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The Apache gun ship was at five hundred feet. It had left the base as the sun was coming over the horizon and having reached their fuel limit, was returning to base. It had been an uneventful flight. No one had required their assistance and no large groups of enemy had been observed. It had been a smooth trip, only just now becoming a little bumpy, as the ground was beginning to heat, causing some heat created updrafts.

It was bright enough now to make out the tri colour roundels and the British pattern desert camouflage scheme on the Apache and the gunner in the nose of the aircraft and below the pilot, was just noting on his map a group of ten armed men he had spotted in the distance when a large, dark shape flew up in front of and into his windscreen, cracking it and then flew up and into an engine intake. The engines jet turbine blades fractured and exploded out the sides and rear of the engine now totally destroyed. The pilot’s training took over as he flipped switches, rapidly shutting down the aircraft and began an emergency decent. The gunner flicked his intercom to transmit and radioed they were having an emergency, had to land and the approximate coordinates of their location, when the Apache hit the ground at a higher rate of speed than normal in a landing. One skid hit a large boulder, flipping the aircraft on its side, rotor blades disintegrating as they hit the ground.

“Shit!” exclaimed an RAF forward controller. “Any Bird but that one!”

“Well Major,” Rick said in French. “This is the edge of our area. The Brits have the next one.”

The regiment would be handing over to the Royal Twenty Second, or Van Doos as the rest of Canada called them. They were a regiment based out of Quebec and like the regiment, had a long and heroic past. The Major was with the advance group and Rick was conducting a tour with him to familiarize him with the territory. Standard procedure was to rotate a new regiment in every six months and the Regiment had only three weeks left in this, Rick’s third tour. He and his companies five year term was up as well. He had choices to make, as did everyone else.

“I say Patricia dear,” he said in an imitation upper crust English accent. “I believe it is time to head back to the estate.”

“Yes me lord,” she said. “Right away me lord.”

“Bravo Patrol, Bravo One, all units RTB,” Rick said on the company net.

“Where you going for leave Gadget?” Julia asked.

“Tanya hasn’t told me yet,” he said. “I don’t ask and she don’t say.”

“Ha ha,” Harold said. “Need to know. Sometimes it pays to be a poor farmer.”

“Ya, ya poor farmer Harold,” Julia said. “If I had your money, I’d burn mine.”

“Bravo One, Maple Three,” Rick heard on command net.

“Maple Three, Bravo One.”

“Bravo One, we have a mission. Brit helo down 5k east of your location. You are closest for extract. Coordinates to follow. Helo a wright off. Two occupant’s alive, no serious injury. Possible bad guys in neighbourhood.

“Copy Maple Three, ETA twenty mikes.”

“Copy, Bravo ETA twenty mikes. Will relay with helo if required.”

“Harold send a bird over there, Julia...”

“Already done sir, all Bravo units are aware,” Julia said.

“Shit. I might as well just stay home next time,” Rick said.

“Your team works well together,” the Van Doo major said.

“We should,” Rick said. “We’ve been together for five years.”

“Area’s clear major,” Harold said. “Some locals heading for the scene, but they are on foot. We should be gone by the time they get there.”

Rick and the Van Doo major poked their heads out of the turret as they came near. The helicopter was laying on its side, windscreen missing, rotor blades in pieces scattered about the area. It was an attack aircraft and the two crew members came out of their places of concealment and hobbled toward the approaching Canadian armoured vehicles. Very quickly, the LAVs formed a perimeter around the stricken aircraft and dismounts were charging out the back ramps and going to one knee in a rough circle outside the perimeter, facing outward, weapons scanning and at the ready. Medical specialists gathered up the two helo people and shoved them into the nearest LAV, piling in after them and in less than three minutes, the column was on the move once again.

“Maple Three, Bravo One,” Rick said over command net. “Bird men picked up. Minor bruises etc. No visible major injuries. ETA forty.”

“Harold, that thing going to be able to keep up?”

“Barely,” Harold said. “Not to worry, we’ve got a one hundred K range.”

Ten minutes later, the LAVs turned onto a two lane paved road and accelerated to their maximum ninety kph speed.

“You’re not worried about IED’s” the French Canadian major asked.

“Always a possibility around here,” Rick said. “But no. We have found a way around those. Unless they detonate them by wire control, it is not going to happen. And if they try that, we are going to spot the wire and blow them away anyway. All the locals know we will blow anyone away that comes near us, so keep clear unless we ask them to come up. We’ve got everyone on our side. You should have a relatively easy go of it. Just do what you do. They like us here.”

“Why don’t the Americans copy what we are doing then?” the Van Doo Major Asked.

“Hey what do I know?” Rick said.

The column entered the Canadian base and moved to their area in it, shutting down and exiting the vehicles. The column of G-Wagons and an ambulance and crew were waiting and converging on the pilots were of the Regiment’s medical people. As Rick and the other members of the patrol shouldered personal weapons and shut down systems, the drone aircraft came deftly down and came to a stop beside Rick’s command vehicle, shutting down and Harold deftly stripped the wings from the fuselage. He and Rick placed the bird into the interior of the LAV.

Rick’s patrol and the Vandoo people that had been along, had finished their meals and were into a beer and cigarette, when one of the two helo crew men they had picked up, hobbled over to Ricks table.

“Buy a down on his luck Bloke a beer?” the Captain asked.

“Down on his luck my ass,” Julia said. “Harold it’s your turn to buy you tight ass.”

“Oh shit,” Harold said. “You know how much Captain Windsor drinks. He’s gonna send me to the poor house.”

“Ya, ya,” Windsor said. “Poor Harold. Hey thanks Gadget. It was going to be four hours before our people could get to us.”

“Always willing to help an Allie,” Rick said. “Major Papindo, Captain Windsor, RAF. Captain Windsor, Major Papindo, Royal Twenty Second. They will be taking over from us at the end of the month.”

“Ok Harry,” Harold said. “Here’s your two damn beer and I ain’t buyin no more.”

“Christ, you could buy the whole brewery if you wanted Harold,” Harry said.

“No that would mean he would have to spend some money,” Julia said.

“Yes but look at all the free beer he could get,” Harry replied.

“Fat chance,” Harold said. “Some fancy Earl’s family owns all the breweries already.”

“To bad. So sad. You snooze you lose,” Rick said.

It was a nice relaxing get together of young people far from home. Who came from different places, but shared the same profession.

“Rick, a moment of your time?” Harry asked.

“Sure, I need some air,” Rick said. “Ok you bums. We have an early morning. Leave some beer for the Van Doos eh?”

“You ok cuz?” Rick asked, as they walked away from the mess.

“Oh yes,” Harold said. “We had a bird strike and it took out the engine. We had to auto rotate and in a hurry. Left skid hit a big rock and dumped us over. Nothing but some bumps and bruises. Looks worse than it is. Look can I ask a favour?”

“You can ask,” Rick said, shrugging his shoulders.

“I really need to be with some normal people,” Harry said. “Can I hang out with you guys till your tour is up? Mine is up at the same time.”

“Uhh..”

“Look, you know I qualify minimum standard. I’m a certified and qualified gunner. Come on cousin, I need a break from all the BS.”

“What about granny and the SAS?” Rick asked.

“Ah shit, are you kidding me?” Harry said. “You guys train the SAS. Who better to watch my butt eh?”

“Tell you what Harry,” Rick said. “You clear it with granny and you can come. But I hear it from her or her people. Not you or yours. Got it? And just you. No hangers on. Are we clear?”

“Sir!” Harry said saluting. “Thank you sir!”

“Ya, ya. Get your butt back to the hospital before they report you missing and all hell breaks out around here.”

“Hey Love,” Rick said coming into his quarters and giving Tanya a kiss on the neck. “Whatcha got there?”

“Your mom sent it,” Tanya said, kissing him on the mouth. “There is a photo album and a CD. She says I should read and look at this stuff. So far it is interesting. Your people have been very busy since you left Mother Russia.”

“Ok.” Rick said. “I’m going to move Sonya over to Als crew. He’s been short a gunner since Jack broke his arm. We’re getting a Brit Captain, I want to put him with you. He’s gunner qualified.”

“Ya sure,” she said absently, looking at a photo in the album.

The cumbersome satellite telephone Rick had began to ring and he sighed and picked it up.

“Fourth Battalion, Royal Canadian Regiment, Major Bekenbaum speaking, how may I help you sir?”

“Just checking on my favourite relative Gadget,” the high pitched female English accent on the other end said. “How is the lovely Tanya? Your grandmother has such wonderful things to say about her.”

“She is well mam,” Rick said “Mother sent her a photo album and a bunch of stories for her to see.”

“Ha ha, I’ll just bet. Wait until she sees the one of me dancing with your grandfather!” 

Tanya held the album up and showed Rick another photo.

“No, I think I’m looking at your mother and John dancing the courtship dance. Tatiana does not look pleased.”

“I’ll bet not,” the voice said. “If your grandfather would not have had Kat, there would most likely have been a civil war in the palace. Both of us had the hots for him. Thank you for picking up my grandson. I hear he has asked you for a favour?”

“Yes mam. It was not a problem mam. We were only five klicks away and he was not hurt to badly. Just his pride I think. He is most welcome with us mam. I’m going to give him to Tanya’s crew as a gunner, if you don’t mind. He can use a little extra culture I’m thinking.”

“Oh you mean to keep him from the rough housing?” she said. “I can assure you he gives better than he gets.”

“No, mam. Tanya’s bunch are worse. Maybe they can settle him down some,” Rick said.

“Or make him worse. Well I have taken up enough of your time. He has my blessing.”

“I can’t promise to keep him from harm mam.” Rick said.

“Yes I know and so does he. Take care Gadget.”

“Who was that love?” Tanya asked absently, staring intensely at a picture near the front of the album and running her finger along it.

“Just the Brit Captain’s commander. What have you got there?”

“Look at them Rick,” she said softly. “They are so much in love. Every picture of them together, even the last ones.”

She was looking at a young Andreas and Elizabeth. It was black and white. She had her hand on his cheek and he, both of his around her waist. Both of them looking deep in each others eyes.

Another flip of some pages and there was John and Tatiana. He had his arms under her rear, her feet off the ground, she both hands behind his head kissing. The following was of them arms out stretched, side by side dancing looking in each other’s eyes.

“Your Great Grandmother reminds me of some one,” Tanya said. “I have seen her before somewhere, but I can’t for the life of me remember.”

Then she went back to the front of the book, to the first picture and held it up beside Rick.

“My God,” she said. “You are so much alike.”

“I look better than that horse thank you very much.” Rick said kissing her on the cheek.

“No dummy, Andreas!” she slapped him on the arm. “That’s the same look you had when you stood up after Sandy died.”

A young Andreas sitting on a dark horse, in grey uniform. Right hand on a bloody lance, he was scowling into the camera.

“Ya well. It must have been a bad day,” Rick said.

Tanya flipped through some more pages and then went back. She looked at a group photo of an early twentieth century ball. She looked closer.

“That’s the Tsar!” she said. “Oh my God! Tatiana was one of his daughters!”

She had her finger just below one of the young girls in the back ground, holding a young boys hand.

“Nah no way,” Rick said. “All those old European families were related somehow. The Bolsheviks killed the whole royal family back in 1917. Tatiana looks a little like her, but then so does my sister.”

“There has always been a rumour that one of the sisters got away,” Tanya said.

“Ah come on Tanya. The Russians found all the bodies in the nineties and did DNA testing. They were all killed.” He kissed her on the top of her forehead.

“You are such a romantic,” he said. “Ok I have to let that Brit know he’s bunking with your gang.”

After he left, Tanya leafed to another page. This one of Katherine and Tatiana standing together at a formal function. Both with diamond earrings dangling and thick diamond chokers. She pulled it out of the album and took the earlier photo out, placing them together, looking at the jewelry and especially the large broach on Tatiana’s right breast. Then she flipped to the back of the book and pulled out the photo of the grave stone and the marking she thought she recognized from some where and she knew.
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“Bravo One, Maple base.”

“Bravo One, we have a situation that may turn ugly. We need you there ASAP.”

“Copy Bravo One, ETA one hour. An engineering adviser has sustained a serious head wound. They have stabilized him but you will need to render assistance. Medivac in an hour and a half.”

“No way Gadget,” Harold said. “Birds to far away. We will be there before it gets there.”

“Echo One, Bravo One.”

“Bravo One, Echo One. Situation volatile. So far under control but deteriorating rapidly.”

“Ok Echo One. Keep your people alert but under control. We are close. Keep it cool buddy.”

“Christ it’s already super frosty over here.”

“Good my beers getting warm, out.”

“Twenty seconds,” Rick said into his boom mike.

“Bravo Two, Bravo Three, Bravo Four,” he heard. Each LAV had its own cross street, all of them idling, waiting. Regimental banners flying from extended antennae’s.

Rick cocked his fifty caliber and Julia slammed the bolt shut on her twenty millimetre. Adjusting her seat and fixing her eyes on the sights.

“OK Harold let er rip!”

The on board PA blared the beginning of the Immigrant Song at full blast. Rick waited until it hit the second part of the song and tapped Patricia on the shoulder and she floored the accelerator. The timing was perfect as the four LAVs came blasting into the village square at the same time and slid to a stop just as the words, ‘We come from the land of ice and snow’ were sung.

Dismounts crashed out of the vehicles, weapons at the ready and Rick casually climbed down off his turret and approached the figures gathered around a stretcher on the ground. The man’s head was bandaged and there was blood everywhere. Ricks medics took over and he walked to a group of visibly shaken village elders.

“Who’s in charge here?” Rick said quietly.

“This man sir,” a local in an Afghan Army uniform said, pointing at an older gentleman in the center of the group.

Rick walked up to the man and putting his hands together, bowed at the waist.

“May the blessings of Allah, be with you.” Rick said in Russian.

“And with you also,” the man responded also in Russian, returning the bow.

Rick pulled out his bottle of water and took a drink, handing it to the man who also took a drink. Then he pulled a chocolate bar out, broke off half and ate it, handing the other half to the man who did likewise.

“Some tea?” the man asked, motioning Rick to sit on the carpet spread before them. Rick declined.

“I am afraid I find I cannot trust you or your hospitality,” Rick said. “You have injured my comrade after giving him your safety.”

“We are sorry sir,” the man said. “A young hot head lost control of himself. Had we known the man was your comrade, this may not have happened.”

“You gave my man your hospitality, then you broke it. Do you see this symbol?” Rick pointed to the Maple Leaf on his shoulder. “This is the symbol of my over lord. He wears the same symbol, as do all of us. What is done to him is done to us. Should he die, I will be back and I will not warn you I am coming. Then I will take one of yours, as it is written.”

“You want us to help and then when we do, you do this to us. How can your people ever be trusted? We help your sick, we built your school. We helped clear your well. We asked nothing in return but your friendship.”

“Ok people pack it up,” Rick said. “We hold our friends close. We have no time for those who dishonour us. Good day sir.”

In seconds the village was clear and a young man lost his life for dishonouring his village and his family.

“Well that was exciting,” Harry said, dropping a tray of glasses on the table. “You people certainly know how to make an entrance.”

“Oh it’s much more fun with my minimi blasting away,” Patricia said. “With Bill stuck here it’s ever so much fun.”

“Ah see I told ya,” Bill said. “She’s all cranky when I’m not around.”

“So Harry, how you making out with the Ukrainians?” Patricia asked.

“It’s fine I guess,” Harry said. “When they get excited I can’t hardly understand them though.”

“Ya his Choclateness there is the same way,” Patricia said. “He gets excited and the LA ghetto comes out.”

“What are you guys chuckling about now,” Tanya said, as she came to the table.

“Oh Harry was just commenting on how when you guys get excited, your English goes all to hell,” Julia said.

“Oh rightoh,” Tanya said, with a marbles in her mouth oxford accent. “Bloody good show what? Hip hip, talley ho!”

“I don’t sound like that!” Harry said, looking to the others for support.

“I say old chum,” Rick said, pointing his nose in the air. “All these foreigners and colonials really need to learn the Queens English, what?”

“Right you are good fellow, hip hip I say,” Tanya said.

“Vat?” Harrold said. “Vat you talk about? Speak da good Anglisha I.”

“Da, da,” Rick said. “It is must be only de Choymans talk bad here niet?”

“Vas, vas du sayink?” Bill said. “I vershtaun good das Anglish. Abber dees Canadish nicht speek goot Anglish.”

“Bloody Hell,” Harry said. “How do you get anything done around here?”

“Because darlink,” Rick said pouring on the Ukrainian accent. “Ve all de blue eyes and the cute blond hair, niet?”

“You making fun of me now?” Tanya said raising her fist.

“Chikie Chikie, mina Liebchien,” Rick said in a combination of Ukrainian and German raising both hands up palms facing forward.

Tanya let him stew for a couple of seconds, then her eyes twinkled and she motioned to him with her fingers and pursed her lips.

“Devie, devie,” she said.

They kissed and were about to break away, when the whole table including Harry went.

“Chekie, Chekie.”

The lovers kept their embrace as they both raised a hand with the middle finger exposed.

Three trays full of beer plunking on the table brought everyone around. Ten RCR’s sat down with them.

“Thanks for today,” a lieutenant said. “I thought for sure we were caught up shit creek without a paddle until you guys showed up.”

“Ya no shit,” a sergeant said. “It was going all to hell in a hand basket and then that bloody song blared out.”

“I thought those Afghans were gonna have a heart attack right there when that happened,” the lieutenant said.

“Oh no. You didn’t?” Bill said.

“Godamn right we did,” Harold said. “Banners flying, engines roaring. Scared the shit right out of them.”

“Then this guy here,” the sergeant said pointing at Rick. “Calm as you please, walks up to the warlord, gives him a swig of water and half a chocolate bar. Then he says and get this, he points to his maple leaf and says. ‘This is the symbol of my overlord. You piss with anyone wearing one of these and you piss with me. I am not pleased.’ And they drive away. Unfucking believable.”

“Must be my good looks,” Rick said.

“No man, I’m telling you they were some scared.”

“Yes I was wondering that myself,” Harry said. “Captain Windsor RAF. I’m with these chaps for a few weeks as an exchange program.”

“Were they singing in Russian?” Bill asked.

“No, just the Immigrant Song,” Harry said.

“Well I can’t understand why they were so scared then,” Bill said.

“Ya, last time we did that, we sang in Russian first,” Julia said.

“Then we blew the shit out of fifteen hundred Taliban right after,” Patricia said.

“That was you guys?” the lieutenant said and waved his hand over his head. “Holy crap boys we just served with the EBB!”

Emily finished the long down load of Tanya’s email. There were a number of photos with it and the body of the email read. ‘Is this what I think it is? Explain please future mother Emily.’

Emily took a look at the photos and printed them and the body of the email.

“Oh shit,” she said and texted Katherine and Elizabeth. “Meeting now.”

She gathered up the papers and walked to the main house where both women were waiting.

“The jig is up,” she said handing them to her daughter and mother in law.

Elizabeth whistled. “That girl is definitely no dummy,” she said.

“She got all that just from the album we put together for her?” Katherine said. “How do we handle this now?”

Emily pulled over the laptop on the counter and composed an email to Tanya.

Tanya was just about to hit send on her email home, when she got the indication of the received email and seeing who it was from, opened it right away.

“Things are not always what they seem,” it said. “Rick does not know. If you love him, you will tell no one, including him. All will become clear soon. The Valkyries.”

So all three of them were involved in this, Tanya thought and she deleted the email she was about to send to her parents. After one last look at Tatiana, she carefully and lovingly put the pictures back into their places in the album and shut it slowly.

“Tsarina, your secret is safe with me,” she whispered.

“Bravo, Bravo, Maple One over.”

“Bravo, Marine patrol cut off and under heavy fire. Ten kliks west your position.”

“Copy Bravo twenty minutes ETA.”

“Shit,” Rick said, looking at the infrared and colour monitors. “No time to get behind them. Get the other bird over there Harold. I want one blocking the rear and the other overhead providing data. When you run out of ordinance, switch.”

“Bravo, Bravo One. Marines are surrounded. Bad dudes on the hill sides and below. Looks to be a couple of hundred with two RPK’s. Birds will supply targeting for the twenties and the rockets. Dismounts to stay onboard until we stop. Full up old fashion cavalry charge people. No other option.”

The ten LAVs spread out as wide as they could, then made another line and they came on in line abreast. Somebody keyed a mic and began to sing slowly in Russian. As the song hit its fever pitch. Julia let her twenty millimetre loose and wiped out the first RPK while Rick raked a gaggle of troopers on the right hillside. As the Taliban began to run, their rear exploded as Harold let all the Birds rockets go in a ripple, then switched to the minimi and fired until all its bullets were gone. Patricia slammed the Cougar sideways and lowered the ramp and the dismounts piled out, finding targets and firing as they went. Rick was sighting on an RPG when it disappeared in a cloud of red tinged dust from the twenty millimetre rounds fired at it from Tanya’s LAV, its turret swinging and belching more fire at another group of enemy turning to engage them.

That’s when the Marines joined in the fun, going from the defensive to the offensive. It was all over before the first F18 flew overhead ten minutes later.

“Maple base, Bravo One. Disengaging. Bravo has no casualties. Waiting on Marines report. All resistance eliminated at this time. Will need medivac for enemy, unknown numbers at this time.”

Rick climbed out of the Cougar and surveyed the area, then looked up at his vehicle.

“Yoh, Jules, take a look at this,” he said pointing at a deep scar from a glancing RPG rocket on the turret. “Hey Harold, did you plant that damn flag on the areal?”

“Ya man, good optics for CNN,” Harold said from the interior. 

“Jesus Gadget, don’t you guys do anything without panache?” Whitaker said.

“Hey Harold, it’s our old buddy Whitaker,” Julia said.

“You tryin to get killed Gadget? You’re the only one flyin the flag.”

“I’m going to have a long chat with Harold about that,” Rick said. “How’d you guys make out?”

“Couple of minor injuries,” Whitaker said. “I think they were waiting on you guys. Shit Gadget look at your copula.”

“Oh shit,” said Harold keying his throat mike. “Maple Base, revise casualty list. Bravo One is hit.”

“What the hell you talking about Harold?” Rick asked, just as he strangely became weak. Julia and Whitaker catching him as he fell.

“Richard, Richard, what have you done?” Tanya said, rushing to cradle his head as Julia and Patricia started to rip his shirt off.

“Ah it’s nothing Tats,” he said. “Just a scratch, I forgot to duck is all.” And everything went black.

Rick’s eyes snapped open. He was staring at a dark green tent wall and there was a dull pain all along his back. A small portable table was before his eyes and spotting the glass of water on it he realized how thirsty he was and made to reach for it and found he was somewhat hampered by the two IV lines in his arm. Sitting up was not an option as some kind of straps were holding him on the bed on his side, but he finally managed to drag the little wheeled table to him and sip the water from the glass with the little bent straw that was in it. That accomplished, he let his eyes stray around at what he could see without moving. A monitor was hooked up beside the bed, his blood pressure was a little lower than normal and one clear IV and a pint of blood were hooked just below the monitor.

His eyes fell to the bundle of desert cammo on the chair next to the monitor and he smiled. She had managed somehow to squish around so her head was laying on the arm rest. Her braids had come half loose, leaving one long strand of blond hair streaming almost to the floor. As if she sensed his eyes on her, she brushed the hair from her face and opened her eyes.

“Good morning beautiful,” Rick croaked out.

She was out of the chair and by his side in an instant, grabbing his head and kissing him repeatedly.

“You scared me Richard.” Tanya said, stroking his head.

“Have I ever told you how beautiful your eyes are?” he asked.

“Not today yet,” she said softly. Then her eyes went hard.

“You say, ‘nuttin, only scratch is. Dan you say, I forgats to duck, no big,” he knew he was in trouble, her Ukrainian accent was getting thicker.

“I asked you about your shoulder, you said no big deal,” she flicked her finger at the old shoulder wound, talking now in Ukrainian. “Your records show you almost lost the arm, that wound across the back, you say no big deal, just got scratched leaning against the turret. After you were blown out of it! Now this!”

“Ah come on Tanya. This is no big deal,” Rick said. “I have all of my fingers and toes, I checked.”

She took his head and laid it on her breast. “I saw that RPG round impact Rick. You have shrapnel all up your back. Another twenty centimetres and it would have hit you square on.” She was crying now.

“My little one,” Rick said softly in German, pulling his head back and brushing the tears away with a thumb. “This is what we do love, you know that.” His heart was breaking at the sorrow he saw there in her eyes.

“A young Cossack was far from home,” he started to sing softly and the tears flowed faster and she pulled his head back into her chest, her head laying on his and at first with a croak, then catching the beat, she sang softly with him. Then they both lost themselves into the song, picking the beat up and at the end she was singing strongly, her clear tones beautiful to his ears and the song was over, she never realizing he had stopped singing half way through. Neither of them noticing they had an audience.

“I leave you alone for five minutes and what do I see cousin?” an English accented voice from the foot of the bed said in German. “The red blooded Canadian boy ravishing one of our allies.”

“I’ll have you know, I am soon to be married to this ravishing ally,” Rick said.

“Oh da,” Tanya said and smacked him on the arm. “You almost ruin my wedding you shit!”

“You see Harry,” Rick said. “Take it from an older cousin. Stay far away from these hot Ukrainian woman. Nothing but shit and abuse.”

“I shit and abuse you, you...” he covered her mouth with his. He had found the buckle holding the strap and released it, freeing him to sit up. She tried to push him away, then surrendered, putting one hand behind his head the other on his back, her soft lips pressing his. Then she realized where her hand was on his back and quickly pulled away.

“Oh shit, I am sorry Rick,” she said.

“Hey, no pain no gain,” he said.

“Enough fun Major, report,” he said.

“Only one casualty for the regiment. Two slight injuries for the marines. Two Hummvees written off and some idiot wasn’t paying attention and ruined the paint job on his Cougar. Sir!” she said sitting at rigid attention.

“Do you see what you Brits are missing, not allowing women to serve in the lines cousin?” Rick said.  “She fills out that uniform nicely sitting like that.” Which awarded him a magazine thrown at him.

“And the performance of your crew Major?”

“As usual, my crew performed flawlessly as to be expected, being nothing but the best. The only exception my new gunner.”

Rick looked over at Harry who downcast his eyes.

“My new gunner used rather a lot of ammunition, more than is to be expected in an engagement of this type and I am recommending he be disciplined sir.”

“What for?” Rick asked.

“He kept shooting my targets before I could line up on them,” she was smiling. “I don’t think I even used up a full belt.”

“Hmm, yes I can see how that would be a problem. A mere Captain killing more bad guys than his Major. Captain Windsor you are to report for punishment duty. Two weeks from next Friday at a location that will be provided to you. You are also out of uniform Captain.”

Tanya reached into her pocket and drew out two small boxes and a dark blue almost black beret with the regimental crest in the centre of it. “The crossed rifles go on the left collar, the bear on the right,” she said tossing, the boxes at him.

“The hat is worn like this,” she placed the beret on his head, tilting upwards at the rear and to the right. Then kissed him on both cheeks.

Harry’s white complexion turned deep red as an assembly of nurses and orderlies applauded.

“You are the first member of your family to have earned those under combat with us,” Rick said. “I shall inform the regiment of your outstanding performance and request you be attached to us for further training. You did good work out there cousin.”

Emily read the after action report and smiled. She pulled up her special email account and hit encrypt.

“I send you this verbatim extract of an action our people participated in yesterday,” she wrote.

‘I would especially commend Captain Harry Windsor of the RAF on his actions while attached to us. Captain Windsor with minimal training and no field experience, manned his twenty millimetre weapon with great skill. At one point eliminating an RPG crew that had it fired, would have at minimum severely wounded the writer and destroyed his vehicle. He then continued to engage the enemy with such skill that his commander complained of him hogging all the targets. I recommend that it be requested that Captain Windsor extend his familiarization with us and that he be a participant in our next advanced training program.’

“I concur mam, of course the decision as always is yours.”

Twenty minutes later she receive a response.

“Make it so Em. Finally, a real eagle in the family.”
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Chapter Three
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Rick made his way to the assembly area. He’d be damned if he showed anyone the discomfort he was feeling but noted with satisfaction that a G-Wagon was with the ten LAVs. The troopers saw him coming and without being told, stopped what they were doing and moved toward the G-Wagon. Bill was with him at his right shoulder carrying a large garment bag, zippered shut, which he placed in the back seat of the modified Mercedes four wheel drive.

“Ok folks, our last patrol together in Afghanistan,” Rick said to the company. “This one will take three days and involves some PR work. It’s a three hour drive to the location. Roads are secure and should be a piece of cake. But you never know in Afghanistan, so stay awake people. Due to recent circumstances, I will be traveling in the G-Wagon, Bill will be my driver. Julia, you take over as commander of my vehicle. Major Helenchuk will be Bravo One for this mission. Al, you move over to her vehicle as her gunner, Harry you mount the fifty on my G-Wagon. Questions? Ok mount up then. Major Helenchuk at your pleasure mam.”

The company broke into its compartments and climbed into their vehicles and soon blue diesel exhaust was coming out of each vehicle and commanders were reporting in. 

Rick was just about to get in the vehicle when a G Wagon came through the front gate. It was dusty and disheveled, the aerials tied down on the roof and a gunner behind, not a thirty calibre machine gun, but a C-8 modified into a squad machine gun. This by itself was unremarkable, most of the G-Wagons were equipped like that. What made this one different was that the gunner did not have a helmet on his head, but a black beret. Rick kept watching the vehicle as it drove to an area just beside them to park and the troopers began to exit the vehicle. All four of the men that came out had black berets on instead of helmets. Each man, except for the one with the ‘minime’, were clipping their C-8’s to hang barrel down across their chests on disheveled battle harness that had the top two Velcro strips undone to get some cooler air. They had pistols mounted in shoulder holsters under their left arms. The man who came out of the passenger seat’s C-8 had a longer barrel than the others and he pulled a long barrelled rifle out of the vehicle and slung it across his right shoulder. Everything about them showed that they had not been in a base for a long time.

Rick looked hard at the trooper with the sniper rifle and a smile came on his face. Instead of entering his vehicle, Rick walked over to the four men who were turning to walk to the mess hall.

“Well, well,” Rick said. “Duncan Kovacs in the flesh. Why didn’t you let me know you were over here? Us Southern Alberta guys should stick together.”

The four men stopped walking and turned around, frowns on their faces clearly expecting to see a rear echelon trooper, which to be honest, Rick looked like with his fresh crisp uniform. It wasn’t until their eyes came first to Rick’s shoulders, then his beret that the frowns left and all four men formed up in line abreast and saluted. Rick returned their salute and stuck his hand out to the trooper with the sniper rifle.

“How long you been in bad guy country Dunc?” he asked.

“About three months sir,” Kovaks said. “Sorry to hear about Sandy.”

“Ya,” Rick said. “Shitty deal.”

“I thought you were in the hospital and you guys were rotated out.”

“I was,” Rick said. “Nothing serious, just a little shrapnel. We have a last little PR detail and we are long gone. What have they got you doing? If I knew you were out here, I would have had you attached to us.”

“Ya right,” Kovaks said. “Like I want to freeze my ass off for three months in the bush. I can get that out here without all the bullshit. Besides, being all cooped up in those LAVs would be a bummer. I like bookin’ around in Myrtle here. Mostly we’ve just been hanging out on our mountain, calling in the odd sighting and directing some fire missions. The last one was a little harry. We had about used up all our ammo supporting those marines before you guys showed up. We were kind of in a quandary about what to do about your Apache gunner when he was wrecked though. We didn’t really want to break our cover to get him out of there. Good thing you guys were close. You guys are getting a little flashy. Thought you liked to keep a low profile.”

“What can I say, the bad guys are scared shitless of us. Sometimes they clear out as soon as they find out we are coming. Why are they keeping you out there so long?”

“Oh we don’t mind sir,” the trooper with the minimi said. He was about ten years older than the rest of the crew. “We only came in because Myrtle here needs some maintenance and the Sarge there is starting to stink some.”

“Like you smell like roses Bob,” Kovaks said. “There are only three teams of us over here sir. We are the only ones in this sector. And ya, it’s a whole lot nicer out in the boonies. Nobody bugs us with BS out there.”

“Well I won’t keep you,” Rick said. “Get some rest, you look like you can use it. Sorry to hear about your mom Dunc. She was a good lady. Give my best to your pop and take care out there.”

“No prob sir,” Kovaks said. “Say high to Harold and your folks for me.”

“Shit,” Bob said. “You know those guys? What are you doing hanging around with us? I’d give my eye teeth to be in that unit.”

“Grew up with most of them,” Kovaks said. “They’re good, but they don’t do what we do.”

Rick jumped into his vehicle and waved his hand over his head as he did. Tanya ordered the advance and the G-Wagon slotted into line in the middle. Duncan put his headset on his head.

“Shit, was that Duncan Kovaks?” Harold said over the net. “When did the Kings Own get out here?”

“Just before we rescued Harry here,” Rick said. “They vectored us to him. They were also supplying cover support for those marines before we showed up.”

“Hell, I didn’t even spot them,” Harold said. “Those guys are like ghosts.”

“Harry, get in here for a bit. We should be ok, no sense getting your hair all messed up,” Rick said.

“Captain, you have been officially transferred to my command for extended duty and advanced training,” Rick said. “Any problems with that?”

“No sir,” Harry said.

“It’s all on the ground stuff, no zooming around in helicopters.”

“No problem sir.”

“You planning on making this a career?” Rick asked.

“Sir, yes sir,” Harry said.

“OK cousin, what will dad and grandma say about it?”

“Come one Rick, what really will I have to do? Laze around, go to parties, it gets boring you know.”

“OK then.’ Rick said. “You have already served with us under combat and done well and it has been noted as such. Any real soldier will look at those badges and know what they mean. Once you finish advanced training, there will be no doubt. We don’t just give this shit away Harry, even your dad had to earn his as did your Great Aunt. So, do you know what is involved in our advanced training program and are you willing to commit?”
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