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Roy (Dusty) MacInnis crept to the boulder and looked over at the hundred-man or more combined al-Qaida and Taliban unit.  As he looked, he heard an almost silent puff, as Al (Bear) Turner fired his silenced sniper rifle across the valley down below them, to the far side of the mountain range, some half-mile distant.  The al-Qaida terrorist fell dead where he had stood.

Dusty turned to look at Bear, then looked to where Bear was aiming.  He quickly picked up his own rifle and looked in that direction through the rifle’s scope.  It took him a few seconds to spot the dead terrorist, then he muttered into the speaker on his communication set, “Thanks, pal.”

Dusty and Bear were two of a seven-member team.  Both were Navy SEALs; Dusty, a Master Chief Petty Officer Radioman, and Bear, a recently promoted Marine Gunnery Sergeant.  The third member of the team stationed on their side of the gorge was the only woman on the team, Marine Colonel Kye Rossi, who was, at that moment, sighting in on another terrorist on the far side of the gorge.  Just before she squeezed off her shot, she growled, “Hey, guys—we got two more.”

Kye misjudged the wind slightly, and her shot—which had been aimed for the bridge of the terrorist’s nose—actually hit him in the right side of his right eye.  Even that shot was a kill shot.  The rifles they were using were specially made silenced sniper rifles that were jokingly called by all who had one ‘the forty-nine-and-a half-caliber rifle,’ being just a bit short of full fifty-caliber.

As Kye’s target collapsed in death, both Dusty and Bear saw the third terrorist, and both fired at him.  Dusty’s shot hit him just above the bridge of the nose; Bear’s, almost dead-center in the middle of his chest.  Either or both shots killed him almost instantly...in spite of Bear slipping slightly in the heavy-packed snow they were dealing with.  Down below, on the valley floor, the recent snow had dissipated, but was still packed at the elevation where the team was operating.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the range, the other four members of the team—known as the Asps—were looking for targets above their three comrades.  Harry Chickamunga, one of the two co-leaders of the team, finally spotted a terrorist above Dusty, Bear, and Kye.  Harry was a retired Marine Sergeant Major, who had done four years in the Army, after retiring from the Marine Corps.  He had then gone into the CIA, before leaving it, and spending time with a group known as the Janitors, which did off-the-books (black bag) jobs for the then-President.  Near the end of that President’s second term, the Janitors were disbanded, and Harry went back to CIA.

As he squeezed off his killing shot, his co-leader on the team, Bruce Edmonds, spotted another of the terrorists, and fired off a killing shot of his own.  Bruce was a retired Army Sergeant Major, who had spent most of his Army career in Special Forces.  He had also been a Janitor, and went to CIA with Harry, after the Janitors broke up. 

The other two members of the Asps—Ike Hill, an Army Special Forces Master Sergeant, and John (Jack) Littlefield, an Air Force Special Forces Staff Sergeant Medic—were scanning the area above Dusty, Bear, and Kye.  They both spotted the terrorist at the same time, and both fired.

The terrorist was on an outcropping just above Dusty, Bear, and Kye.  He was aiming his rifle in Dusty’s direction at the same time he was spotted.  As he fired, he was hit twice and fell down the mountainside, to land just feet from where Kye stood.  Neither Jack nor Ike would ever know if their shots saved Dusty, or if their target was just a poor shot, as the terrorist’s round hit just inches away from his head, splattering snow and a bit of rock onto his face.  It was just as well they didn’t know the al-Qaida terrorist was just a poor shot.  He fired just a fraction of a second before the two shots hit him.

Dusty saw a bit of blood in the snow near him, and put his hand to his face as he turned to see Kye, looking down at the dead man.  While none of the Asps had been seriously injured in the exchange of gunfire, all knew the last dead terrorist had accomplished one thing they would have liked to avoid.  The terrorists down on the valley floor heard his shot.  Bruce—who had a clear view of the terrorists below, but was unlikely to be seen since he was in shadows—could see the terrorists pointing in the general direction of where Dusty, Bear, and Kye were located.  “Dusty, those idiots heard the shot that clown fired.  You’ll have to draw them off, so we can go on to the camp and get Bekhit.  Don’t kill so many of them they get discouraged, and head back to their camp.”

Dusty laughed.  “We’ll give it our best shot.”

“Right, we’re heading for the village now.  Good luck.”

“Thanks.  We’ll meet you at Harry’s classic-auto parking lot.”

Everyone, including Harry, had a laugh at that, as Dusty glanced at his two companions.  “Okay, guys, let’s stir up some stuff.”

Bear and Kye came up to Dusty, and all three looked over the edge of the boulder where he was.  After Dusty told the other two to shoot and miss, until they got the attention of the terrorists, the three Asps commenced firing into—but not hitting—any of the terrorists.  As incompetent as al-Qaida and Taliban fighters were in a firefight, it took the terrorists a few minutes to spot Dusty, Bear, and Kye.  The leader of the terrorist group dispatched a group of his fighters to go after the three who dared to fire on them.  Dusty counted about twenty of their foes headed toward the side of the mountain and climbing up.  He also noted most of the other terrorists were quickly moving in the direction they had been headed, before one of their own fired his shot before dying.  Dusty muttered, “Okay, Bruce, you got your wish.  About twenty are headed up the side of the hill after us...the rest are headed to the Bear trap.”

Bruce acknowledged that, before Dusty continued, “Bear, you take out about three of ‘em...space it so they don’t know we can take them any time we want.  Kye, you and I will shoot rocks close to the others.”

By then, the terrorists were shooting at the three Asps—without any success—but shooting, nonetheless.  Bear sighted in on one of the terrorists, and blew the top of his head off...drawing vicious return fire which netted exactly nothing, as Dusty and Kye pinged a few shots off the rocks the terrorists were stopping behind, on their way up the mountainside.  After Bear killed the second terrorist, Dusty jerked his head toward the rear of their location.  “Kye, go find us a way down from here.”

Kye said nothing, as she moved off in that direction to find a route to abandon the fight, when Dusty felt the time was right.  Bear killed another of the terrorists and, as he did, two things happened.  One of the many shots coming up the mountainside struck Dusty’s sniper rifle and ruined it, and Kye reported, “Found a way down, but it’ll be a helluva long walk back to Harry’s vintage cars.”

Dusty thought a second.  “Bear, give me your rifle, and the claymore you have left, then go see what Kye has found.  Let me know, and I’ll hold them off a while, then come join you two.”

Bear handed Dusty his sniper rifle and the last of his claymore mines he had brought with them.  He patted Dusty on the back and hurried off after Kye, following her footfalls in the snow pack.  After he left, Dusty quickly buried the mine in some snow and rigged a booby trap, with his shattered rifle as the centerpiece of curiosity.  He went back to his ridge and picked off two more of the terrorists who were, by that time, starting to get a bit too close to his position for comfort.  Just as Dusty had decided he had to leave his location soon, Bear grumbled, “Come on, Dusty.  We’ve got a nice sleigh ride down the side of this damn big ol’ hill all set...Kye’s already down, and I’m heading down now, unless you need me.”

“Go.  I’m coming now...getting a bit hot here.”

The side of the pass Dusty, Bear, and Kye were on was, by far, the rougher terrain to conquer, but they had been on that side of the pass by design.  Bruce was still recovering from a shattered leg—sustained in an earlier mission—and needed to be on the easier-climbing side of the range.  Therefore, he and the others had taken the easy side, while leaving Dusty, Bear, and Kye to handle the tough-climbing side.  Dusty hurried past a set of boulders and raced further back, with shots ringing out all around him, as the terrorists had made it up to his previous position.  When he reached where Bear and Kye had slid down the mountainside in the snow, he saw their burrow and, knowing he was running out of time, dove down onto the snow headfirst.  He didn’t do so any too quickly, as one of the shots headed in his direction grazed his buttocks while he was in mid-air.  As the two terrorists who had crested the area where Dusty had just left hurried off after him, the other terrorists all made it there.  One saw the rifle and went to investigate. When the rifle was moved, the claymore mine went off, tearing all in the vicinity to pieces.  Even the two who were running after Dusty were hit, though not fatally. 

The place Kye and Bear had picked to get them down the mountainside was a long stretch of rather straight sledding, if one had a sled.  Since they didn’t, Kye and Bear had used the seat of their winter clothing.  Both of them had slid hard into a large snow bank, just past a few boulders on their left, as they went by.  Bear, on seeing what Dusty had done and how fast he was shooting down the mountainside, said, “Kye, give him cover while I try to slow him, as he goes by.”

Dusty—who, when he jumped had held the rifle out in front of him—realized he was probably going way too fast, and slid one hand further up the barrel of the gun, while moving the other hand near the butt of it.  He tried to use the weapon as a breaking device.  While it did slow him somewhat, he knew he was still going way too fast, and was trying to think of something else to do, as he passed the boulder where Kye and Bear waited.  Bear timed his leap perfectly, landed on Dusty, and knocked them both into a roll, with Bear holding onto his friend with all his might.  Both rolled over, out of the track Bear and Kye had made earlier, and slammed into the snow bank sideways.  While both had the wind knocked out of them, neither was injured.

As a shot from above rang out and kicked up snow next to them, Bear noticed the snow was turning red around Dusty, grabbed his friend by the back of his winter clothing, just below the neck, and pulled him to safety as Kye, who had already killed one of the two terrorists, snapped off a shot at the second one.  The shot only hit him in the shoulder, but was sufficient to cause his death in short order.  The ammunition the Asps used, in both their sniper rifles and handguns, was anti-personnel, in that it exploded within a millisecond after penetration.  The terrorist’s arm was all but blown off his body at the shoulder and, by the time he hit the snow below where he had been shooting from, he was bleeding to death.  Kye made sure with a second shot...this one to his head.

She turned to look at Bear and Dusty, and saw Dusty bleeding.  “Bear, help me off with his pants.”  She half turned Dusty to his side and loosened the belt holding his pants in place.  With Bear’s help, she managed to get his pants and underwear pulled partway down to his knees, before they turned him face down, and Bear started tending to the wound, which was a shallow crease in his right buttock.

As Bear did that, Kye started working on the slight wounds to his cheek, near his nose.  After Bear had the buttock wound thoroughly cleaned and was pulling the two sides of the wound together with three butterfly bandages, Dusty muttered, “Hey, hurry up, will you.  My you-know-what is sticking in the snow, and is getting darn cold.”

Kye shook her head.  “Oh, hush.  I’ve got a small piece of rock to get out of your face and I can’t do it with you talking.”

Bear added, “Kye can warm it for you when I’m done—now shut up.”

Kye finished her work first, and when Bear had a padded bandage placed on the wound he’d been working on, he smiled, “Okay, big guy, up you get,” as he and Kye helped Dusty stand.  

Both Bear and Dusty noticed Kye looking at the portion of Dusty’s body that had gotten cold in the snow.  She looked directly into Dusty’s eyes and Bear groaned, “Oh, for crying out loud.  I’m gonna go look for the rest of the way down from here.  When you two finish with what you both have on your mind, you can catch up.”

Dusty sighed and pulled his underpants and snowsuit pants up without comment.  Everyone on the team was well aware Kye and Dusty were lovers.

***
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The romance had started at the conclusion of the first mission the Asps had been involved with.  While Kye was an officer, and Dusty was an enlisted man, and a sexual relationship between them was an absolute no-no as far as the military was concerned, no one on the team would ever make an issue of the fact.  The whole team knew about the relationship came after Kye had been spotted leaving Dusty’s bungalow, at the compound the team called home when not in the field.  The compound was located in Montana, and owned by Jim Scott—the former head of the Janitors—and his wife, Holly.  On the morning Kye had been seen leaving Dusty’s bungalow, she hurried to her own, dressed, and went to the dining room/conference room of the compound to make breakfast for the team, since it was her turn to do so.

After everyone had their breakfast, Kye sighed.  “Okay, guys, time for a little discussion about Dusty and me.  As you no doubt have figured out—unless you’re asleep at the switch—we have become lovers.  I know I’m an officer and he’s not.  I also know I’m in my mid-forties and he’s in his mid-thirties...so any comments or thoughts in that regard, you can sit on.  Now, if any of you object to this arrangement, speak up.  If there are stern objections because I’m an officer and he’s not, then I’ll resign my commission.  Within a couple of years, one or both of us will retire and we’ll get married...if he’ll have me.”

“I will,” Dusty put in with a smile.

“Good.  That’s settled.  You are all my witnesses...I just proposed, and he accepted.  Now, then...anyone with any problems about this?”

Ike nodded.  “Yeah...I’m jealous.” 

“Oh, hush, Ike.  You’re married.”

***
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There had been none, and as Dusty finished tightening his pants, he leaned over, picked up the rifle he’d carried down the mountainside, and handed it to Bear.  “I believe this is yours, pal.”

Kye smiled, handed Dusty her rifle.  “You better take mine, since yours is gone.  You’re a better shot than me.”

“Not up to half a mile.”

“Yeah, well—what if we see trouble a mile away?  You’re damned sure a better shot at distance than I am.”

Dusty grinned, and nodded.  “Okay, let’s try to find our way down off this mountain, and back to Harry’s antique show.  If I remember the maps we studied carefully, if we angle downhill to our left, we’ll intersect a road heading in our direction.”

Bear shook his head, and asked, “And then what?  It will leave us twenty or thirty miles from where we want to go, Dusty.”

“Then we’ll hitch a ride to where we want to go.”

Bear grunted, “Oh, sure.  Let’s see how this would go.  ‘Dear Mr. Taliban supporter, would you give us a ride to our wonderful cars, so we can haul your friend Nuri Bekhit off to torture and interrogate, kind, sir, please?’  That ought to work real well, Dusty.”

Kye busted out laughing.  “Hey, girls, put your skirts down.  If we don’t try that, Bear, we’ll have to traverse the side of this damn mountain, and wind up taking longer than if we head downhill to find the road and wind up walking thirty miles.”

Bear nodded, “You have a point.  Walking downhill sounds good.  Let’s go.  Um...one question.  Is that how girls have a pissing match...raise their skirts and fire away?”

Kye smiled.  “Something like that, you dork.”
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By the time of that conversation, Harry, Bruce, Ike, and Jack had worked their way along the ridge they had been following, and could just see the beginning of a path leading to the Taliban camp they sought.  Harry glanced at Bruce.  “Nine stinking months of chasing this guy, and we may finally get him.  This has got to be the place.  I can almost smell him from here.”

The Asps had been formed, in part, to chase down Nuri Bekhit, an Egyptian who was kicked out of the Egyptian Army, and was being investigated for a plot to assassinate the President of Egypt.  Since Bekhit was the ringleader of the plot, he had fled before the depth of his involvement was discovered.  Having been funded in part by al-Qaida—and having had al-Qaida training—he made his way to his main al-Qaida contact, and then joined the terrorist organization.  He rose quickly to more and more important posts in al-Qaida, and was now believed to be one of the top five leaders of the terrorist network.

Bruce puffed up his cheeks, and blew the air out.  “That must be the nasty odor I smell.  Let’s not waste any time.  No telling how many of those guys we spotted will come running back here, after they run into the Bear trap.”

***
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The answer to that question was:  not many.  Bear and the others had laid out a minefield of claymore mines, with a trip-wire about four-fifths of the way into the field.  After months of observing the valley being used by al-Qaida and Taliban fighters—and finally being sure Bekhit probably was in the camp they now were looking at—they had decided to cut the odds against them, and wait for a large force of the terrorists to leave the camp, on the way to Afghanistan.  Thus, the minefield.  The terrorists, who hurried away from the site of their engagement with the Asps, had walked right into the heart of the minefield before one of them walked through the trip wire.  The result was devastation.  Eighty-two terrorists walked into the trap, seventy-two died instantly.  Another six died of their wounds before they could even think about heading back to their camp.  The other four had been spread wide apart, to look for possible trouble and, while hit, were able to help each other stop the flow of blood on various wounds.  When they went to see what they could do for their fallen comrades, they realized in short order, there was nothing to be done.  Most of the dead were literally ripped to shreds, to the point of being unrecognizable.  The four terrorists decided they had to get back to their camp for two reasons:  one, they all needed medical attention and knew their leaders would take care of them, and two, they had to report what had happened.

***
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By that time, Dusty, Bear, and Kye were making steady progress in their efforts to reach the road Dusty wanted to find and use, to get back to their vehicles.  As they came around a small swale in the terrain, Kye pointed.  “There’s a road.  Hopefully, the one you’re thinking of, Dusty?”

“No.  But, if I remember correctly, the one we want should be over the next little rise, just beyond this one.  The first one leads to nowhere we want to go.  It dead-ends at a village we sure don’t want to head for...more of our al-Qaidas friends.”

Bear nodded, “Oh, yeah—I remember it.  You’re right—the one we want is just about two miles further.  Wonder if those guys walking up that road are friendly?”

Dusty and Kye saw where Bear was pointing, and Dusty sighed.  “I’d bet against it.  Let’s hunker down until they pass.”

Four well-armed men were walking along the road in the direction of the village Dusty had mentioned.  Happily, for Dusty and friends, they just kept on walking, as Kye mumbled, “Sure glad we stopped here for a breather, otherwise we’d have had a fight on our hands.  Not that we couldn’t handle those four, but how many more would be coming to their rescue?”

Dusty nodded.  “Yeah.  While we’re waiting on them to pass, let’s change our gear.  We’re about out of the snow.”

The entire team was wearing reversible snowsuits that had green camouflage coloring on the reverse side.  As Dusty started taking off his snowsuit, Kye and Bear did the same.  Kye wasn’t shy in the least as she first exposed her bra as she changed the top of her clothing to the green side, then her scant panties.  Bear tried not to look, but Dusty just looked, and grinned at her as she changed.

***
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At the known al-Qaida/Taliban camp—where the others were—they had already changed their clothing to the green camouflage side, as Harry pointed.  “Okay let’s ease our way down.  Jack, Ike—you two head down more to the right...Bruce and I’ll go left.  If you get spotted, take out the spotter.”

Bruce held up his hand, and whispered, “Uh, hold on,” as he pointed down to some thick brush on the edge of the camp.

Harry looked for a few seconds, before he saw what Bruce had seen.  “What in the hell?  Who do you think that is?  From this distance, it almost looks like Tony.”

Ike grinned.  “Yeah, and his pal Sergeant Squires.  I’d recognize that stiff neck from five miles away.  And where the good Sergeant is, you can bet more SAS types are around somewhere.  We better be damned careful going down this hill.  Sure would be a bad idea to get shot by our friends.”

The ‘Tony’ referred to by Harry was Tony Henry, a senior agent of the British Secret Intelligence Service, sometimes called MI6.  Sergeant Dustin Squires was with the British Special Air Service (SAS).  Harry and Bruce had been working closely with Tony in the quest for Nuri Bekhit, whom the British also wanted quite badly.  It had been Tony who had helped the Asps get into Pakistan without detection.  While various people in Pakistan knew they were there, no one in official Pakistan had any idea they were a CIA hit team—or that they were even CIA connected.  Tony, Harry, and Bruce all knew there were those in the Pakistani intelligence services who were favorably disposed to al-Qaida and the Taliban.

Soon after Ike spoke, Jack asked, “Mm, guys, see that sentry, or whatever?

Harry saw, and raised his sniper rifle.  The terrorist in question was moving up behind Tony and Sergeant Squires.  Harry squeezed off his shot, and the terrorist fell dead, just feet from the two English subjects.  As the body fell into vegetation behind them, those two turned, saw the dead man, then started looking around for who had fired the killing shot.  When he was sure Tony was looking in their direction—and no one else was—Bruce waved his hand.  When spotted, he nudged Harry.  “You can move faster than I can.  Go on down.  We’ll hold fast, until you give us the all clear.  I agree with Ike—no sense getting killed by SAS...or MI6...or both.”

Once Tony spotted Bruce waving, there was no chance of that.  He quickly spoke into his communication set—which was similar to those worn by the Asps—and told his men to hold fire...on the man heading toward him and Sergeant Squires.  When Harry arrived, Tony tilted his head to the rear.  “Thanks for whoever eliminated that fellow behind us.”

“You’re welcome.  Call off your people, while my team comes down.”

Tony smiled, and told his team again to hold fire, then Harry told Bruce, Ike, and Jack to come on down.  When they got there, Bruce looked at Tony.  “Looks like we’re after the same prey.  We’d sorta like to ask him a few questions...then you can have him.”

Tony nodded, “Seems fair.  First, we have to get the scoundrel...I take it you had a plan of some sort, Yank.”

Harry, Bruce, Tony, and Sergeant Squires then discussed their plan, after all agreed which tent was likely to contain Nuri Bekhit.  As all members of the combined team—which included another nine SAS members, besides Sergeant Squires, started to close in—those four eased forward, to the very edge of the camp.  Once there, they ordered their men to start systematically taking out any men in sight.  There were ten men clearly in sight, and silenced shots hit all ten in a span of less than a minute.  But, as the entire team started to close in on the camp, another man came out of a tent, saw his dead comrades, and gave the alert—just before he too died.

Harry, Tony, and Sergeant Squires hurried forward to the tent they felt sure would contain Bekhit, while Bruce slowly walked to the middle of the camp with the other members of the combined team, looking for possible targets.

As Harry, Tony, and Sergeant Squires neared the targeted tent, three men ran out, with guns raised.  They all died before they could fire.  Harry took out the man on his side, Tony took out the man in the middle, and Sergeant Squires downed the last of the three.  They walked forward, and Tony swore as he looked down at the body of Nuri Bekhit.

Harry just shrugged, “No chance of taking him alive, after that jackass gave the alarm.  So okay, we got a dead rooster, let’s see what we can find in the way of intelligence in the tent, Tony,” as he led the way into the tent.

Both Tony and the Sergeant spoke Arabic, and laughed because ‘Nuri’ meant ‘rooster’ in Arabic.  As those two followed Harry, the few unarmed men in the camp who were still alive were standing with their hands up.  Bruce assumed they were either recent recruits, or logistical help brought in from nearby villages.  Bruce walked over to the men and said in Urdu (the national language of Pakistan), “Let this be a lesson to all in this region who would help these al-Qaida scum defame the great religion of Islam.  These al-Qaida descendants of Satan and their brethren, the Taliban, who also originate from hell, are going to cause nothing but continued bloodshed for your people, until you rid yourselves of them.”  When Bruce finished, the message was repeated in Pashto (a language spoken in much of Afghanistan and Pakistan).

***
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At about the same time Bruce spoke, Bear was walking up to a truck which had stopped as he waved at it.  Dusty, Bear, and Kye had decided when any vehicle came along, heading in their direction, it would be flagged down by Bear and Kye, with Dusty standing a distance from the vehicle, with his back turned.  Bear had a skin tone of the area, as did Kye.  Both had substantial Hispanic blood, though neither was full-blooded Hispanic...Kye being half, and Bear three-quarters.  Once they had reached the road they were looking for, and their plan hatched, they simply waited until a truck came along, with Dusty riding in the back and not showing his face, therefore giving lie to the three of them being either Pakistani or Afghans. 

When the driver of the truck looked out his window at Bear, he was greeted politely in Urdu.  The man shrugged and replied in Pashto, saying he understood Urdu, but spoke it poorly.  Bear acknowledged that, and replied in Pashto, “I am grateful, for I have trouble with Urdu myself.  I wonder if my friends, and I, could get a ride in the direction  you’re headed?”

The man nodded.  “Yes, of course.  But there is really only room for one of you in the front.”

Bear smiled, and gave words of thanks, then added, “I will ride in the front.  The others can ride in the back.”  In a louder voice, he ordered, “In the back, your two—we don’t want to keep this kind man waiting.”

Dusty, who had ambled to the rear of the truck, and Kye, who was standing near Bear but further away from the cab of the truck, were soon climbing in the rear.  Kye situated herself so the driver would have trouble seeing past her to look at Dusty, who sat with his back to the cab, with his legs hanging off the back of the truck.  Bear, meanwhile, hurried around the truck, and climbed in alongside the driver.

The driver glanced through the rear window.  “The lady is very attractive.  Is she your wife?”

“No.  My sister, and is engaged to the man in the back with her.”

“Pity.”

***
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Tony and Harry found a good deal of usable information in written form in the tent, as well as a laptop computer and a meager amount of cash and gold.  By the time they finished with searching the tent and the body of Bekhit, Bruce and Sergeant Squires had seen to tying up all the men of the camp, and destroying all but two of the weapons.  Bruce explained to the men to be freed they didn’t want the weapons used for evil purposes, but two would be left behind for hunting and self-defense.  As the combined team departed the camp, Harry asked, “Tony, you don’t happen to have a ride nearby, do you?  Our cars are over fifteen miles away.”

“Sure, Yank.  We’re just down the road, about five miles.  Hike along with us, and we’ll see you to your lovely lorries.  I take it you are still using the safe-house I set you up with?”

“Yeah.  And thanks again for that.”

“Good, I suggest I ride along with you to the safe-house, and we can go over the intel we gathered together.  When we reach your lorries, I’ll send Sergeant Squires and his men on their way, with thanks.  They best hightail it out of Pakistan as soon as they can...since they are not authorized to be here in the first place.  Umm...I’d just as soon that piece of information remain between us.”

Bruce, who was keeping up, in spite of growing pain in his leg, joked, “Nah, Tony...think I’ll give the Queen a call, and tell her you’ve been a naughty boy.”

“Yes, right, that would be very nice of you, old chap...if you could get me a job with your CIA after I’m cashiered out of the SIS.”

***
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When the truck reached an intersecting road and the driver made a right-hand turn, Bear asked, “Would you be kind enough to drop us here?  We’re going the other way...going to be met by friends up the road a piece.”

The drive pulled over and was thanked...both in words, and with a small payment of local currency...which was wrapped around two gold Krugerrands.  The driver’s eyes grew wide, and he thanked Bear with a real show of emotion.  The gold coins were more than he made in several months driving his truck.  When the truck stopped, Kye and Dusty hopped out of the truck, and started walking in the opposite direction.  Bear caught up with them shortly after the truck pulled off.  When he did, he smiled.  “Sure was nice of that fella not to mention we were well-armed...guess he’s accustomed to armed men in this part of the world.”

Kye nodded.  “And nice of him to stop in the first place.”

Dusty laughed.  “Probably figured we’d shoot him if he didn’t stop.”

Bear shook his head.  “Whatever the reason, your plan worked, Dusty.  We only have about three miles to walk to get to our cars.”

The rest of the Asps and Tony were waiting for them at the cars when they arrived.  After each group told their stories of what had transpired since they’d last seen each other, they changed out of their combat gear, and into various garments of local flavor.  Harry, Bruce, and Dusty as businessmen, Ike and Jack as their bodyguards, and Kye and Bear as their drivers.  Tony had changed his clothing when his group had reached the SAS vehicles.  He, too, was dressed as a businessman.

***
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About the time the two cars headed for Islamabad, the four survivors of the “Bear trap” arrived at the village, and were shocked at what they found.  Those freed were long gone, and only bodies occupied the camp.  The four men had used every ounce of their remaining strength just to make it back to the camp.  All four collapsed and waited to die...or for help to arrive.  It never did. 
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When the two ramshackle cars Harry had purchased for the Asps reached the SIS safe house, the laborious work of sorting through the gathered intelligence started.  Bruce and Harry flipped a coin to see who would start on the laptop.  Harry won, so Bruce and Tony started on the heavy stack of written material.  Since it was nearing ten, the other members of the team opted for sleep.  Tony only raised an eyebrow when Kye and Dusty headed for their room.  Harry noticed.  “She takes turns.  We each get a night.”

Kye heard that, as she was closing the door to the room she shared with Dusty.  “In your dreams.”

Tony muttered, “Here I was trying to figure out how to ask for a turn.”

Levity aside, the three men commenced their task in earnest.  The laptop yielded a wealth of information that was downloaded to a disk, and forwarded to Glenn Burgess at CIA headquarters, along with a report on the outcome of the mission.  The information was also forwarded to SIS Headquarters.  Information not included in the “official” version would be disclosed to Glenn on a follow-up phone conversation Bruce and Harry planned to make, after all the intelligence was sorted and cataloged.  Glenn was an assistant to the Director of the National Clandestine Service within CIA.  Not everything the Asps did—or how they did it—went beyond Glenn.  That included unofficial contact with Tony.  Tony was the cut-out of information regarding the Asps, as he too kept some information involving how their sometimes unauthorized joint ventures were accomplished, from Washington, but not SIS.  

Those three kept at it until morning, when the other members of the team woke and went about preparing breakfast.  It was Jack’s turn for that task, as the Asps took turns at various tasks.  Dusty had the twice-daily task that day of sweeping their safe house for bugs.  Bear had clean-up duty, after breakfast was finished.  After Tony complimented Jack on the fine fare, Dusty joked, “He does the cooking because Kye doesn’t know how.”

Kye looked at Tony.  “Ignore him.  He was awful in bed last night, so it’s your turn tonight, Tony.  Hope you do better than he did.”

Bruce, Harry, and Tony—the only three who knew what Kye was talking about—busted out laughing.  Kye told the others about Harry’s comment of the previous night, before she asked, “You guys find anything out from the intel you’ve been poring over all night?”

Tony nodded.  “The luck of Jim Scott, and those associated with him, seems to be holding true.  The main thing we’ve unearthed on the local front that needs immediate action is an al-Qaida operation...less than two blocks from here.  Which, of course, means we can bug the place, and will be able to hear quite nicely everything said there, from the comfort of our living room.”

Tony had long-known Jim, dating to the days when Jim had been with CIA.  He had been a Marine Major during the Desert Storm campaign, and been recruited into CIA—along with Glenn Burgess—by Jim’s father-in-law, Drew Hollins, who was a CIA legend.  Jim had also designed the handguns the Asps used, which were silenced to a degree far greater than any other silenced weapon ever manufactured.  The guns were called Asps, which is where the team name came from.  Tony had one of the guns, being an old friend of Jim’s.

Dusty asked, “Who’s gonna bug their place?”

Harry looked at Bruce, who shrugged.  Harry grinned, “Since Bruce is still a bit slow of foot, I will...perhaps with the help of Tony and one or two of you guys.  Not you, Dusty—with your red hair and pale complexion.  Bear, you for sure...and, I guess, Whatawaste.  Tony and I can smear some of the skin dye Jim got from someplace, all over us, to make us blend in.  Tony and I’ll do the bugging...you two can cover our backs.”

“Whatawaste” was a seldom-used nickname for Kye.  When the team had been formed, the first mission called for Kye and Dusty to share a hotel bed as husband and wife.  Kye, not knowing Dusty well at that time, had decided to defuse any potential fun and games thoughts Dusty might have had, by implying she was homosexual—when, in fact, she was married.  During their first night in bed together, Harry had called to tell her that her husband, a Marine, had been killed.  Only then did Dusty find out she was, in fact, not homosexual.  He had already jokingly called her “Whatawaste” in private conversations.  He was later overheard calling her that, and the name stuck—though was not often used.

Now Tony joked, “That is, I assume, a proper nickname for Kye...since she is off-limits to mortal man...preferring red-headed giants.”

Dusty was a solidly built man, a few inches over six feet tall.  Tony was barely five foot ten inches—he and Bear being the only two men in the room under six foot.  Bruce told Tony where the nickname came from, and the circumstances.  That out of the way, Tony, Bruce, and Harry decided to give the intelligence-gathering a rest, and get some sleep.  It was suggested Kye and Bear might want to get extra rest since it was not known how long the bugging operation would last—and wouldn’t start until after midnight. 

***
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At ten minutes past midnight, Bear and Kye left the safe house and walked away, headed in the direction of the al-Qaida house.  Two minutes later, Harry and Tony followed those two.  It took Harry and Tony only about ten minutes to reach the house.  By that time, Bear was around the rear, and whispered into his well-concealed communication set, “All clear back here.  I’ve spotted a place to hunker down.”

None of the other three replied because, by prior arrangement, no response was expected by Bear.  Kye had already found a dark alcove to secret herself.  She nodded to Harry and Tony as she slipped into her hiding place across the street from the front door of the al-Qaida house, even as those two hurried across the street, and down a walkway separating the al-Qaida house from the one next door.  They circled the house, looking it over, before returning to the end of the walkway they had started down to begin with.  There, they had spotted the alarm system of the house.  Harry shook his head in disgust at the poor quality of the system, as he quickly deactivated it.  Tony looked on without comment, but was impressed with Harry’s efficiency in handling the alarm system.

The two men went to the rear door and looked it over.  There were two steps leading to the door, and Tony got down on one knee and pressed on the lower step.  It squeaked slightly.  He tried the second step, with the same result.  Harry whispered, “What would one expect,” as he reached up to the door and found it locked.  He quickly took out a lock-picking set, and made fast work of the lock.  As he turned the knob slowly and eased the door open slightly...another squeak stopped him. 

He looked at Tony, shrugged, took out a small plastic bottle of oil, and quickly squeezed some of it on all three hinges.  He pulled the door back to almost closed, then opened it again.  When the door made no noise, he opened it nearly all the way, and stepped into the house, without making contact with the two steps.  Inside, he turned and waited for Tony to come in.  The two men slowly started through the house, leaving bugs as they went...hindered only slightly by two squeaks of the floor as they went.  Sure which two rooms had to be bedrooms, they avoided those, because a squeak there might prove a problem.  Satisfied they had done all they could without risk, they eased out of the house and headed back to their own safe house.  Bear and Kye followed at a distance.

Back inside their safe house, Harry growled, “Hope they don’t notice their damn back door doesn’t squeak any longer.”

Tony laughed.  “These birds aren’t known for their great observations.  Nice work on the alarm system and lock, Harry.  You learn that from Jim?”

“No, from Boris and Drew.  It helped for their alarm system to be crap.  Must be some cheap French garbage.  I’m for bed.  My turn tonight, Kye?”

Kye smiled.  “After Dusty, you’d be too big a disappointment.”

“Ouch.”

After Harry and Tony set up the receiving gear for the eavesdropping equipment, which had an automatic taping system, they went to bed, Bear and Kye having already done so. 

***
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Early the next morning, as the Asps and Tony were eating breakfast, an al-Qaida bomb-maker on the other side of Islamabad was showing three of his protégées how to make bombs.  The bomb-maker was rather new to the business of making bombs, and made a fatal mistake.  As he was showing the other three how to connect a wire in the bomb, he accidentally touched another wire with the one he had.  The resulting explosion destroyed the house, and killed all four men.

***
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Later that same day, Bruce was sitting next to the monitoring gear, when he and the others heard a door slam shut, and one of the two occupants of the now bugged house barged in.  “That idiot el-Minyawi blew himself up, and his bomb plant.  I went there to see how he was progressing with the diversion bombs.  Obviously not well.  Now, what do we do?  We have no diversion to cover our raid on the interrogation center.”

“We will have to come up with something.  Our orders are very clear.  Taufic Baroom is to be rescued, or killed.  He must not be tortured until he talks.  His information is too valuable.  Our raid will go forward tonight, as planned.  We will simply have to find another diversion.  We will still get our men together by midnight.”

Harry sighed.  “Bruce, turn that up a bit.”

Bruce nodded, and did as asked.  He looked at Tony, “Any indication what in the hell they’re talking about?  I thought Baroom was in Iraq.  We’ve got people looking all over hell and gone for him there.”

Tony cleared his throat, looked skyward, sighed, and muttered, “I’m afraid I do, old chap.  The Pakistanis have him in one of their little...um...questioning centers.  That al-Qaida knows where he is confirms what we already know...they have friends in the Pakistani intelligence community.”

“Will al-Qaida be able to bring off his rescue, or elimination?”

“Very good question, Bruce.  I’m afraid the answer is, they probably can...especially with inside help, which it seems they must have.  We really can’t let him slip through our fingers.”

Harry asked, “What do you have in mind, Tony?  I noticed you said ‘we’.”

Tony smiled.  “So I did.  Would you chaps like to help me liberate Baroom from the custody of the Pakistanis, and ask him a few questions?”

Harry shook his head, and answered, “Not without Glenn’s approval.  You agree, Bruce?  I mean...we could get in all kinds of crap here.  What if we wind up killing someone in Pakistani intelligence?  Man-o-man—that would be a nightmare.”

“Not too bad, if they thought it was al-Qaida.”

Bruce grumbled, “Tony, you’re certifiable.”

“Come again?”

“You’re nuttier than a fruitcake.”

“Now, now, is that any way to speak to an old friend?  Turn that noise down, so we can concentrate.  You are taping what they’re saying, are you not?”

Bruce nodded, and turned down the sound of the monitoring gear.  “I’m willing to listen, and I’m sure Harry is, too, but it better be good...damn good.  You want to tell us exactly what you have in mind?”

Tony told them, and when he finished, Bruce looked at Harry and shrugged.  Harry called Glenn Burgess to tell him the situation.  First he filled Glenn in on their activities since the last time they had spoken on the phone, just prior to the raid on the village.  When he finished, Glenn told him to pass the phone to Tony.  As he listened, Tony nodded several times, then cleared his throat.  “I hereby formally ask for the assistance of the Asps in a matter of joint concern, since I have no suitable assets available in the time allowed.”

After his request, Tony listened a bit more, then handed the phone back to Harry.  “Okay, Harry, if you guys want to help with this operation, go ahead.  You are now seconded to SIS again.  I suggest if you do help and are successful, you all get the hell out of Pakistan, immediately after you get Baroom.  And you can tell Tony something I forgot...tell him he spent too much time around Jim Scott.”

Off the phone, Harry relayed Glenn’s comment about Jim to Tony, then looked at his team, and asked, “You all game?  Glenn gave us back to SIS, if we’re willing.”

Everyone on the team, having heard Tony’s plan, agreed to join in the operation, though Dusty put in.  “I think your plan needs some refinement, Tony.”

Thus commenced three hours of planning, with occasional pauses to see what else was being said at the al-Qaida house.  It also included a call to Jim Scott, asking for his help.  By ten that night, the team was dressed in black, including available black hoods.  In addition to their shoulder holstered Asps, Dusty, Kye, Harry, and Tony all had stun guns.  As ready as they would ever be, they all got into the two cars and headed for the “interrogation center”—where Tony told them Baroom was located.  As they pulled the cars to a stop in an upscale residential section of Islamabad, they parked about half a mile away from the compound they sought.
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