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Al Felps looked over the situation with jaundiced eyes.  What he saw he didn’t like, because he was certain he, and his fellow officers of the Wentzville Police Department, could well be looking at a potential ambush.

Al, a recently promoted Captain, and lead detective in the department, had been sent to the scene by the Chief of Police.  An anonymous call had come in that several men were seen taking two other men into the local junk yard at gunpoint.  Al had arrived with his wife, Kathy (another detective on the police force), and three other police vehicles with four officers in them.  

What they were looking at was a sedan with its four doors wide open, but no one was in sight.  This caused Al to wonder aloud how several men and two captives fit in the vehicle. The vehicle was parked just short of a side entrance to the junk yard...out of view of the office of the establishment.  Al made a fast decision, and made a call to a friend, Bob Becker, a retired Navy SEAL.  Bob was an auxiliary policeman for the Wentzville department. 

Bob answered, “Hi, Al, what’s up?”

“Where are you right now?”

“At Emil’s place installing a replacement part for his alarm system.  My supplier found one that was defective, so he sent us replacements for all that we had gotten from him.”

“Need some help, Bob,” Al replied before he explained the call, where he was, and what he was looking at.  Then he asked, “Any chance you and Clyde, with Greta, could pay us a fast visit out here?  You might want to gear up before coming.”

The Clyde mentioned was Clyde Feegle, a partner of Bob’s in their detective/protection company who was retired Army...his last duty was with Delta Force.  Greta was his dog who was a retired bomb-sniffing veteran, who had lost a paw in Afghanistan.  The paw had been replaced with a specially designed prosthesis.  

Bob replied, “On our way.  Might want to keep everyone away from that vehicle until we get there.”

“Planned on it...thanks, Bob.”

Bob immediately called Clyde to fill him in.  When he finished, he added, “So gear up and meet me out there...with Greta along to do her thing.”

Clyde agreed, and went to put on a bulletproof vest before leaving with Greta.  At the same time, Bob headed to his SUV to put on his own vest.  Before he had it on, Emil arrived at the rear of the SUV with his trusty military issue .45 pistol.  “I’m going with you.”

Emil Poepplemeier was retired Navy, and in his eighties.  Bob just sighed as he nodded, knowing it would take too much time to waste arguing with Emil...an argument Bob knew he’d lose.

Those two arrived at the scene before Clyde.  When Emil got out of Bob’s vehicle, Al just shook his head, but said nothing...he knew Emil well, also.

Kathy, on the other hand, laughed outright at the arrival of Emil.

By the time Bob and Emil reached the rear of Al’s unmarked car, he had already seen enough to tell him Al had been right to call him.  “You’re right, Al.  This is hinky.  I suppose you noticed the rear of that car is way too low?”

“I did.  Also, being only about twenty feet from an opening they could easily drive into, it would be totally stupid, unless they were setting a trap or something.  No one in their right mind would march someone at gun point in the open, when they could hide the fact by just pulling up another twenty or so feet.”

When Bob had pulled up, he had parked with the side of his vehicle toward the suspect car, rather than head on.  He quickly suggested the police vehicles be so parked, “So everyone can stand behind their vehicles rather than stand there behind open doors.”

Al realized Bob was right, so he ordered the other policemen to do so with their vehicles, and then he asked Kathy to do the same with theirs.  That had all been accomplished before Clyde arrived.  When he did, he walked...with Greta on a leash, over to Al, Kathy, Emil, and Bob.  “I guess you all noticed the backend of the car is down way too low?  Emil, what the hell are you doing here?”

Emil answered, “To protect Bob...and yes, we all noted the ass end of that thing sitting so low.”

Shaking his head, Clyde started toward the car in question.  He and Greta were less than halfway there, when she barked once, stopped, then started backing away from the vehicle.   When those two reached the others, Clyde opened the rear door of Al’s car and put Greta inside...with the front window lowered part way.  He then ordered, “Greta, stay.”

Looking at Kathy, he added, “She knows you, so will mind.  If things get exciting around here, she might get the bright idea to join the fray...so tell her to stay put, please.  Bob, rifles...now?”

“Yup.”

Both men went to their vehicles to assemble their sniper rifles that were each contained in a briefcase-type case.  They both knew Greta’s actions told them the car sitting with its doors open had explosives inside...at the distance she stopped from the vehicle, probably a good deal of explosives.  Everyone else there could figure it out when the dog backed up until, Clyde turned her to walk up to the others near Al’s car.  They all knew Greta to some degree, and knew her history.

Standing at the hoods of their respective vehicles, Bob and Clyde both started scanning the area looking for signs of life.  Through a pile of junked cars, Bob spotted a man with a gun.  He didn’t ask any question, he just took aim and shot the man in the forehead, killing him instantly.  His shot sparked a fierce gun battle.  One man inside the junk yard had climbed high up and fired a volley from his automatic rifle.  He stitched his fire across the chest of Bob, but somehow managed to miss either arm.  Clyde saw, and fired a shot that made certain the man would fire no more rounds.

That caused the other four men, in what turned out to be a terrorist group, to lose their minds at seeing their leader killed...so they charged, firing wildly in the direction of anyone they could see.  Clyde shot one of them in the head, a killing shot.  Another was shot by both Kathy and Emil, and hit in the bulletproof vest he had on ...the report of Emil’s .45 being heard above all the other racket.  Both immediately realized why their target didn’t go down, and shifted their aim.  Kathy was a bit faster to fire her second shot, which hit the man just above his nose, but before that terrorist even started to slump to the ground, the roar of Emil’s .45 was heard again and his shot also hit the man in the head.

At about the same time, Al hit another terrorist in the vest, and like Kathy and Emil, he immediately knew why the man was still standing.  His second shot was less accurate than had been the shots from those two.  It hit the man in the side of his neck...in a vital spot, and even as the man went down he knew he was seriously wounded.  But, in spite of the blood pouring out of him, he managed to fire at Al in a wild attempt to return the favor.  One of his shots managed to hit Al...in the right eye, killing him almost instantly.

Kathy and Emil both noticed Al going down, and both saw the man who probably fired the shot.  Both fired at the man’s head and hit it, but they probably just hurried his death by a few seconds.  

By then, Bob had regained his senses after the shots to his vest, and both he and Clyde hit the last of the terrorists with killing shots.  Seeing no other targets, Bob looked around and saw Al down, so he reached into his vehicle to extract a first aid kit, and with it in hand, he darted in that direction.  Kathy was on her knees next to her fallen husband.  She knew he was dead, so gently kissed him before Bob helped her up.  He quickly checked for a pulse, but found none.  He looked at Kathy who had tears running down her face.  Rather than comfort her at that time, he asked, “Kathy, honey, who is next in rank here to take charge for Al?”

Kathy thought a second, then answered, “I guess I am.  Yeah, me.”

“Are you up to giving the Chief a call, to let him know what’s going on here?  I need to get the FBI notified...this is almost surely another terrorist event.  Sorta like the one back east day before yesterday.”

“Yes, yes...I’ll call him”

Bob added, “Tell him what’s going on, and to bring some EMTs,” as he noticed that two police officers were wounded.  

One was holding his handkerchief to the side of his head, while the other one had his hand on a wound to his arm, with blood seeping through his fingers.  Bob started walking in their direction as he called out, “You two guys who are wounded head to me.  Anyone else get hit?”

With no reply, Bob hollered, “Clyde, give us cover.”

“You got it,” Clyde replied as he put away the handgun he had taken out when the terrorists tried their frontal attack.  Then picking up his rifle he started scanning the wrecks in the junk yard. 

Bob met the two police officers, and started working on the head wound first.  As soon as he had the bleeding stopped and the man’s head bandaged, he quickly did the same for the arm wound.  Only then did he take out his phone.

While Bob had been doing his fast repair job on the two policemen, Kathy had gotten through to her Chief of Police.  “Sir, we’ve been in a gun battle out here at the junk yard.  Bob thinks it’s a terrorist deal,” then doing a poor job of keeping the anguish she felt out of her voice, she softly added, “Al’s been killed.”

“Oh, Kathy, I’m so sorry.  I’m on my way.  Anyone else injured?”

“Yes, we’ll need EMTs.”

Trying to stay steady, Kathy felt Emil’s arm around her, and started sobbing as she snuggled next to him. 

By then Bob had called Ken Langston, the Agent-in-Charge of the St. Louis FBI office.  “Ken, we’re at the junk yard outside Wentzville.  We’ve just been in a firefight with what I’m certain is a terrorist group.  Al Felps has been killed, two others wounded.  Six terrorists down and out.  I think we’ve probably got all of ‘em, but it wouldn’t hurt for you to come out here in your chopper, to check the area over for any more.  Your chopper does have infrared, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, and I will be on my way in minutes.  Sorry as hell about Al, he’s a good man.”

Both men realized the correct word should have been “was,” rather than “is,” but neither mentioned it as they ended their call.  Seeing Emil was doing his best to comfort Kathy, Bob called Jim Scott.  Jim was a very wealthy man who shared his wealth liberally, including having set up a medical facility that replaced missing limbs of servicemen with bionic ones.  Bob knew he was presently at the clinic on one of his normal at least three times a year visits.  Bob knew this because Jim and his wife Holly were staying with Bob and his wife, Michelle, at Bob’s estate.

Jim answered the call, “Hi, Bob, what’s up?”

“We’ve got a mess here, Jim.  Would appreciate it if you’d meet me here at the junk yard.  We’ve just engaged in a gun battle with what appears to be a group of terrorists.  Al Felps was killed during it, so I was wondering if you could bring Holly over to help with Kathy...she’s obviously pretty upset.”

“On our way.  Too bad about Al...especially since they’ve only been married about six months.  Just where is this junk yard?”

Bob told him, and was putting his phone away after thanking Jim when an old, battered pickup truck arrived.   The crusty old owner of the junk yard got out, and asked, “What the hell is going on here?”

Clyde answered, “We just had a shootout with a bunch of terrorists.  Who are you?”

“I own this place.”

Clyde replied, “Yeah, okay, you better go back to your office and stay put.”

The owner started to object, but Bob cut him off.  “You might want to pay attention to my friend there, because in a few minutes I’m gonna shoot that car over there because it’s full of explosives.”

“Hey, you can’t do that.  If it explodes, you’ll get crap all over the place.”

“Well, fine...go disarm it, and we’ll help you unload the explosives.  But hold on until I get everyone here moved back so when you blow yourself up, you don’t rain said ‘crap’ down on us.”

“I don’t know how to do that.”

“Neither do we...but a few well-placed shots will solve the problem.  You got anyone working in the junk yard, or any customers looking for parts or something?”

“Yeah, two guys working for me, and one customer looking around.”

“Alright, hold on for a while, and I’ll send someone with you to get those three safe inside your office building.”

The owner just shrugged as Bob looked at the two policemen who were uninjured.  “Hey, fellas, how about moving Al into the backseat of his car.  You might get a blanket out of the back of my SUV and cover him.  Then we need to start moving all our vehicles back about three hundred feet, before I blow the explosives sky high.”

Both just nodded as they went to Al’s body and gently put him in the rear of his car.  Then they started getting all the cars moved.  Three of the police vehicles had been moved when the Chief arrived.  He got out and walked up to Bob, while looking the scene over.  “Sure glad you’re here, Bob.  What are you planning?  I mean by having the cars moved.”

Bob told him what he had in mind, and gave him a brief rundown of what occurred to that point.  When he finished, the Chief nodded.  “Blowing the stuff sounds like a good idea to me.  I guess we could get someone’s bomb squad in here, but if you think that’s best, go ahead.”

“I think that is the easiest way to get rid of it.  Clyde and I have both have some experience with this type of thing, but if they’ve got it booby-trapped I’d just as soon not find out the hard way that we goofed.”

“I agree.  I’ll move my own car back, then help my guys with the other vehicles.”

With Kathy calmed down somewhat, she walked up to the Chief with Emil alongside.  “I let Bob take charge, Chief.  I’m a bit shaken.”

“Understandable, sweetheart.  None of us needed this, least of all you.  Why don’t you just go stand under that tree back by where our guys are moving the cars?  We’ll take it from here.”

“Thanks, Chief.”

All the vehicles had been moved by the time Jim arrived.  In short order, Holly took control of Kathy.  As she walked her away from everyone else, Holly asked, “Do you want me to help with the arrangements for Al?”

“Oh. Yes.  Thanks, Holly.”

“Okay, first thing is a funeral home.  Do you know one you want to use?”

Kathy answered, “Yes, I guess,” then told Holly which funeral home to use.

Holly hugged the shorter woman, and gave the matter some thought.  “You know what, Kathy, I think it’s time for us to leave.  Let me speak to Jim, then I’ll take you someplace.  We can sort things out later.”

“Thanks, again, Holly.”

Holly led Kathy to where Jim was standing next to Bob and the Chief.  “Honey, I’m taking our car, you ride with someone else.  Don’t know where Kathy and I are going for now, but will touch base with you later.  I’m gonna have the funeral home pick Al up here.  No damned need for an autopsy as I see it...right Chief?”

“I agree Holly, thank you for your help.”
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After Holly left, Bob called the junk yard owner over just as the FBI helicopter arrived.  He looked at the man, and said, “Hold on a sec,” then reached for his phone seconds before it rang.

“Hi, Ken...you made good time.”

“Yeah.  As you suggested, we’ll check out that junk yard with the infrared to see if you missed any of them.”

“Yes, please do.  I’m gonna hand my phone to Jim for a bit.  If you spot anyone let him know.  Hold on, there should be three civilians around someplace.  Two employees and one customer, so don’t get trigger happy.”

“Cute, Bob, real cute.  We normally ask a question or two before shooting.”

Bob was chuckling as he handed the phone to Jim before turning back to the owner.  But before he spoke to him, he called out to Clyde, “How about following this guy down to his office.  Get everyone inside and let me know when you have done so.  When, if, Ken gives us the all clear, I’ll shoot the damned car.”

“Okay.”

Bob then asked the owner, “You have a weapon in that office of yours?”

The owner paused as he looked at the Chief, then answered, “I’ve got a record, so can’t own a gun.”

“Okay, then I guess Clyde will stay with you until this is over...just in case the FBI chopper misses any bad guys.”

Clyde walked up at that point, and handed his rifle to Bob, who groaned slightly when reaching for it, so Clyde asked, “You okay?”

“Okay, no, but good to go until I can get a couple of sore ribs checked out later.  I don’t know if the shots I took to my vest broke any, or if they’re just bruised.  I guess if Emil wasn’t so hardheaded, I might be dead.”

Jim, hearing that asked, “What are you talking about, Bob?”

With Emil standing there grinning, Bob answered, “I only had one vest.  I offered it to him, but he refused.  Told me, ‘If someone is gonna die, it may as well be me since I’m so damn old’.”

As the owner and Clyde went to their vehicles, Bob looked at the two policemen who had moved all the vehicles.  “You two feel like dragging those bodies over here someplace so we don’t have to dig them out from whatever may land in the area from the pending explosion?”

They nodded and headed for the two nearest bodies.  At that point, Jim reached for the rifle, and handed Bob his phone back.  “You talk, I’ll give cover.  You did pick up on the owner of this place lying to you about having a gun, didn’t you, Bob?”

“Yeah.”

The Chief joked, “So did I.  But I’m not inclined to give him grief over it, since if I was sitting out here on this dump in the middle of nowhere, I’d want some sort of protection, too.  His felony count was for drunk driving...the third DUI for him.  He keeps clean for a while longer, the judge will put it aside...that is reduce it to a misdemeanor.”

The men stood there talking about what a shame it was that Al had been killed for about ten minutes when Clyde called Bob, who told Ken, “Got another call, hang on,” before he answered, “Yeah, Clyde.”

“The customer split when the shooting started.  The owner and his two men are inside the office.  Any word from Ken?”

“Just that they haven’t turned up any signatures yet.”

“Okay, I’ve been told one of the workers has a gun so am heading on back, unless you want me to hang around here.”

“No, come on back.  I’m betting there were only the six the way those four idiots charged us after we killed a couple of them.”

Several minutes later, Ken said, “I think the junk yard is clear, Bob.  I’m gonna land.”

“Yeah, well, do it behind where we have our vehicles parked.  I’ll wait until you touch down before blowing that rig.”

“I’m not convinced that is the way to go, but if you insist, go ahead....I don’t need any calls from Washington.”

Bob laughed at that, because on a recent matter, Jim, who had plenty of friends in Washington, D.C., had the Director of the FBI call the St. Louis FBI office to tell them “hands off” of Jim and his friends, to let them take the lead on the situation in question.

When the helicopter landed, and its rotors were shut down, Bob took a deep breath and raised the rifle Jim had given him back on his request.  Clyde, back by then, asked, “You think you can hit that thing from here with your ribs hurting?”

“Shut up, Clyde.”

Bob fired and hit the rear of the car, but nothing happened.  In disgust, he handed the rifle to Clyde.  “Your turn.”

It took three more shots before the last one did the trick.  The explosion was massive, but actually not as fierce as Bob expected it to be.  When the debris stopped falling from the sky, Bob turned to the same two policemen who had done most of the work since the battle ended.  “Come on, gentlemen, let’s go round up the last two bodies.  You, too, Clyde.”

Ken was there by then, and asked Jim, “What do you make of this?”

“Probably the same thing you do...terrorist incident.  Why they picked this location is beyond me, other than hoping to take out as many cops as they could.  Come on, let’s see if these four have any identification on them.  I’ll take pictures and get fingerprints.”

“Okay, I’ll do the same.”

“Where’s your help?”

“I came with just the pilots, who are back with their chopper.  With Bob and Clyde on the scene, I didn’t think I’d need any backup.  After we get prints and pics, I guess I better call this in to the Director.  I’ll let him know you are here.  Ah, are you planning on hanging around for a while?”

“Yes.  At least until we get Al buried.”

While Jim and Ken both checked out the four bodies, Bob and Clyde led the two policemen to and through the gap into the junk yard.  In no time they found two cars that were obviously not junked vehicles.  They stripped out everything of use, including vehicle information, from the cars and placed what they had in a duffle bag found in one of the cars.  The bag had been used for transporting some of the weapons the terrorists had brought with them.  

Next, they found the two bodies.  Bob took the rifle of one man, while Clyde grabbed the other, then the two policemen were asked to drag the bodies to be put alongside the ones Jim and Ken were dealing with.  

Back at where those two were working, Bob asked, “Ready for two more, Jim?”

Jim noticed the two policemen dragging the other two as he replied, “Yeah, bring them on.  Did you find anything of interest, Bob?”

“Not really.  Got registration and insurance cards from the two cars we found.  Didn’t bother checking the two bodies.”

Less than an hour later, Ken had left in his helicopter, and Jim rode back to Bob’s home with him and Emil, who was dropped off at his home on the drive.  On arriving home, Bob told his wife Michelle what had taken place, and told her that Holly was helping Kathy out.  Then he called his other partner, Bill Hedden to inform him of the situation.  Bill in turn informed his wife Amanda.

Clyde had arrived back at the property before Bob, because he hadn’t had to make the stop at Emil’s home.  His wife Jo was at her antique and art store in St. Charles, so he called her there to let her know what had happened.

While all that was going on, Holly had made good progress in arranging the funeral.  She knew Al had a military background, so she had asked Kathy, “Do you have any idea where you’d like Al buried?  If not, how about J.B. (Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery)?”

“Yes, J.B. is fine...we both want to be buried there.  Michelle did a will for us, and it’s even in there.  I just remembered I better call his folks...but I don’t look forward to the call.”

“I know, honey, but you better get that done before the news breaks.  That would be a horrible way for them to find out.  When you talk to them tell them either I, or Michelle, will fly out to pick them up for the funeral.”

After Kathy made her tear-filled call, and Holly had things pretty well set for the wake and funeral, Kathy announced, “I guess I better go back to work.”

“Are you sure you’re up to it?”

“I better be.  I’m the only detective the department still has.  I’m not about to let Al down by shirking my duties.”

They were in the home Kathy had shared with Al, and so Holly asked, “What’s your present situation?”

“Oh, hell, I hadn’t thought of that.  I don’t know.  Al’s car was still out there at the scene...with him in it if you’ll recall.  The other unmarked car we’ve been using is at the station.  What I mean is, I don’t know where the car Al’s been using is by now, and if the Chief will want me to take it, or use the other car.  Maybe you could give me a lift to the station.”

Then, with a weak grin, Kathy added, “That sure was a bunch of words to ask you for a ride to work.”

“Perfectly understandable, let’s go right after I call Jim.  I better call him to see what’s up, so I know where to go from your station.”  

Kathy just nodded as Holly made her call.  “Hi, honey, I’m finished here at Al and Kathy’s home.  What’s up?  I mean should I head for Bob’s place?”

“Yeah, I’m here already.  We turned the bodies over to Ken, who had them dumped unglamorously into his chopper.  I was just about to give Harvey a call.  Back to the bodies, we have already identified all of them.  All Muslims born here in America.  Ken told me all but one of the terrorists on the deal back east were, also.  Hope this isn’t the start of a series of such events.”

“Me, too.  See you in a bit.”

Jim then did call Harvey Puckett, the Director of the FBI.  Harvey was an old friend who had one of Jim’s special phones and answered, “Hi, Jim.  I was about to call you.  Since you called first, go ahead, it’s your nickel.”

“Have you heard about the mess here in Missouri?”

“If you’re talking about the terrorist deal, yeah I got the word.  Ken Langston gave me a call.  Thanks for helping out...pass my thanks on to Bob and Clyde, also, please.”

“Did Ken tell you we’ve already gotten firm IDs on the six involved?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Okay, that’s all I’ve got, what did you want to talk to me about?”

“We can’t identify one from the terrorist group back here.  Can you give me some help?”

“Of course.  Is that the one Ken mentioned may not be homegrown?”

“Yeah.  We don’t know what, or even who, he was.  I’ll send his photo, poor that it is, because his body was pretty well damaged.  I’ll also send you prints and DNA.  We can’t find squat on him.”

“Send what you have on him, we’ll do our best.  I’ll work it here on my laptop, and have Sarah do the same thing at home.  If one of us scores, we’ll get back to you...well, we’ll do that either way.”

Jim next called Sarah Turner.  Sarah lived on Jim’s ranch in Montana along with her husband, Bear.  She was a whiz on Jim’s master computer, and ran most of his finances for him.  Their children had been born on the ranch, and both Sarah and Bear had long ago decided to accept Jim’s offer to spend the rest of their lives there.  She answered, “Hi, Jim.  Holly called to let me know about Al Felps.  For God’s sake, he and Kathy had only been married for a heartbeat.  What a damn shame.  I’m just sick over this.”

“Me too, Sarah, me too.  Everyone back here is, also.  Anyhow, Harvey is sending you what he has on one of the jerks involved in the terrorist action back east.  FBI, and I’d guess Homeland, and the other alphabets, can’t find anything on him.  Give it a try.  I’ll be working on it back here on my laptop.”

“I’ll get right on it, Jim.”

When Jim had the photo from Harvey uploaded, he grunted, “Ugly looking S.O.B....looks just fine with a hole in his head and half his jaw missing.”

Out of no more than idle curiosity Bob walked over to stand near Jim to look at the picture.  He angrily growled, “I’m pretty sure that is Izad Magsi, Jim.  He’s Pakistani...has a brother by the name of Murad.  Both nasty bastards—high-ranking Taliban—that I’d have liked to get my hands on...glad at least one of them is dead.”

Jim looked up at Bob.  “You seem to know them, and aren’t fond of them.  Firsthand knowledge, or something else?”

“Firsthand, Jim.  They had me for a short time.”

“I take it you aren’t too interested in expanding on that, right?”

“Right.  Painful memory, one I’d just as soon not go into detail about.”

Bob had been part of a SEAL team that had gotten into a fierce firefight with a group of Taliban fanatics.  When the Taliban had suffered terrible losses, they fell back...with Bob held captive.  He had been knocked out during hand-to-hand fighting.  The Magsi brothers, in charge of that group of Taliban, had chosen to capture rather than kill him, with the idea of gaining intelligence, and possibly holding him to exchange for some of their brethren.

While the Taliban fell back, the other SEALs on Bob’s team were licking their wounds, and didn’t realize for a while that he was missing.  By the time they did, the helicopters called in to extract the team had arrived.  With several wounded SEALs needing immediate attention being evacuated, the SEALs still able to continue the fight held back one helicopter to look for Bob.  Unable to spot him from the air, they had the chopper put them back on the ground, and they started following the trail of the Taliban.  Due to a few ambushes left behind by the Magsi brothers, they were slowed but continued on after defeating the ambushers.

Meanwhile the main group with Bob in tow stopped at a hastily arranged campsite.  Thinking they had plenty of time, the Magsi brothers started a brutal interrogation of Bob, with one of their men beating him while they asked their questions.  

While that was going on, the Taliban heard gunfire indicating their last ambush was being engaged.  One of the brothers told the butcher who had been inflicting the beating to keep an eye on Bob, while they set up still another ambush just in case the last one failed.

Bob, curled up on the ground in pain, decided that might be his last chance so, since he spoke their language to a degree, whispered, “I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

Not convinced he had heard Bob correctly, the man left to watch Bob bent down.  It was the last mistake he’d ever make.  Bob sprang into action by grabbing the man’s head in both hands and with a violent jerk, broke his neck.  He then quickly grabbed the man’s knife and rifle.  Seconds later, he eased into the nearby foliage.  Bob, too, could hear the firefight going on so he circled around until he reached the battle zone to see his fellow SEALs pinned down.  What had been a rather well designed ambush, now became a killing zone as Bob started killing the Taliban fighters from behind.

The other SEALs, realizing what was happening, used the confusion of the Taliban to soon end the ambush, and the lives of the Taliban at that site.  Bob hurried to them.  “Come on guys, we’re badly outnumbered, let’s get the hell outta here.”

The SEALs fell back none too soon, because Bob’s absence had been discovered along with the dead body of the man he had killed.  In the end, the SEALs managed to vacate the area without further incident, though two more of them had been wounded, but not too seriously.  Back at their base camp, Bob, once patched up from the beating he’d taken, was able to identify the Magsi brothers from pictures the SEALs had of known Taliban leaders.

Now as Jim ran the name of Izad Magsi, he found that notation that he had been killed inside Pakistan, along with his brother Murad.  In spite of the disfiguration of his face, Jim got a 96% match from the file photos of Izad.  

It took a bit of digging, and a good deal of hacking CIA records, to see that a drone attack—years after Bob’s run in with them—on the Magsi brothers was considered to have been totally successful.  Then it took still more digging to discover that the CIA agent in charge of the operation was named Cory Baldwin, who was no longer with the CIA.

Due to the time of the drone attack, Jim called an old friend, Glenn Burgess, retired CIA Director.  Glenn knew Cory Baldwin, had fired him from the CIA...and pulled his security clearance in the process.

Off that call, Jim brought everyone up-to-speed on his conversation with Glenn, then added, “Me thinks we need to have a chat with Baldwin.”
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While Jim was tracking down Baldwin, Dale Swan was summoned to the office of the president of the company Dale worked for.  After taking a seat, the company’s president tore into him, “I have a strict policy in this company that forbids fraternization...period.  You stay away from Dotty Vallee.’”

“No.”

“What do you mean ‘no’?”

“Just what it sounds like I mean.  I’ve asked her out to dinner this Saturday, and fully plan on keeping that date.  Shove your just dreamed up policy where the sun don’t shine.  Is that all?”

“You’re fired.  Clean out your office, and be gone within the hour.”

“Hey, pal, you just bit off more than you can chew.  But I’ll be gone in less than the allotted hour.  Oh, and I will keep my date with Miss Vallee...period...idiot.  So long.”

The president was a large man of over two hundred fifty pounds.  He looked at the small, thin Dale thinking he might hit him, but decided against it as Dale headed out the door.

After he gathered his things, he went into the lab where he had worked with Dotty Vallee.  Once there, another lab worker told him Dotty had left for the day, leaving without saying a word to anyone.  Curious about that, Dale nearly called her cell phone, but decided to stop by her home to tell her what had happened, and to see if she still wanted to go out Saturday.  He had been a bit surprised when she accepted his offer of dinner, wondering why she had. 

Dotty was taller than his own 5’7” by at least two inches.  She was, in more than just his opinion, a very good looking lady.  Dale knew he was anything but a handsome man, and knew his glasses didn’t add to the package he offered.  He was hoping her acceptance of a date with him didn’t have anything to do with his status, or now former status, with the company.

When she answered the knock on her door, she looked at Dale.  “What are you doing here, Dale?”

“I just got fired.  Wanted to stop by to see if you’ll still go out with me.”

“Heck, yeah.  Come on in.  I’ve got some news for you, too...I just quit.  Looks like we’re both out of a job.  Wanna drink?”

“Yup.  We may as well get sloshed since we’ll be looking for a job soon.”

“What’ll you have?”

“Sour mash, neat, if you have it.  I got hooked on the darn stuff by a great man.”

“Just so happens I have that, but not much else other than some ghastly rum, and part of a bottle of vodka.  Actually the rum isn’t too bad mixed with coke, but I quit drinking soda.”

As they started sipping their drinks, they each explained why they were no longer employed.  At Dotty’s request, Dale told his story of being fired first.  When he finished, she replied, “Never had a guy get fired because of me before.  Other than the fact you did bite the dust, it’s sorta neat...thanks.  In the small world category, I quit because of that same jerk.  He came waltzing into the break room to ask me out on Saturday.  I told him I already had a date with you.  What I didn’t tell fatso was I don’t date slobs.  Guess in a way, me telling him we had a date got you fired...sorry.  But after I declined his offer, he pointed out that if I wanted to advance in the company, it would be a good idea to spend time with him.  What the idiot didn’t take time to figure out, is my only advancement would be to replace you.  Of all the dumb things he could have come up with.  I know I’m not in your league when it comes to brains.  As far as I’m concerned, you’re an out-and-out genius.  I didn’t want to replace you, I wanted to learn from you.”

“Wow, thanks for those kind words.  But, Dotty, you’re darn smart in your own right.”

“Thanks.”

Dale grinned.  “Okay, mutual admiration society aside, would it be totally out of line for me to suggest a change in plans?  What I mean is, rather than wait until Saturday, how about I get us plane tickets to Corpus Christi, Texas and a hotel reservation.  Uh, separate rooms.  We can fly out tonight and come back Sunday evening.”

“Would it be out of line for me to suggest we forget about separate rooms?  For two unemployed people, that seems a bit pricy to me.”

When Dale had mentioned separate rooms, he had blushed.  When Dotty told him two rooms weren’t needed, the blush deepened.  But, when the matter of money came up, he recovered.  “Don’t worry about money.  I’m pretty well off.  I’d like to stay longer, but I have an idea we better be back in time to go to work Monday.”

“Do you know something I don’t?”

“In this case, yes.  Mr. Bigshot is in for a surprise.”

“Do you want to explain, please?”

“I have a hunch when we miss the next delivery date on the Nikolas, somebody is gonna wake up to the company having a real big problem.”

“Oh, my gosh, I forgot we’re the only two who know how to install the codes.  But, I’m not gonna work for that jerk who fired you, and that’s a fact.”

“Nor am I...so guess who gets to hit the road?”

“You, sir, are a devious genius...well thought out.  But if I hadn’t quit, where would that have left you?”

“I, not the company, hold the patent on the Nikolas.”

“By the way, where did that quirky name, Nikola, come from?”

“It’s to honor Nikola Tesla.  So back to our extended date.  Shall I get the reservations?”

“By all means.  Four days on the beach with you sounds wonderful.  Well, more than just on the beach.”

Dale spent the next thirty minutes getting the reservations taken care of.  When he finished, he reported, “Okay, we can’t leave until eight tonight.  Anything you want to do in the meantime?  I guess at some point I need to go home to pack a bag.”

“Would it be out of line of me to suggest we could maybe get a head start on no separate rooms?”

Blushing, Dale asked, “Are you suggesting...”

“Yes.”

“I’d like that, but I have to warn you I’m not too experienced with...you know, sex.”

“So who is?  I was a virgin until a senior in college....three years ago.”

“One other thing...I don’t have any, um, you know, protection things.”

“Not to worry, I’m on the pill.  My first time the guy and I didn’t use any protection, and it scared the dickens out of me worrying I might get pregnant.  I’ve been on the pill ever since...just in case.  Just in case for something like this.”

Dale swallowed as Dotty stood up, and reached for his hand.  “Maybe we should finish our drinks first.”

“Get up, you klutz, before I chicken out.”

As he stood up to take her hand, Dale muttered, “I’ve got a life-sized picture of that.”

Sometime later, as they lay spent in her bed, Dotty snuggled up to Dale.  “You’re something with your glasses off.”

The laughing reply was, “That was a funny comment.  But in the same area of comment, you are something extra special.  Wow.  I enjoyed that more than I ever have before.”

“Good.  Should we get something to eat to go with our unfinished drinks?”

“Yeah, good idea.  After that I’ll go home and pack.”

“How about I pack and go with you, then we can just go to the airport from your place.  I’d sorta like to see what kind of slob I’m hooked up with.”

After Dotty made sandwiches for them and they ate, it was off to Dale’s home.  Inside, she looked around and exclaimed, “This is some place.  I guess you do have a bit of money.  Neat and tidy, too...but I should have expected that from you since you harp on keeping the lab in perfect order at all times.  Are you some kind of neat freak?”

“Yeah, I guess I am.  But, here at my place I cheat...gotta cleaning lady.”

***
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By the time Dale and Dotty were in the air on the way to Texas, Jim was digging into the matter of the Magsi brothers.  About to give up trying to figure out how they entered the U.S., Sarah called.  “Hi, Jim, got something on how the Magsis managed to get here unnoticed.  I’d bet you ten bucks against a new pony they came from Mexico into California.”

“No bet.  You’ve still got the last pony I lost betting with you.  But, what makes you think they came in that way?”

“Something Hector said once about his in-laws in Ensenada (Mexico)...about keeping their ears to the ground and eyes open.  Just on a wild hunch, I called him after sending him pictures of those two.  I asked him to see if anyone down there ever saw them.  And, presto, he just got back to me that one of his distant in-law cousins saw both of them about a year ago.  But he didn’t see them in Ensenada, but in TJ (slang reference to Tijuana, Mexico).  Seems he was having a drink with some friends, when those two met up with a coyote.  The reason he remembered those two was because of a ruckus in the bar, and the coyote hustled them out of the place through a rear door before the law arrived.  There is more to the story, but that is the gist of it.  Since no pony, how about a new car?”

“Hell, Sarah, you control the purse strings, buy whatever you want.”

“Is a Tesla okay?”

“If that’s what you really want, goferit.  Thanks for the info.”

“I was just joking about the Tesla.  The new Lincoln Al got me for last Christmas is way too rich for my blood, but it sure runs good.  Bye.”

Jim was smiling as he called Harvey Puckett.  “Hi, Harv, Sarah got a lead on the Magsi brothers.  She got some wild idea to ask Hector to ask his in-laws in Ensenada if they ever saw them, and as she said, ‘presto’.”

“‘Presto’ as in they did see those two?”

“Yeah, but in Tijuana with a coyote.  That’s the short version, but if you want the long version, give her a call.  Don’t know that it helps us find the living brother, but at least we have verification that they were both still alive a year ago.  We’ve been kicking it around on when and how to reach out to Mr. Baldwin.  Since this is Wednesday, thought we’d wait until the weekend to discuss the matter with him.”

“Why wait?”

“Because I’m thinking on getting Hector involved, and the last I heard from him, he was taking his bride out for their anniversary to a surprise party at the home of that friend of his that lives in the valley outside L.A.  Their anniversary is Friday.”

“Oh.  Okay, well, since you’ll be sitting around twiddling your thumbs in the meantime, I’ve got another one for you.  We’ve rounded up all the phones and computers of all the guys on the deal back here except for Magsi...on him we’ve got nothing except a throwaway phone that only had calls to the other guys who died with him.  Ken Langston has done the same thing in St. Louis.  I have a herd of agents contacting anyone who might have known any of them, and Ken is doing the same thing.  But, back to the electronic stuff we rounded up...we’re drawing a blank.  So is Ken.  One strange thing about all of the computers, both here and there, is a bunch of seemingly innocuous chitchat.  One of my techies thinks there may be some sort of code or something in all the blather.  You wanna check it out?  I can have it all dumped into your computer if you’ll work on it.”

“Sure, fire away.”

At the time of that call, Holly, Bob, Bob’s wife Michelle, and Clyde were in Bob’s living room with him.  So were Emil and Kathy who had stopped by to see if they could be of any assistance.  Emil had decided that Kathy needed to get out of her home to do something when she wasn’t at work, so he invited himself and Kathy to eat at Bob’s.

Clyde was about ready to head to his own home because his wife, Jo, had called to tell him she had their dinner ready.  Thus, before he started explaining about the two calls he’d recently finished, Jim and everyone else said goodbye to Clyde, before Jim added, “You may as well get a good night’s sleep, pal.  If you don’t have any work scheduled for tomorrow, drop by in case we come up with anything we can sink our teeth into.”

With Clyde gone, Jim brought the others up-to-speed on the calls.  When he finished, he sighed before he added, “Now all we need is a code breaking cryptographer.”

Emil smiled as he looked at Kathy, then at Jim.  “Jim, I remember Hector saying something about your luck...like is was beyond the norm.  Well, guess what, both Kathy and I were Navy cryptographers.  I, for one, spent a good deal of my time working on code breaking.  How about you, Kathy?”

“Yeah, some, but not really my specialty.  Mine was keeping others from breaking ours.”

Jim replied, “Okay, you’ve both got a job...especially you, Emil.  But how did you happen to know what Kathy did in the Navy?”

“That’s easy, Jim.  Al and Kathy had me over to eat on more than one occasion.  We all talked about our military experiences from time to time.  How are you gonna set us up to get started with this?”

“I’ll give you both laptops that are hotwired into my main computer, and tell you how to find the stuff Harvey is sending me.   Always have a couple of spares on our plane.  But, let’s eat first, then I’ve gotta give Hector a call.”

***
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What help Jim was planning on getting from Hector on his planned conversation with Cory Baldwin was going to be put on hold, due to the fact that Hector wouldn’t able to assist in that matter.  Because at the very time Harvey and Jim had been talking, Hector Garcia received an emergency phone call first from the Los Angeles Chief of Police, then from the Agent-in-Charge of the Los Angeles FBI, Homer Spradling.

Hector was a longtime friend of Jim’s, dating back to Desert Storm, the first Gulf War.  They had been Marines together in a Special Ops team put together by Jim, working behind the lines inside Iraq.  Then Hector had joined the off-the-books team Jim had put together for the then President, slightly before the 9/11/01 Arab Muslim terrorist attack on the United States.  He also assisted Jim in nearly everything Jim got involved with since.  All the while during those efforts, he was building one of the largest protection/detective agencies in the world, as well as starting several other businesses in the Los Angeles area.  He, like Jim, was in the billionaire class, though not the several-billions heights of his friend.
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