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Frederick (Fred) Dupree got out of his car, carrying his laptop, and one piece of luggage...a sports-type bag.  He headed to the motel room he had just rented, which was two doors down.  As he passed a slightly ajar door he heard a slap, grunt, another deeper sounding smack, and the sound of breaking furniture, followed by “shut up, cunt.”

Without a second thought, Fred elbowed his way into the room.  The man standing above the woman he’d just hit twice, was waving a gun.  He turned toward Fred.  “Get outta here—this ain’t any of your business.  I’m in charge here.”

As he spoke, the woman moved slightly, making a bit of noise, on the end table partially under her.  The man, still waving his gun between Fred and the woman, glanced down at her.  In that split second, Fred dropped his two items, reached up to the back of his neck, and took out a small, thin, throwing knife from a sheath located under the top of his loose fitting shirt.  He threw the knife, with unerring accuracy, into the underside of the man’s wrist. 

The immediate, searing pain, caused the man to drop his gun.  In two long, fast steps, Fred was on him.  As he moved, he pulled his own weapon from his shoulder holster.  The man reached for his gun with his other hand, only to have Fred use his gun to slam down on the man’s other wrist, cracking a few bones in the process.  Not finished yet, the man, half-squatting, was now intent on jumping at Fred.  Fred nearly laughed, as he put his foot against the man’s knee, and put all his weight behind stepping down.  The knee gave way with a cracking sound, and the man sucked in a lungful of air as he gasped in pain.

Fred kicked his gun away, reached down to the woman, and helped her to her feet.  “You okay?”

“Sorta.  Thanks.”

Convinced the man was no longer in the mood for further resistance, Fred went to his gun, picked it up, and handed it to the woman.  “If he gives you any more shit, shoot him.  You might call 911.  I’m outta here.”

As the woman’s mouth fell open, Fred turned to pick up his bag and laptop.  After he did, he went to and through the door, having decided to not stay at the motel.  He took one step back toward his car as the woman came to the door.  “Hey, thanks—but why rush off?”

Fred turned to answer her.  As he did, he saw a gun pointed in her direction from a car across the parking lot.  He lunged into her, just in time for two shots to miss her, and hit the doorframe at the height where her head had been.  Again dropping his two items, he jumped up off the woman, took out his gun, and went back to the doorway, in time to see the car from which the shot had been fired swing into traffic.  He had time for only one clear shot.  He took it.  The bullet went through the back window and imbedded in the head rest behind the driver’s head.

Before he could fire another shot, the car was in traffic, and Fred was unwilling to risk innocent people with another shot.  He swore, “Aw, shit,” as he turned back to the woman, who was now standing again.

He grumbled, “To answer your question, I really didn’t want to take time to get involved with your situation.  Now I think I better.”

“Yeah—well, thanks again.  If we were Chinese, you’d be stuck with me for life.”

Fred just grunted, as he took out his cell phone, and called Harvey Puckett, his boss.  “Hi, Harv...got a bit of a problem.”

“I thought you were going to get some sleep?”

“Was—but a funny thing happened on the way to the forum.”

“Oh, boy—here it comes.  Tell me.”

Fred did, and when he finished he added, “So, as you can hear in the background, with the sirens and all, the locals are on the way.”

“So what do you plan on doing?”

“Right now, I’m gonna send you the guy’s prints and a picture—hold on.”

Harvey waited while Fred put the man’s fingers from one hand on his phone, sent the fingerprints to Harvey, and then sent his quickly taken photo.  “Let me know what you find out ASAP, please.”

“Okay.  I’ll get back to you as soon as I have something.”

As Fred put away his phone, three police patrol cars, and one unmarked car, pulled up behind the parked cars, belonging to the occupants of various motel units.  Fred had put away his own gun, but the woman still held onto the one he had given her.  As the first officer to enter the unit looked at the gun, Fred reached over, took it back, and handed it to him...butt first.  “This belongs to that idiot on the floor.”

As Fred spoke, a plainclothes detective came in, looked around, and asked, “What happened here?  We received a report of shots fired.  My partner is headed to the unit of one of those who called 911 with the report—she claims to have seen the shooting.”

Fred told the detective what had happened from the time he came into the room, and the arrival of the police—omitting his phone calls to Harvey.  Then he added, “For what was going on before I came in, you’ll have to ask her,” as he gave a head nod toward the woman.

The detective nodded, as he asked, “And you are?”

As that question was asked, another uniformed officer came in.  He was a sergeant, and looked Fred over very carefully.  Fred noticed what he thought was more attention from the sergeant than necessary.  He, in turn, noted the name badge on the man, then jerked his head to the detective, as he headed out of the unit.  The detective shrugged and followed.

Outside with the detective, Fred undid one of the buttons on his button down shirt and reached in.  There was an inside pocket behind the outside pocket, and he pulled out his Homeland Security Department identification card.  He handed it to the detective, and whispered, “Would appreciate it if you’d keep this to yourself.  I’m working undercover—alas, not too successfully right now—getting myself involved in this mess.  I’d just as soon my name, or the name of the false ID I have in my wallet, were left out of your report.”

The detective grinned, and asked, “I guess you don’t want to tell me what you’re working on, do you?”

“You guess right—except for the fact it involves a terrorist I’m trying to track down...without much luck, I might add.  I missed him, and was just going to get some sleep before trying to figure out my next move.” 

“I’ll do my best when I write this up.”

As he spoke, the other detective walked up.  “I talked to a lady who saw a dame fire two shots at another woman—and this guy fire one back.”

“Yeah, I know about him returning fire—his gun is legal.  How about putting the description of the car out...if it matches what I got.  This fella told me it was a light-colored sedan...probably a Chevy.”

“Same thing the witness gave me.  I’ll get right on it.”

The detective who had been talking to Fred nodded.  “Good, I’ll go talk to the lady inside...the one who was shot at.”

Then he looked at Fred, and asked, “You mind waiting around for a bit?”

“Yes—but I will.”

Those two went back into the room, as the other detective went to his car.  Just as the detective was about to ask the woman who she was, and what had happened before Fred came in, Fred’s phone rang.  He went back out of the room to answer it.

Inside, the woman identified herself, then stated that she worked for the government as a computer specialist.  Then she told the detective she had just arrived at her motel room, a few moments before Fred came in to rescue her.  She explained that the man, now sitting uncomfortably on the edge of the bed, had offered to help her carry in her luggage.  She had only three items:  her purse, her laptop, and one piece of luggage.  He had carried the piece of luggage, she the other two items.  He had kicked the door partway shut, as he followed her in, tossed the bag on the bed, and then pulled out his gun.

Next, he also tossed a set of handcuffs to her, and told her to put them on.  She had given a curt reply, for which she received a slap to the face.  After still refusing to put the cuffs on, the man had backhanded her in the area of her eye, causing her to fall on the end table, and crash to the floor.  That was when Fred came in.

While she had been telling her story, Fred answered his phone.  “You got something already, Harv?”

“Yes.  Boy, oh, boy, Fred, you sure can pick ‘em.  The guy is wanted for three rape/murders, and another rape.  A murder in Columbia, Missouri; a murder in Carbondale, Illinois; another murder, and the rape in Des Moines, Iowa.  The rape-only victim in Iowa had quite a story to tell.  Your guy captured her, and took her to an out-of-the-way motel.  Inside the room, he and another gal made her undress, and tied her to the bed with what she thought was clothesline.  They tied it around her wrists, and tied the other end to the bed frame.  

“Then they undressed, too, and the woman got him aroused—I’ll leave it to your imagination how—and the guy climbed on, and started raping her.  And here I’ll quote the victim:  ‘while the bastard was raping me, the gal stood there pleasuring herself until she was obviously aroused, and told him it was time.’ At that point he stopped raping me, and they got it on, after he quickly cut one of my arms free and pushed me aside.  While they were doing their thing, I unloosened my other arm and ran out of the room, just as they were getting there.’

“In her statement, she must have picked a good time to split, because they were too involved at first to notice that she was splitting.  She ran out of the room butt naked, and straight toward a car pulling into the parking lot.  Luckily for her, the woman driving the car let her in, and after she told what had happened, called 911 as she drove around to the front of the motel.  

“From what the report says, the kidnappers evidently got up, got dressed, and drove off the parking lot from a back entrance, because when the cops got there, they were gone.  As I said, pal, you can really pick ‘em.  Oh, one more thing—after they tied her up, the dame told the guy it was her turn to kill the victim when they were finished with her.”

“Crap.  Okay—thanks for nothing.”

“What are your plans now?”

“Shit, I don’t know.  Since I struck out here, I think I’ll go back to Arizona for now.”

“Alright—keep me informed.”

The woman inside the room had just finished with her story, when Fred came back in and announced, “You guys might want to arrest that bastard...he’s wanted for three rape/murders and another rape—besides whatever you’ll charge him with here.  One of the rape/murders was here in Missouri...Columbia.”

The detective looked at Fred, and asked, “How’d you find that out?”

Knowing the detective knew where he worked, Fred shrugged, and answered, “I sent his prints and photo to my boss.  He just called back with the info on him.”

“You got a name?”

“No.  Just that his prints match up with what the authorities have.  Another rape/murder was in Carbondale, and one in Des Moines, as well as the rape not ending in murder.”

“Okay, but thanks for the info on this bird.  What about you?  Are you planning on staying in the area?”

“No, I’ll be heading west.”

“Fair enough.  Let me have your number, in case I need to get in touch.”

Fred pulled out a note pad, wrote the number down, and handed it to the detective.  Then he tilted his head a bit in the direction of the woman, and asked the detective, “What about her?  Will you offer her protection until you catch up with the woman who fired at her?”

“With our budget, we might be able to get her a blanket to wrap up in at police headquarters.”

The woman pouted.  “Hey, fellas, I’m standing right here.  Do I get a vote on what happens to me?”

The detective nodded, and answered, “Of course, ma’am.”

She walked over to stand right in front of Fred, looked him directly in the eyes, and held out her hand.  “I’m Rosemary Williams.”

He took the offered hand, and shook it.  “I’m Fred.  Nice to meet you, Rosemary.”

“Same here—thanks.  Any chance I could get a ride with you, out of harm’s way?  My job here, was to straighten out a little computer problem that any of my co-workers can handle, and I’d feel much safer with you than anywhere else, since you seem able to keep me alive.”

“Actually, I was thinking along those lines already.  I’m flying a bit west to an Air Force base.  I’ll get you a room in the BOQ, and you should be safe there for a few days, while these fellas track down the gal who shot at you.  Why she picked you, to shoot at remains a mystery in my mind.  But she did, and seems quite capable of murder, so I’d be happy to give you a lift to safety.  Detective, do you mind?  It’s not like you’ll need either of us to testify against this jackass, since he’ll be facing murder charges in three different jurisdictions.”

“I agree.  Go with God.  I’ll need your phone number, though, Miss Williams.”

The detective was still holding the piece of paper with Fred’s number.  Rosemary snatched it out of his hand, and held out her hand to Fred.  “Pen, please?”

Fred grinned, as he got his pen back out and handed it to her.  She wrote her number below his, along with her name, noting Fred had not put his name under his own name.  As the detective put the piece of paper in his shirt pocket, he asked Fred, “When will you be leaving...and how—if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I’ve got a plane.  Be a while before we leave, though.  It’s at Spirit of St. Louis Airport, and I’ll have to call my pilots, and have them meet us there.  They’re sacked out at a motel not too far from the airport, but will probably want to grab something to eat, and some coffee.  I’m thinking I could use a bite to eat myself.”  

After the detective told them it was okay to leave, Rosemary gathered up her three items and headed out of the room, with Fred and his two items right behind her.  Outside, he pointed to his car, and they loaded up.  Then he asked, “What about your car?”

“I’ll call the rental people, and have them come get it.  Under the circumstances, I’m sure they’ll understand—or at least hope they will.  Guess we better both check out of the motel.”

“I planned on doing so.  You can leave the keys to the car with the clerk in the motel office.”

“I planned on doing so.”

Fred just chuckled, as he held the passenger side door open for Rosemary.  A short time later, after both had checked out, and Rosemary had made her call to the car rental agency, they were on their way to the small airport west of St. Louis.  Along the way, Fred called his two pilots, and told them the plan.  Before reaching the airport, Fred stopped so he and Rosemary could get something to eat.
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When they reached the airport, the pilots were already there.  After fast introductions, Fred and Rosemary loaded up their belongings—including one item from the trunk that Rosemary had not previously seen, but had an idea of what it was.  After everything was aboard, Fred drove his car back to a parking lot.  By the time he returned, the pilots were ready to go and, after he closed the door, the plane taxied to the runway.  As it started its rollout for takeoff, things started to happen, most of which—in the short term—were very unfavorable to those aboard the plane.

Five terrorists on the far side of the runway opened fire.  They had placed themselves there, since they had no idea which plane Fred would board.  They had not opened fire earlier because, from their location, the distance to the plane didn’t offer the likelihood of success in taking out Fred, their target. 

Two of the men had been instructed to concentrate fire on the landing gear of the plane, while two others were told to fire at the cabin area.  The last shooter, the leader of the pack of descendants of the devil, fired at the cockpit.  The two firing at the landing gear, were the only ones to have real success.  They managed to collapse one landing gear, and degrade the other one.  The result was the plane flopped on one side, before the second gear gave way.  

Realizing they were being fired upon—and feeling the plane tilting to one side—the pilots shut down the engines, but not before the plane spun more than halfway around, and was facing one of the hangars at the airport.  As it screeched to a stop, Fred grabbed the new-to-Rosemary item, handed it to her, and then picked up his laptop.  He did so on his way to the cockpit to yell, “Hey—you two okay?”

One of the pilots answered, “Yeah—get the hell off.  We’re shutting down a few things, and will be behind you in about ten seconds.” 

Fred went back to the door, and pushed an emergency door opening device that, in effect, blew the door open, and out of the way.  He glanced at Rosemary, who had slung her long-strapped purse over her shoulder, and picked up her own laptop.  He pointed.  “Run for that tractor-looking thing.  Keep the case I gave you in front of you, chest-high.  With luck it’ll protect you in front—I’ll cover your back by running right behind you.  Get.”

Rosemary did as told, and was running full-speed, with Fred a step behind, when the plane exploded.  They had only gone about thirty feet by then, and were both flung down and forward.  Rosemary landed on the case Fred had given her, and Fred landed on top of her.  After a ‘joyride’ of about ten feet, they stopped.  Fred reached to help Rosemary, but she was already up, and running again, so he followed along.

The plane was in several pieces, none of which landed on Fred as he was covering Rosemary.  The rear of the cabin area, and the tail flew in the direction of the shooters.  The cockpit—and very little else—was hurled seventy-five feet toward the hangar it had been pointed at.  Not much else of the plane was in large pieces, except the outer third of each wing.

Stunned themselves at what had happened, the shooters missed the chance to fire at Fred, before he was out of range of their weapons.  The leader of the terrorists told his four men to give chase, while he would get their car, and hopefully circle around behind Fred and Rosemary.  The four men charged forward, firing as they ran.  Their fire had no effect, because they were gaining little ground on their two targets. 

Rosemary reached the tractor-like vehicle (used to tow planes) first, and had the case Fred had given her opened.  She was assembling the rifle inside, by the time Fred slid down behind their temporary safe haven.  He gave Rosemary a funny look, as he took the weapon and finished assembling it.  He handed Rosemary his handgun, and muttered, “Watch our backs.  You see anyone, just point at them and fire,” before he loaded the rifle and turned to fire.

The terrorists were no match for the sniper rifle—especially in the hands of an expert.  It took Fred exactly four shots, to kill the four men running toward him and Rosemary.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the car barreling down at them.  He took careful aim and fired through the front windshield, killing the last of the terrorists. 

With quiet suddenly surrounding them, Fred looked around, saw no one else to shoot at, and looked at Rosemary.  “Grab my case and follow along behind me.  I want to see if our pilots are still alive.  Check behind us every chance you get.”

“Yes, sir.  Should we get our laptops on the way?  I see you dropped yours, too, when the plane blew up.”

“Yeah—good idea.”

After gathering their laptops, they went to the nose portion of the plane, containing the cockpit.  When they got there, Fred called out, “Anyone alive in there?”

One of the pilots answered, “Yeah, Fred.  We decided to just stay here until the shooting stopped.  Now we find out we couldn’t have moved anyhow.  We’re pinned in here.”

“Okay—from the sounds of things, we have all kinds of help on the way.”

“I can hear the sirens.”

“Me, too,” grunted the other pilot.

“Either of your guys hurt?”

“Not life-threatening, but yeah...we’re both dinged up some.”

Fred didn’t reply, as he leaned his rifle against the piece of plane, and reached under his shirt to pull out his Homeland Security identification from the inside pocket.  That he put into his flip-open wallet, took his handgun from Rosemary, and put it in his shoulder holster.  By the time he finished those ‘housekeeping’ items, fire trucks, police cars, and two ambulances had arrived, and pulled to a stop several feet from him.

As two policemen approached, he held up his identification, and called out, “Homeland Security.  There were four of us on the plane, and we’re all alive, but we have two trapped in this hunk of junk I’m standing next to.  As far as I know, there were five attackers.  I’m pretty sure they’re all dead, but it might be a good idea for someone to go make sure.”

By then the first two policemen had reached him and Rosemary.  One glanced at his identification as he asked, “Where are the bodies?”

Fred pointed, and swung his arm from one side to the other, and then answered, “Four out there—the other one is in the car that smashed into a parked plane, over there.”

As he said that, Fred pointed at where the car was with the terrorist leader in it.  It had ended its run, by ramming into the mentioned plane.

Even as Fred was getting the matter of a body hunt underway, two firemen were working to free the two pilots.  Satisfied with the response of the emergency personnel on the scene, Fred walked a few feet away, and got out his cell phone.  He called Harvey Puckett.  

Harvey answered, “I’m about to go home, pal.  It’s getting sorta late here in Washington.”

“Tough shit.  We’ve got a situation,” Fred grumbled, before explaining what had happened.

“You sure have a nose for trouble, Frederick.  What are your plans now?”

“I’m gonna drive over to Scott, get on the nice plane you arrange for me, and continue on my flight west.”

“Like hell!  You stay right there, surrounded by cops and firemen.  I’ll send a chopper to gather you up.  I assume you’ll need new pilots for the trip?”

“Yes.  Both of my guys will have to go get patched up.  There is the matter of my rental car—but I guess I can call the rental agency, and have them pick it up.  I sorta have an idea I’ll be back in the area in a day or two, after we think things out a bit.”

“Do that.  I’m sure they have plenty of cars.  At least you didn’t get the one you have shot up, too...right?”

“You’re sure getting fussy in your old age.”

“Screw you.  Let me go, to get things organized for you.  Oh, before I go—any idea where this attack originated from?”

“Yeah...but we’ll talk about it in the morning.  I want to do some more thinking on the subject, but have a definite ‘maybe’ in mind.”

“You wanna share?”

“Not now—I said in the morning.”

“Now who’s getting fussy?”

As soon as Harvey said that, he ended the call before Fred could reply.  Fred looked at the dead phone, and smiled.  Then he walked over to Rosemary.  “You still game to go flying with me?”

She looked up at him.  “Hell, yes.  Being around you is where the excitement is.  You’ve managed to cram more into my life in the last couple of hours, than I’ve had in my drab life for years.”

Fred just grunted in reply, as the policeman who had gone to check for bodies returned.  “Five bodies, as predicted.  Nice shooting, sir—all five shot in the forehead.  I did a fast check of IDs, and all five have Muslim-sounding names.  Were you after them...since you’re Homeland Security?”

“Nope—but they sure as hell were after me.  Thanks for checking them over.  You have their IDs?”

“Yes.  I guess you want them?”

“Would be nice—thanks.”

The policeman handed over the five wallets, which Fred put in his jacket pocket, as the policeman asked, “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, how many shots did it take you to kill all five of them?”

Rosemary—who had remained silent, except when spoken to by Fred—blurted out, “Five shots, five kills.” 

Fred looked at her, and knew at some point there were a few questions he had for her.  Then he waited, while the two pilots were freed from the nose section of the plane, and put into ambulances.  He spoke to both men as they were put on gurneys, and wished them well.  As the ambulances drove off, he walked over to a police sergeant who had arrived, and already spoken to the first two policemen to arrive at the scene.  Fred told him a helicopter was being sent to gather him and the lady with him, for a flight to Scott Air Force Base, where they would continue their trip on another plane.  Those two chatted for a few minutes, then Fred disassembled his sniper rifle, and put it back in its case.  

Finished with that, it was a matter of waiting on the helicopter.  While they waited, Rosemary walked up to him.  At 5’5”, she had to look up to Fred, who was a bit over half a foot taller than her.  “Got a question.”

“Shoot.”

“Did the detective cop back at my motel room defer to you so easily, because you showed him your Homeland ID?”

“Probably.”

“Thought so...when you told the first two cops to reach us you were.”

Before Fred could reply, the helicopter arrived, and landed several feet away from them.  Harvey was well-versed in military protocol, so had done his best to hurry the Air Force along in taking care of Fred’s needs.  An Air Force captain hurried off the helicopter, and looked around.  He had been told the man he was to escort to the waiting plane was traveling with a woman.  The only woman in sight was Rosemary, who was standing next to Fred, and their now-meager belongings.

The captain walked up.  “Are you General Dupree, sir?”

“Yes.  Let’s go.”

Rosemary still had her now a-bit-worse-for-wear purse draped over her shoulder.  She bent, and picked up her laptop as Fred—after an exchange of salutes with the captain—picked up his laptop and gun case.  Without further conversation they followed the captain, and all three climbed aboard.

Little was said on the trip to Scott Air Force Base, nor after arrival, as Fred and Rosemary were escorted to the waiting executive jet.  There they met the two pilots, and an airman, who would serve as orderly on the flight.   After Fred thanked the captain, one of the pilots asked, “Where to, sir?”

“Davis-Monthan...for now.”

“Yes, sir.”

After the plane was airborne, the orderly approached Fred and Rosemary, who were sitting in the rear of the plane.  “Would you like something to drink, sir?”

Fred looked at Rosemary.  “Would you like anything?”

“Whatever you’re having will be fine with me.”

Fred asked for two glasses of bourbon...“three fingers each.”

After the airman brought the drinks, and returned to the front of the cabin, Fred looked at Rosemary, and smiled.  “You know of course, that bringing you with me is an exercise in extreme caution.  And I was remiss in asking if you would prefer to go somewhere else—relatives, perhaps?”

“No relatives...I’m all alone in the world.  My mother died in child birth, and both my father and older brother are dead.  Mom and dad were only children, so no aunts or uncles.  Grandparents dead, also.  Mom had no aunts or uncles, and dad only one uncle...a priest who contracted some disease in South America, and died at a relatively young age.  So, as I said, I’ve got nobody.”

“Sorry to hear about your family.  But you’ll be safe at the BOQ, and I’ll only be a phone call, and a couple of hours away.”

“That’s nice.  But...would it be too forward of me, to ask if I could just tag along with you for a few days?  I don’t eat much.”

As they spoke each had been looking into the other’s eyes.  As silly as he felt for having the thought, it suddenly dawned on Fred why he had even suggested bringing Rosemary to Arizona with him.  He liked her, and wanted to get to know her better.  In spite of their age difference, he felt Rosemary might be having thoughts along the same lines.  He turned his glass in one hand, then answered, “Rosemary...hold it.  Is Rosemary one word or two?”

“One...and you’re changing the subject.  Before you ask, ‘Rosie’ won’t do.  It’s ‘Rosemary’...so named, after my mother’s grandmother.”

“Okay, Rosemary it is.  Back to your question...I’m planning a fast turnaround—going back to St. Louis in a day or two—and then what do I do with you?”

“Cross that bridge when we come to it.  You’re going back to St. Louis, because of that cop sergeant who took too long a look at you—with some sort of funny look on his face?”

“Very perceptive...and yes.  Okay, but if you get mad at me in the next day or two, you’re stuck.”

“Fair enough.  But I don’t think if we spend the rest of our lives together, I would ever get mad at you.”
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That matter solved, they just sat drinking their bourbon until Fred’s phone rang, and he noticed that the caller ID showed St. Louis Police Department.  He answered, “Dupree.”  

It was the detective who knew Fred was Homeland Security.  After he identified himself, he got right to the point.  “I have some news for you.  We found the female shooter’s car.  Nice shooting, by the way.  The shot you fired through her rear window wound up against the head rest post, in the middle of it.  We don’t know if she’s on foot, or if she had another car there.  The car was stolen, so I’d bet on another car.  No one we can find saw her park it.  

“Okay, that’s all we have at this point.  Sorry about your deal last night, after you left us.  My nose is twitching about the timing, unless those guys were on you from here...in which case, why not take you out on the way to Spirit?”

“About the way I have it thought out.  I may be back in your neck of the woods if I come up with anything, but may or may not touch base with you.  Got a few things to get straightened out, before I decide my next move—not the least of which is the damned guy I was trying to track down in the first place.”

“Not sure I like the ‘not touching base with me,’ but will try to be understanding.  I’ll let you know when we find the female shooter.”

“Good—thanks.  Like hearing ‘when we find’ part of your statement.  Hope you get her.  Obviously, I doubt she has anything to do with my situation—or the deal with our plane.”

“I agree...no way she, and the jackass you dumped in our lap, have any terrorist connections.  Thanks for the easy bust on him, by the way.”

Fred put away his phone, and told Rosemary about what he had been told, and by whom.  When he finished, Rosemary asked, “Now I’ve got a question.”

“Another one?”

“Yes—sorry, I’m nosey.  How long have you been with Homeland Security?  What’s your job there?  And what’s with the ‘general’ bit?  I mean, which branch?”

“You said one question, and that’s three—maybe four.  But to answer your questions, I’ve been with Homeland about nine months.  I was Army, and retired a Brigadier General, with a bit of finagling.  By that I mean I was a Colonel, and the government wanted me in my present job.  I told them the only way I would take it, was if I got my star—promoted to Brigadier.  Otherwise, I’d stay in until I was promoted, which was actually likely to happen not too far down the road.  So I got the promotion and here I am—chasing down bad guys.  Satisfied?”

“No...you skirted a thing or two, sir.  What exactly do you do, for starters?  I mean do you arrest them?  And why you, and not a hundred other guys who could do the same job, without getting a nice fat promotion?  Oh, and what did you do in the Army?   Bet I know...but would like to hear.”

“Sorry, classified...except for my Army duty.  I was Special Forces.”

“Oh, that explains a lot.  As I said, just being nosey.  Classified, I can understand.”

Actually Fred had been part of Delta Force...a key senior officer in on nearly all operations of the group.  Against the wishes of his superiors, he led attacks on more than one occasion.  When he had been a major, there had been no problem with him leading missions.  That changed when he was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel.  Told he could no longer go on missions, he devised a method of doing so anyway—he simply ‘went along to view progress from a distance.’  This, of course, fooled no one, because his idea of ‘a distance’ was often about a foot.  When he was promoted to Colonel, the ‘brass’ put a stop to that.  The stop lasted for two missions, then he found one reason after another to go into the field.  

Within Delta Force he was revered as a no-nonsense, but fair, leader.  In dealing with Islamists, Fred was ruthless—bringing prisoners back was not in his makeup.  But his record of obtaining valuable intelligence and, eliminating key figures in the Islamist movements, caused everyone to ignore the lack of captured foes to be brought back alive.

On several occasions, he worked with various CIA operatives, and that led to the CIA’s hunger to have him as one of their own.  The Secretary of Homeland Security and the Director of the CIA came up with a plan to utilize Fred’s capabilities inside the United States.  Harvey Puckett, a high-ranking Assistant Director of the National Clandestine Service within the CIA, was approached to run the operation Fred would undertake.

Since the CIA is forbidden from operating within the borders of the United States, Harvey agreed to transfer to Homeland Security.  When Fred was approached with the plan—and it was agreed he could retire a Brigadier General—he was hired directly into Homeland Security, but with the understanding the CIA would be unofficially involved.  His job was to find and eliminate various Islamist terrorists inside America; in short, he was to be an assassin.  No records would be kept, and no credit would be claimed for the dead terrorists—no matter their importance—by Homeland Security or the CIA.  

If any bodies were discovered along the way, and other agencies—or even Homeland Security investigators, tried to determine who had killed the terrorist in question—so be it.  The four men who knew of the operation were aware their actions were strictly illegal, and all could be prosecuted if it ever came to light what was actually going on.  With that in mind, Harvey was very careful in selecting any support staff (such as pilots) who would assist Fred in any way.  The cover story for him, was that he was assigned to track down terrorists, and pass the information of their whereabouts on to Harvey, who would contact agencies...such as the FBI...to either monitor, or arrest the terrorists once found.  In fact, in some cases, that actually happened, when a known terrorist was allowed to move about freely under observation of the assets assigned to do so.  But most often, Fred just captured, questioned, and killed the Islamists.  Where possible, the bodies were disposed of.  Where it wasn’t convenient to do so, he simply left them behind, and let other authorities try to figure out what had happened.

Fred looked at Rosemary for a few moments and—knowing he was climbing out onto thin ice—grumbled, “If you’re satisfied with my answers to your questions for now, I will very reluctantly take you home with me.  I do have a request—I want you to try very hard to not pay attention as I drive you to my place.  I don’t want you to be able to ever lead anyone back there—it’s my hideout.”

“Deal.”

After Rosemary got her way, both got out their laptops to look them over to determine what damage might have been done to them, as a result of the blast from the exploding plane.  Both were scratched up somewhat from shooting along the tarmac, but otherwise seemed to be in working order.

When Fred put his on the seat next to him, he used the plane’s intercom phone to call the cockpit.  “Please let me know when we are halfway across New Mexico.”

The pilot who answered agreed, and later—when they were well into New Mexico air space—called back and informed Fred.  He asked that they divert to Luke Air Force Base in Phoenix from the original destination of Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Tucson.  He explained he had just been overly cautious, in having the plane head for Davis-Monthan in the first place. 

Not certain he really understood, the pilot agreed, and the plane changed course.  When they arrived at Luke, there was a staff car waiting there.  Fred and Rosemary got off with their laptops, Rosemary’s purse, and Fred’s gun case.  Their other luggage had been destroyed when the plane blew up.  Since Fred often used Luke, the personnel there knew the routine General Dupree followed, so he and Rosemary were driven to where his car was permanently parked when away from Arizona.

On the trip north, very little was said as both were in deep thought about the immediate future and recent (a matter of hours) past.  One of the few things Fred said was, “Hey, young lady, shut your eyes—I’m gonna make a turn I don’t want you to see.”

“Give it a rest.”

Fred was smiling, as he took the exit to Sedona.  When he reached the small town between Flagstaff and Phoenix, he pulled in behind a jeep tour business, and parked alongside a SUV.  He turned off the engine as Rosemary joked, “Some hideout.”

Fred ignored her and got out, taking his laptop and gun case.  Figuring this was their last stop, Rosemary also got out, carrying her purse and laptop.  After she shut her door, he got another set of keys out of the console dividing the front seats.  Then he locked up the car and set the alarm.  

Fred then walked around the rear of the car, went to the driver’s side door, unlocked the SUV, and got in.  Rosemary shrugged, and got in the other side.  She asked, “I guess there’s a reason for the change on transport?”

“Yup.  I have two places here in Sedona.  We need the SUV for the one we’re going to.  The one here in town, is a small home I normally use to put up guests.  Depending on how many, I either stay in the house with them, or go to my man-cave—which we’re going to now.  It’s my ‘hideout,’ so now is the time for you to put a bag over your head.”

“Yeah, right.  Drive on, McDuff.”

Fred drove out of Sedona on the highway leading to Cottonwood, but about halfway there, made a left turn onto a dirt road.  The road led to a park-type area.  There he drove off the dirt road, and right across a creek.  On the other side, he continued on without benefit of a road.  Rosemary asked, “This why the SUV?”

“Yup.”

It was after 3:00 AM local time when Fred reached his actual home.  The night sky had few clouds, and the moon was nearly full, so even though Fred had turned off his lights when he pulled onto the dirt road, he hadn’t used the night-vision gear in his glove box.  Nor did he, as he pushed a garage door opener button on the visor of the vehicle.  

As they approached his home, Rosemary could see a rock wall with a long expanse of darkened windows on top of it.  They were recessed back from the wall about six feet.  Fred pulled in, and pushed the opener button again.  Only then did the lights inside come on.  Fred got out and muttered, “Home, sweet, home.”

Rosemary looked over the garage as she got out, and noted it had room for at least four vehicles, in addition to the boat on a trailer she saw.  She did a double take after looking at the boat.  Fred noticed, and joked, “That’s my ark.  Every so often, along comes a flood.  The boat is my only way out, if I’m here and the water rises to a point the SUV doesn’t cut it.  I have a friend who meets me at the other side—the guy who owns the place where we changed vehicles.  Only happened once...but, alas, that was before I had the boat, and I was stranded until the same friend came for me in his boat.”

There was a wall with a door in it to the left of the SUV, and the stairs to the main section of his home were alongside the wall.  As they walked toward the steps, he pointed at the wall.  “The other side of that is my utilities apparatus.  Out here there’s no utility service of any kind, so I’m self-contained here...but just water and electric—no gas.”

“Good...water and electric don’t blow up.  I’ve had all the blowing up I need for a while.”

At the top of the stairway, Fred opened the door there, and went into his home, followed by Rosemary.  She was amazed at the wonderful job Fred had done of decorating in a combination of Western and Indian motifs.  She could see to the left a large living room, a den, which had walls behind and on each side, but was open in the front, a mammoth kitchen area, with a large table and a booth capable of seating six comfortably.  To the right was a long wall with two doors.  

After Fred went to the den, and put his laptop and gun case down, he moved to the first of those doors and went in, Rosemary following along.  It was a large bedroom, with king-sized bed, and what she correctly assumed was a large, walk-in closet.  Another door was partially open.  As Fred headed toward it, he tilted his head at his bed.  “This is my bedroom.  In here is the bath—on the other side is the other bedroom...that’ll be yours.  We have to share the bath.”

Rosemary followed him into the bathroom, and was impressed at its size and the fixtures there, which included a large shower stall, two wash basins, toilet, bidet, dressing table with chair, and several rows of towel racks, with large and small towels.  She walked through the bathroom into what would be her bedroom.  It was nearly identical to Fred’s, but with a slightly different color scheme.  She tossed her purse and laptop on the bed, and turned to see Fred watching her.  She nodded.  “Nice.  Your place is lovely, Fred.”

“Thanks.  One of the things not here, however, is anything a woman could use.  You are the first woman who has ever been here.  There are a few extra toothbrushes, but nothing else you’re likely to need.  Since your things got blown up, we’ll have to go into town tomorrow—make that later today.  If you want, I can wash what you have on, but I have little in the way of something for you to wear.  I’ve got a couple of shirts with long shirt tails, if you want one to use as a robe...or something of the sort.  Otherwise, you’ll just have to wrap a large towel around yourself.”

Rosemary giggled, “Let’s see the shirt.”

Fred went back into his bedroom, opened one of his closets, found a shirt he thought would do, and pitched it to Rosemary.  “Try this one.”

She slid it on, buttoned it, and looked at herself in one of the full-length mirrors in his room.  She turned around.  “I look like a geek.”

“Yeah—a bit.  But at least it hangs down far enough to cover...er, what needs to be covered, to keep you decent.  Why don’t you take first turn with the bathroom?  It’s a little after three here, so it’s six in D.C.  I need to give Harvey a call.  I’ll be in my den—where I put my laptop.  Rattle my cage when you’re through.  Oh, hold on.  Do you want anything to eat?”

“No—but after I shower, a drink would be nice.”

“Done and done.  See you in a while.”
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