can tell by his body language.”

The “body language” Drew spoke of saw Billy dive to the ground, and sight in on the nearest of the four men who had just come over the crest of a sand dune.  He waited until all four men were halfway down the dune before he re-sighted, this time on the man who was the longest distance from him, in the back of the fanned out procession.  

His shot took the man in the throat, just above where neck joined torso.  The man was dead before he hit the ground.  The second shot took out the man next furthest from Billy.  By now, the other two realized they were under attack.  Both dove to the ground.  One died on the way down, the other seconds later.

After expelling a deep breath, Billy got to one knee.  “Four found and down.  Drew, is that you behind me?”

“Yes.”

“Move on up to my position, then I’ll go check them out.”

“Right,” replied Drew, and did as requested.  When he got there, Billy left and went to check on the four dead men. 

Once he verified that all four were indeed dead, he went to the top of the dune, and saw nothing.  “Okay, Jim, looking good.  I don’t see any others.  I have a pretty good range of vision from here...why don’t you go ahead and move on up?”

“Roger.”

As the vehicles started up, and headed for Billy’s location, Drew joined him.  

About the same time, Cop One keyed his mike and sang, “I’m not lonely anymore, but I would be just about as lonely as I was if I flew north or south.”  After humming a bit he simply closed his mike without further comment.

Jim got the message, as did the others in the Humvees.  Into his headset he passed on the information, “Billy, our friendly escort tells me there are four more south and another four north.  Something to watch out for when we go in.  I don’t want any surprises coming up behind us.”

“Agreed,” Billy replied.

Then Jim asked, “Speaking of things, which we weren’t, do any of those birds have any kind of communication gear?”

“Yeah, radio.  No requests for a report or anything yet.  Wonder if they had check-in times?”

“Be my guess,” Hector muttered.

“Mine, too,” added Jim.  

When the Humvees reached Drew and Billy, the rest of the team got out and Jim frowned.  “Their call-in time worries me, but not much we can do about it.  Okay, here’s the drill.  I checked our on-board navigational equipment, and we’re closer than I thought.  Billy, you moved pretty fast, and Drew, you did fine keeping up.”

“Especially for an old guy,” joked Boris.

Jim smiled.  “That as it may be, he did a good job, and we’re only about two miles from the west entrance of the facility.  Which means a few things.  One, according to our friends in the sky, we have four men two miles north of us, and another four two miles south.  The other thing is we are through driving...at least for now.  So, Billy and Boris, I want you two to go about half a mile straight ahead, then angle north.  When you cross the tracks of that group, park and wait for them.  Hector and Drew, you do the same, only head south.  I don’t know how many men they have, but our estimates are between 50 and 100, as you know, so 12 off whichever number is a good thing.

“Tom, you and Holly stay here.  When I tell you, bring the Humvees in closer.  I’ll head straight for the entrance.  When I can see it, we’ll probably be as close as we dare bring the Humvees.  This desert on a calm night, sound will travel pretty far, so we have to be careful.  Any questions?”

There were none, and soon Hector, Drew, Billy, and Boris headed out on their respective missions.  Jim got his silenced sniper rifle, picked up the radio that had been carried by one of the dead al-Qaida operatives, and headed toward the entrance of the target.

When they were gone, Holly got into one of the Humvees to monitor the communication gear that connected them to their air cover and Tom found the highest ground he could to keep a lookout for any approaching trouble.

Billy took the route outlined by Jim, with Boris walking about 100 feet behind him.  He spotted their targets before he was seen and dropped to the ground.  When he did, Boris dropped down and crawled up near him.  By the time Boris reached Billy, the al-Qaida men were less than 50 feet away, evidently retracing their steps toward the facility.  Billy motioned that he would take the two on the left; Boris acknowledged that, and sighted in on one of the men to the right.

They fired within a second of one another, and instantly sighted in on another target.  Within three seconds, all four foes were down.  Billy told Boris to hold fast as he went forward to check the four men.  Two were dead, the two others soon were also, as Billy dispatched them with his silenced Walther.

After reporting that they had accomplished their task, the two men then set out to intersect with the path Jim had set out on.

Hector and Drew used the same procedure.  However, things went a little less smoothly for them.  Hector crested a sand dune at precisely the same time as the last four al-Qaida operatives.  He reacted faster, and was able to shoot two of the four before they could get off a shot.  But, the other two both fired, and hit Hector in the chest.  All the Janitors were wearing bulletproof vests.  Hector’s saved his life, but the force of the two shots knocked him back down the dune.  The severity of the shots also rendered him unconscious.  

Meanwhile, Drew hurried a shot that hit one of the two remaining enemies in the leg.  The other pulled his companion down and behind the top of the dune.  Holly and Tom heard the shots fired by the al-Qaida operatives, started up the Humvees, and headed in the direction of Hector and Drew.

Drew decided against going to check on Hector, and set off after the two remaining targets.  Rather than charging straight at them, he started to circle around.  The unwounded al-Qaida terrorist looked up over the top of the dune he was on, saw Drew, and fired.  His shot just ticked the camouflage jacket Drew wore, without hitting flesh.  Drew hurriedly sought cover.  
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