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Roy (Dusty) MacInnis took careful aim with the 50-caliber sniper rifle he used, uttered, “Now” into the headset his SEAL team used to communicate, and squeezed off his shot.  The head of the Taliban fighter far below Dusty exploded, killing him instantly.  Even as Dusty made his shot, the rest of the nine-man team commenced firing.  Albert (Al) Turner, some ten feet to Dusty’s right, fired off a rocket from the handheld rocket launcher he held.  The rocket exploded in the midst of several of the combined Taliban/al-Qaida force, with devastating results.  

The team had stalked five of the enemy fighters from an aborted attack well inside Afghanistan, to the location they now surrounded from high ground.  The terrorists were encamped in a valley that was flat on the end the stalked five had come from, and angled upward through a high pass further into Pakistan.  The fact they were now at least five miles into Pakistan was being ignored by the SEAL team.  Their story, if ever questioned, would simply be they had failed to closely monitor just where they were, as they followed in “hot pursuit.”  

The nine members of the SEAL team were divided into three groupings.  Three were on one side of the valley, two at the upward angle of it, and the other four on the side of the pass from where Dusty and Al were firing.  While there were only nine SEALs and nearly one hundred of the enemy, the rout was soon on.  

The Taliban/al-Qaida terrorists were running in all directions, trying to find cover, only to be picked off in their attempts to secure that cover, or after they reached what they thought was a safe location...only to be shot from behind.  Their return fire toward the SEALs was ineffective, to say the least.

As he continued to pour fire into the assembled mass below, Dusty noticed that Al had put down his rocket launcher and was using his sniper rifle.  Al noticed the glance.  “Down to two rockets.  Wanna save them until they go into that shallow cave.”

Dusty said nothing in return, just kept on shooting.  The cave was on the opposite side of the valley from where Dusty and Al were located.  Several of the terrorists were making their way toward it.  Several more had tried to go back the way the five who led the SEALs to the encampment had come.  That didn’t work too well, because the SEALs had heavily mined that escape route before getting into position to start their attack.

Other of the terrorists tried to head up the incline at the other end of the pass, and were systematically picked off by the SEALs.  Just as most of the remaining terrorists had reached the small cave, two bodies fell from still higher ground to a spot between Al and Dusty.  

Dusty glanced over and noticed a neat hole between the eyes on the body nearest him.  He then looked over at the other body, which had fallen face down, and saw the back of his head was blown away.

Al noticed the same thing, just as he picked up the rocket launcher and fired a round into the cave, followed shortly by the second and last rocket.  That all but ended the attack.  The few remaining terrorists were being picked off as they were spotted.  Some of the enemy stood up, and raised their hands.  The SEALs were not after prisoners.

Finally, when there were no signs of life left, Dusty sighed.  “Thanks to whoever got those two between Al and me.”

Dusty thought it was strange that no one took credit for that deed, but ignored it as he stood up.  “Okay, let’s start on down.  Take care, guys.  Any fakers could pose a problem if we get careless.”

As the nine-member SEAL team started down toward the valley, two men clad all in black, moved from the deep shadows they had been in and waved.  Al spotted them first.  “Dusty, we got company.  Don’t look to be Taliban or al-Qaida.”

Dusty looked to where Al was pointing, and saw the two men holding their weapons above their heads.  “Hold fire, team.  Hold fast, and let these guys come to us.  They make any funny moves...shoot ‘em.”

The two men were nearer the SEALs on the other side of the valley from Dusty and Al.  When they reached the SEAL nearest them, one smiled.  “We’re friendlies...CIA.”

Dusty heard from the headset on the SEAL the men had approached.  “Okay, bring them on down with you.”

When all eleven men had reached the camp of the terrorists, the two new arrivals walked over to Dusty and one nodded.  “Hi, Dusty.  I’m Bruce Edmonds.  The other guy is Harry Chickamunga.  We need to talk to you, and Al privately for a few seconds.”

As he spoke, Bruce held out his hand.  Dusty took the offered hand and shook it.  Then he nodded toward his men.  “Okay, guys, check out the camp for anything useful.  Round up all their weapons and stack them so we can dispose of them in one big bang.  Any of them showing any real signs of life, put them out of their misery.”

Dusty then gave a head nod to Al, and walked several feet away from the others. Al followed, along with Bruce and Harry.  Dusty flicked off his communication set, and Al did the same.

Dusty sighed.  “Okay, your nickel.  Talk.”

Bruce chuckled.  “With your approval, we’re gonna borrow you from the Navy...er, and in your case, Al, from the Marine Corps.  Harry and I are setting up a little ‘give the bad guys hell’ team.  Us four and three more.  We’re gonna operate a bit outside the norm...not exactly within the rules.  That is America’s rules.  Well within al-Qaida’s rules.  In other words, no rules.  We’re gonna kill al-Qaidas wherever and whenever we find them.  While our general operations will be known to CIA, only one man inside CIA will be fully in the know...and that one man is not the Director.”

After outlining fully what they had in mind, and how they would operate in detail, Bruce continued as he asked, “You in?”

Dusty shrugged and looked at Al.  Al raised his shoulders in a semi-shrug.  “Why the hell not.”

Dusty asked, “Who okayed us joinin’ you guys?” 

Harry answered, “Everyone who needed to.  We’ve got orders transferring you to us...but they can be torn up if you say ‘no’.”

Dusty nodded.  “Yeah, okay.  Sure.  What now?”

Bruce semi-joked, “Now we walk back into Afghanistan, to about where you’d use as a pick up site for your team and call in your ride...and ours.  You fly out with us.  Your team will return to base without you.  By the way, quite often we’ll be working with the Brits...SIS and SAS.”

Dusty nodded.  “Okay, but got a question.  You guys responsible for the two bodies that fell down between Al and me?”

“Yup.  Three more are dead up there, too.  Don’t give your guys who checked out the high ground any shit.  These five bozos came waltzing in after your guys checked things out.  They came from the other direction...from further into Pakistan.  Speaking of which, I assume you know you are in Pakistan.”

Dusty smiled.  “Oh, really?  Must have gotten lost.”

Al laughed.  “That’s our story and we’re sticking to it.”

Harry grinned, and nodded.  “Sounds good to us.”

For the next two hours Bruce and Harry helped the SEAL team gather up weapons that hadn’t been destroyed in the attack, and to search for any possible useful information.  Then the pile of weapons was rigged for destruction.  After the team was well away, the charges left amongst the weapons were set off by remote control, and they began the long walk back to the landing zone for the summoned helicopters.  That was a spot nearly seven miles from the now-destroyed terrorist camp.

As the two helicopters arrived, Dusty went over to his men.  He explained he and Al would be leaving them, then looked at a Marine Lieutenant, “You’re in charge back to base, Lieutenant Garcia.  Get the guys back safely.”

While Dusty was an enlisted man, he had nonetheless been in charge of the team.  The Lieutenant was new to the SEALs, and had no problem taking orders from the much more senior SEAL, enlisted or otherwise.  For his part, Dusty hoped Billy Garcia got to keep the team.  He was a good man, and ready to take a team.  He had come to the SEALs straight out of Annapolis, and had done the Marine Corps and the Academy proud. 

After seeing his team safely away, Dusty walked over to the other three men still there and just nodded.  Soon thereafter, four very muscular men climbed aboard their helicopter.  Bruce, Harry, and Dusty all stood above six feet and were solid muscle.  Al, while shorter than the other three, was just as solid.

When Al and Dusty climbed into the helicopter, they both noticed the belongings they had left behind at their base were on board.  

Dusty tilted his head at their gear.  “You guys don’t miss a beat.”

Harry laughed.  “And may we never.  People die when things are overlooked.”

The helicopter took them to Kabul, where the four men went to a waiting executive jet and boarded it.  Bruce looked at Dusty.  “Understand you fly.  You can sit right seat.  I’ll sit left.”

“I’ve never flown anything quite as posh as this, but I’ll give her a try...as long as I’m only co-pilot.”

Once airborne, Dusty asked, “Where we headed?”

“Iraq.”

“Wonderful.  From the frying pan to the fire.”

“Just to pick up—I hope—three more folks...then it’s on to Montana.”

“Montana?”

“Yeah.  That’s where we’re gonna headquarter.  Got an old friend there who is gonna give us some help—not the least of which is this plane.  It’s his.  Fill you in later, when we have everyone together, and we’re safely back there.”

“Oh,” Dusty muttered mildly, as he wondered just what he’d gotten himself into.

***
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Outside Baghdad, Marine Corps Colonel Kye Rossi was at an Army Special Forces base, and was walking to a base conference room where Army Master Sergeant Ike Hill waited.  He had received word to report there, and wait the arrival of a Marine Corps Colonel.  He was rather surprised when the quite attractive, short, well-constructed Kye walked in.  Seeing her Colonel’s insignia, he got to his feet and came to attention.

Kye held up her hand.  “Stand easy, Master Sergeant.  I’ve got a proposition for you.”

Even though Ike was a happily married man, he did have an unmarried-like thought for a brief second, before he replied, “Yes, ma’am.”

Kye laid out the same proposition to Ike, as Bruce and Harry had to Dusty and Al.  When she finished, Kye asked, “You in?”

“Sure, why not.  I’m tired of this heat.  Just me?”

“Yes, unfortunately.  The other man I was sent to get besides you got shot up.  Any suggestions for another man in his place from your base here?  One that you can highly recommend.”

“How about an Air Force Special Forces Medic?”

“Come again?”

“It’s a long story, but sometime back we picked up this guy—name’s Jack Littlefield.  Tough as nails, good doc, shoots with the best of them, knows the language well.”

“You want to fill me in on the long story.”

Ike nodded, and told Kye the story of just how an Air Force Special Forces Medic happened to be working with an Army Special Forces Unit.  John (Jack) Littlefield had been with an Air Force Special Forces team and had—through no fault of his own—gotten separated from his unit.  After wandering around for three days while headed in the general direction of Baghdad, he’d stumbled onto Ike’s unit, in the midst of a firefight with a group of al-Qaida terrorists.

After helping finish off the terrorists, and patching up some of the wounded men in the Army unit, he’d been more than happy to hitch a ride back to their base.  When Ike reported in to his Commanding Officer, and shared the facts of having brought an Air Force Special Forces Medic back with his team—and explained just how good Jack was—the base commander had taken his sweet time reporting that Jack was safe and sound and with the Army.  After some wrangling, Jack had been transferred to the Army unit...over the stern objections of his base commander.  

When Ike finished with his story, he asked, “If you think you can get him, he’d be a good man to have.  A damned good one.”

“I’ve got carte blanche to take whoever I want... if they’re willing.”

“He’s willing.”

“Go round him up.”

After meeting Jack, laying out the deal to him, and sizing him up as she did, Kye made the offer, and Jack agreed to join the new team.  He grinned.  “About the only way I’ll ever get out of the Army...though I won’t be going back to the Air Force any time soon, I’d guess.”

“Good guess,” Kye replied with a smile.  

The base commander was none-too-happy to lose the two men, but knew from an earlier visit from Kye that he had little choice in the matter.  Therefore, Kye and her two new recruits were soon headed for Baghdad International Airport, where Bruce and Harry waited with their two new recruits, wondering just where Kye was.

When Kye, Jack, and Ike arrived, introductions were made, and the gear of the new team members had been added to that of Dusty and Al, the plane was soon on its way to Montana.
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The plane landed at an airstrip Stanley James (Jim) Scott had constructed on his ranch, which was about two hours drive (more or less) north of Billings, Montana.  Hangars for his three planes—which included the one carrying Bruce and team—had been dug out of a hillside with ramps from the airstrip itself leading to the hangars.  The hangars had automatic doors, and opened easily from inside the planes.

Bruce now taxied the plane into its hangar.  After the engines shut down, Harry opened the door and climbed out.  The others followed—the four new recruits with their gear.  Waiting for them was what each of the four new members of the team thought was the most beautiful woman they had ever seen—standing alongside a man Kye thought was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

After Bruce followed the others off the plane, he made introductions.  “Guys, I’d like you to meet our host and hostess...Jim and Holly Scott.”

When introductions to each of the four new members of the team had been completed, Holly smiled.  “If you guys can get these three old guys to help you with your gear, we’ll head to your new digs.’

Jim, Harry, and Bruce exchanged looks of dismay, but nonetheless helped the newcomers with their gear.  As they walked, Kye explained to Holly and Jim that Jack was a replacement for the other man she’d been sent to round up, and why a replacement was needed.  During the long flight, she had already told Bruce and Harry about the situation.

The “new digs” the four new arrivals found were four of ten sleeping bungalows, connected at the rear by a passageway that led to a large building which housed a large dining area—that also served as a conference room—and work area with a wide array of terminals with leads to one of the most powerful and advanced computers in the world.  Another passageway from the work area led to another building, which housed a fifty-meter swimming pool, firing range, weapon storage area, and workout center.

As they put their things in their assigned bungalow, each of the four new arrivals was duly impressed.  The bungalows were well-appointed suites, with king-sized beds, large bathrooms, and lavish furnishings, including large plasma TVs, three easy chairs, sofa, and cocktail table.  The carpet was sleep-ready in thickness.

After all gear was stored, a tour of the compound commenced.  When that was concluded, they all returned to the dining area.  Once there, Jim decided to leave.  “Okay guys, enjoy your stay.  Holly and I’ll scoot so you can have some time together.  Bruce, I’ll come down in the morning, and show the guys around their new weapons.”

“Thanks, Jim.”

As Jim and Holly started to leave, each of the new arrivals thanked them for their new lodging.  Each of the four men was also feeling much better about agreeing to join the team.

Alone with their team, Harry smiled.  “Guys, enjoy it while you’re here.  We’ll be leaving in a day or two, but this will be our base of operations.  Jack, are you married?”

“Hell, no.”

That drew a round of chuckles, before he added.  “Tried it once.  Didn’t go too well.”

“Okay, we know you’re single, Dusty, and you’re divorced, too, Al.  So this next concerns Ike only.  Ike, you’re welcome to have your wife come out here, if you’d like.  Gotta warn you, we won’t be here all that much, though.  I understand she’s a teacher.  Think she’d be interested in getting a job down in Billings?  It’s only about an hour or two south of here.”

“Might be...in fact, I’m sure she would.  Though I think she’s already signed her contract for the coming school year.  And this late in the year, she might have trouble finding a job in Billings.”

“Call her when you get a chance.  We’ll take care of the expense of getting her out of her contract, and I’m sure Jim can fix things so she can get a job in Billings.  He’s rich as snot, and has a ton of holdings in Billings.  I’d bet dollars to donuts he can have her fixed up with a job by noon tomorrow.  If she wants to make the move, have her fax her info to us in the morning.  Oh, also—don’t worry about a place for her to stay down there.  As I said, Jim is rich.  I know he owns a condo complex in Billings...Bruce and his wife have a place there, and it’s top flight.  Not that either of them ever see it.  Bruce is with us, and she’s State Department.  Gone all over hell and gone most the time.  By the way, your two kids will love Billings, and they are welcome to come up here at any time.  Jim has some real nice horses, and they can ride them.  Holly will be more than happy to teach them how to ride, if they don’t know how already.”

“Good.  Thanks.  I’ll get right on it, as soon as you finish with the briefing I’m sure is to come.”

Bruce smiled and nodded.  “Glad to know if your mother raised any dumb kids, it wasn’t you—though the briefing will be short.  There is an al-Qaida cell on the island nation of Dominica.  Just what in the hell they’re doing there, we don’t know.  But we’re gonna find out, then eliminate them, if we can do so without upsetting the locals.  The Brits we work with asked for some help on this deal.  Right now, they’re a bit overloaded and undermanned.”

Dusty smiled.  “I assume you have a plan.”

Harry nodded.  “Yeah.  You and Mrs. MacInnis are going to go there and nose around.”

Dusty joked, “In case you forgot, I’m not married, Harry.”

“Sure you are.  Your wife is sitting not ten feet from you.”

Dusty glanced at the only lady present and asked, “How long have we been married, Kye?”

“About two minutes.  We are going to fly into Dominica, check into the Fort Young Hotel, and tour the island in all its splendor...concentrating on an area that we know is close to the al-Qaida camp—exact location unknown.  That’s what we’re to find out.”

“I hate to ask this question, but why me?  Why not one of the other guys?”

Kye smiled.  “Because you’re cuter.  Maybe not a cuddly bear, like your SEAL sidekick...but cuter.”

Bruce sighed.  “Dusty, the real reason you, and not someone else is you are well checked out in flying the plane we came here in.  I can fly it and so can Harry.  But we’ve already been to Dominica nosing around, and to go back so soon might raise a few eyebrows.  The other three guys can’t fly...unless you can, Jack.”

“If that’s a question...no, I can’t fly.  The only Air Force guy here, and I’m at a loss, as far as flying goes.  Plus which, I’m not cute.  You missed out, cuddly bear...if you could only fly.”

Al, sure that a new nickname was on the horizon, sighed and nodded.  “Yeah.”

Dusty, just as sure as Al, joked, “I think we should just drop the ‘bear’ and go with ‘cuddly.’  What do you think, Ike?”

“I think we should cut him some slack and go with ‘Bear’.”

Bruce smiled.  “Okay, Bear it is.  Now then, back to our little briefing.  In a day or so, we’ll leave in two of Jim’s planes.  Dusty and Kye, the happily married couple, will head to Dominica.  The rest of us will head to Guadeloupe, just to the north of Dominica.  I’ll go into more detail tomorrow.  We all need some rest.  One thing before we give it up and hit the sack.  A little background on our hosts, and on Harry and me.”

Jim Scott had been a Marine Major during Desert Storm and had joined the CIA after that conflict at the request of his now father-in-law, Drew Hollins.  About a year before the 9/11 al-Qaida attack on America, Jim had started doing off-the-books (black bag) jobs for the then-President.  When the new President was elected, he formed a team to become known as the Janitors, who did black bag jobs for that President.  Harry was a retired Marine Sergeant Major, who had also done four years in the Army attached to a Special Forces unit.  Then he had gone into the CIA—until he joined the Janitors, during the President’s second term in office.  

Bruce was a retired Army Sergeant Major who had spent most of his time in Army Special Forces.  He had retired to join the Janitors, just a day or so before Harry joined the team.  Both men were fluent in several launguages, with Harry having a Doctorate in Languages.  Both were computer experts.  Both had gone into CIA after the Janitors broke up late in the President’s second term in office, though Jim had done a few more jobs for the President after the team broke up.

When Bruce finished explaining that bit of history to the new team, Harry cut in.  “Okay, let’s hit the sack before Bruce talks us to death.”

Amid a few chuckles, the team got up and headed for their respective bungalows.  Kye followed Dusty to his.  “May I come in for a few minutes for a private conversation?”

“Sure.”

Once inside, Kye sighed.  “About us going to Dominica as husband and wife...er...we’ll have a room with a king-sized bed.  So we’ll be sleeping together to help convince the staff that we’re as advertised.  Please, no nonsense.  I’d just as soon this stay between us, and I hope it doesn’t sour our relationship, but there’s...mm...a reason the military has a ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ policy.  Enough said on the subject?”

“Sure, Kye.  I’ll keep this to myself.  Though I did have a thought pass through my mind that wasn’t all that nice...a new nickname for you that I’ll not use.  Sorry for even having the thought.”

“What thought?”

“Kye, give it a rest.  See you in the morning.  Sorry I even mentioned it.”

“What, dammit?”

“Whatawaste.”

Kye laughed.  “Thanks for the compliment.  See you in the AM”

***
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After breakfast the next day, the team went to the shooting range.  With the team were Jim and Holly.  Each new member of the team was given a strange gun.  It had a rather long, tapered barrel housing, and the handle held a twelve-shot clip of nine-millimeter ammunition.  Jim told Ike to try it out.  Ike flipped off the safety and fired a shot at the target, a hundred feet away.  The gun made almost zero noise as he fired it.  Even less than a normal silenced gun.

Ike looked at the gun, looked at the target, saw he’d scored a bull’s eye, looked at Jim, and exclaimed, “Wow!”

Jim smiled.  “That gun took about fifteen years of hard work to design and make.  An old friend and comrade-in-arms, by the name of Billy Longbow, and I worked on it together until his death, and then I finished up the project.  It is now produced—only for me—at an arms and ammunition company a few hours drive from here that I own with some Indian friends of mine.  As you noticed, when you checked the clip, it uses nine-millimeter ammo.  Any will work, but we have special loads for it.  The ones you’re using today are target loads of standard nine-millimeter ammo.  The loads you’ll use in the field are anti-personnel...they explode when the target is hit.  Hit a guy in the head with that ammo, and you have a kill.  Hit an arm and the guy probably has no arm left.”

Ike nodded.  “Great balance, and so quiet.  I’ve fired silenced guns before, but nothing like this.  Gad, you can hardly hear it.”

Jim grinned.  “That’s what took fifteen years to perfect.”

After all the new members of the team had fired, had gotten accustomed to the guns, and were given shoulder holsters for them, Dusty asked, “These guns gotta a name or something?”

Holly nodded.  “We’ve jokingly called them ‘Asps’...silent but deadly.”

Jack joined the conversation.  “Well, since your old team had the name of Janitors, maybe we should call ourselves the Asps.  What’d ya think, team?”

Once that was agreed to, Jim introduced the new team members to the sniper rifles they’d be using.  They were just shy of fifty-caliber, and silenced.  Jim explained that his old team had called them their “forty-nine-and-a-half rifles.”

The team took their new rifles to an outside shooting range, and soon found they loved them just as they had the Asps.

Those matters taken care of, Jim gave a small wave to them.  “Okay, guys, see you later.  My bride and I are going for a ride.  Oh, by the way, feel free to ride any time you like...all except the big black stallion.  His name is Janitor’s Pet—he’s mine, and can be a bit feisty at times.  Most times.”

Bruce thanked Jim and Holly for all their help, then led the team into their headquarters to have lunch.  During lunch, Bruce and Harry gave the team some background on the situation they faced.  In tracking a known al-Qaida higher-up, Bruce and Harry had followed the man to Guadeloupe.  There, after some nosing around, they discovered that al-Qaida had set up a low-level operation that did nothing more than filter men to Dominica.

Twice they had almost been discovered in the observation operation, but, in the end, knew just how al-Qaida was getting men and equipment to Dominica.  They had less success in discovering exactly how the men and equipment got to Guadeloupe in the first place.  The question of the whole situation was just why al-Qaida was filtering the men and equipment to Dominica...though he told them the “Brits were concerned.” 

On that subject during lunch, Bruce added more detail.  “The Dominican Prime Minister, a rather young guy, has been playing patty-cake with China, Cuba, and Venezuela.  Just what he’s playing at, we don’t know.  For the sake of the people of Dominica—a nice group of people by the way—I hope he knows what he’s doing...though I’d bet against it.”

Harry nodded.  “Yeah, me, too.  At any rate, our task is to find the al-Qaida operation in Dominica, and find out just what in the hell they’re up to.”

Al asked, “If you don’t mind, which of you guys is running the show?  Not that it matters in the least, but that has crossed my military mind more-n once.”

Bruce laughed.  “You’re faced with a two-headed monster.  Neither of us.  For that matter, anyone having a better way to build a mousetrap anywhere along the line, speak up.  We’re in this together, so we plan and operate together—though we do answer to someone at CIA...guy by the name of Glenn Burgess.  He’s one of the assistants to the Director of the National Clandestine Service...the section of CIA Harry and I are attached to.  Kye has been on loan to us for about six months.  She’s sorta a third head of the monster you’ve gotten involved with.”

After that, the briefing continued until everyone had a pretty good idea of what they were going to do, and when.  It was decided that Dusty and Kye would leave at a time to get them to Dominica somewhere around mid-day the next day.  The others would leave for Guadeloupe at about the same time.

When that was completed, Kye joked, “Guys—oh, great planners that you are—you’ve forgotten something.  Fortunately, Holly and I have brains.”

Bruce frowned.  “What?”

“Clothes.”

Harry looked at Bruce.  Bruce looked at Harry.  Kye took out her cell phone and called Holly.  When she had her on the line, she asked her to come on down.

Then Kye looked at Bruce.  “Holly and I’ll take the guys down to Billings for a little shopping.”
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Dusty, resplendent in his floral-patterned, loose-fitting shirt and Bermuda shorts, looked at Kye, sitting in the right seat of the plane as he warmed it up.  “Do you perhaps have any idea how to fly?”

“Sure.  What do you think I’ve been doing for the last six months?  Holly taught me...well Holly and Wendy.”

“Wendy.  Who’s Wendy?”

“Retired Air Force Brigadier General Wendy Austin.  Did you happen to notice the house on that high ground behind Jim and Holly’s home?”

“Yeah.”

“Wendy lives there.  She also flies their C-130.”

“They’ve got a 130?”

“Yeah...bought it from the government.  It’s in the big hangar.”

“Oh.  Ready for take off?”

“Yup.”

***
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It was two in the afternoon when the plane landed in Dominica.  Dusty and Kye unloaded a large portion of their luggage, with the help of a porter only-too-happy to assist.  Once their items were loaded into a cab, and the porter tipped handsomely, the drive to the capital city of Roseau was underway.  Both marveled at the beauty of the island, and thought silently what a lovely place it would be to vacation in earnest.

A room had been pre-booked at the Fort Young Hotel.  After having the luggage placed in their room, they took a walk on the ramparts of the hotel, overlooking the Caribbean Sea, acting all the while like a married couple deeply in love.  As they looked out over the ocean, Dusty thought (he hoped for the last time) “Whatawaste,” as he looked down at the much shorter Kye.

After getting maps and arranging for a car, they set off on a leisurely trip around the island.  While they knew from Harry and Bruce exactly where they wanted to go, they avoided that area for the day.  

Back at the hotel, they had a lovely meal in the hotel dining room.  It consisted of conch, mountain chicken (frog legs), and several local varieties of vegetables.  When they retired to their room, Dusty rubbed his stomach.  “I should have had either the frog legs or the conch, not both.”

Kye sighed.  “Me, too.”

Kye used the bathroom first and climbed into bed, wearing a flimsy nightgown.  Dusty tried very hard not to pay too much attention.  He failed miserably.

After he too used the bathroom, he came to bed wearing, besides a faint smile, just his underwear...something he never wore to bed when not in a military setting.  He lay there trying to go to sleep, and thought what he promised himself he wouldn’t think again, “Whatawaste,” before falling asleep.

About two in the morning, Kye’s cell phone rang.  Half asleep, she picked it up, and saw it was Bruce calling.  She answered, “Yeah, Bruce—this better be good.”

“It isn’t, Kye.  I’ve got awful news.”

Before he could go on, Kye sat bolt upright in bed, fearing what she’d hear next.

Bruce continued.  “Brian has been killed.  I’m so sorry, Kye, and I’m sorry I can’t tell you where or how right now.  I hope you understand.”

“I do.  Can I talk to you tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

Dusty had been awakened by the phone.  Now he lay still as Kye put her phone down, and started to silently weep and tremble.  He gently asked, “What is it, Kye?”

Sobbing, Kye answered, “My husband has been killed.”

“Your husband?  I thought you were a...”

“I know.  I’m sorry.  Can you just hold me now, please?”

Dusty was totally confused that Kye, a woman he thought was a lesbian, was married.  Nevertheless, Dusty gently reached out for Kye, snuggled her to him, and held her tight as she continued to sob.  When her sobbing subsided, and she finally dozed off, Dusty continued to hold her through the night.

Kye woke up first, felt the warmth of Dusty’s body, and, for a fleeting second, wondered how that could be.  Then she remembered, as the early morning phone call and aftermath returned to her mind.  She sighed slightly, and snuggled closer to Dusty and lay there thinking about several things:  her husband, their life together, and the sadness she felt at his loss...in spite of the fact that their marriage hadn’t been the best.

When Dusty stirred, Kye moved away, but then reached over, and gently rubbed his arm.  “Thanks for last night.  I was a mess.  Sorry.”

“No need to be sorry.  I’m sorry about your loss.”

“Thanks.  I gotta go.  See you in a few.”

With that, Kye got out of bed and went to the bathroom.  A few minutes later, she cracked the bathroom door, and asked, “You need in here before I shower?”

“No, go ahead...just don’t take all morning.”

Kye walked back toward the bed, and slid in.  “Go ahead.  I don’t want to be rushed with my shower.”

Dusty chuckled, mumbled “Thanks,” and headed for the bathroom.  While there he showered and shaved, then came out, wrapped in a towel.  “Your turn.  While you’re in there, I’ll round up some coffee.”

“Okay,” Kye replied as she headed for the bathroom.

Dusty dressed, and went in search of coffee as Kye started her shower.  By the time he returned with a pot of coffee on a tray with toast and fruit, Kye had finished her shower, and was just slipping into a pair of shorts.  As she reached for a shirt, she made no real effort to conceal her bra-clad upper body.  Dusty paid scant attention as he poured coffee for both of them.  

After they finished eating, he asked, “Want a more substantial breakfast?’

“Naw.  I’m good to go right after I give Bruce a call about...”

“Kye, about today...what do you wanna do?”

“What we came here to do.”

Kye then called Bruce and they discussed her decision to continue with the mission, and what to do about burial arrangements for her husband.  She requested that Bruce either contact her husband’s parents and family, or have someone do it.  She told him her preference would be for her husband to be buried at Arlington, but his parents should have the final say.

After ending his call with Kye, Bruce thought about the situation for a few moments, then called Holly asked if she would see to funeral arrangements.  Holly agreed.

While Kye had been talking to Bruce, Dusty loaded up the things they would be taking with them during the day, and was ready to go by the time Kye finished talking to Bruce.  On the way to their car, Dusty stopped to pick up a lunch basket he’d ordered the previous night.  That in tow, they were soon off on another “tourist trip” around the island.  

In fact, Dusty drove straight to the area they sought to check out.  When Bruce and Harry had toured the island, and spent countless hours looking for the al-Qaida operation, they had decided that the lush rain forest area of the island was the most likely place for the terrorists to set up camp.  According to Bruce and Harry, the section of the rain forest Dusty and Kye were heading toward was a good place to start.  

Dusty parked the car and got out.  Kye helped him with the items they wanted to take with them from the car, including the picnic basket.  They carried two other sport-type pieces of luggage with them as they walked down a path, which led to a small pool fed by a tiny waterfall.

There was little room to spread out the blanket they’d brought, but they managed.  Due to the overhanging trees at the beginning of the rain forest, hardly any sunlight showed through, but both agreed the area was simply lovely.  Sitting on the blanket, they talked quietly about the beauty of the island and nothing of import, lest they be overheard—by whom they had no idea.

Finally, satisfied no one else was about, Dusty got up and walked around the area, just to make sure.  After they hurriedly picked up their things, Kye followed Dusty as he started a systematic search for any trails or paths.  Two hours later, they stumbled onto a slightly worn path, which was not far from where they had started.  Dusty held up his hand, put a finger to his lips, and then signaled Kye to stand fast as he went forward to investigate.  After about ten minutes, he went up a slight incline.  When he reached the top, he could see what he thought was probably what they were looking for.  

He quickly eased back down the incline, and returned to where Kye waited.  He whispered, “Talk about luck.  I think we’ve stumbled onto their camp.  Follow me.  Be careful...there’s an incline we have to go up, and it’s a bit tough to navigate, especially carrying this much stuff.

When they reached the base of the incline, Dusty whispered, “We’ll change here, hide what we don’t need, and come back for it later.”

Kye just nodded as she pulled off her shirt and started taking off her shorts.  Dusty did the same, and soon they were putting on their camouflage gear—tights and form-fitting shirt for both.  They had those items rather than standard issue jungle fatigues because they took up far less room in the luggage bags.  Dusty took out a shoulder holster with an Asp and started to put it on.  He stopped, looked at it, grinned, and handed it to Kye, who nearly busted out laughing at the thought of Dusty trying to put on her much smaller shoulder holster straps.  He then put his own on, got out their small communication sets, and handed one to Kye.  Next he looked around and found a place to conceal their picnic basket, the blanket, and their discarded “tourist clothing.”  

Then they started up the incline, with Dusty carrying both equipment bags.  Just as he reached the top, Kye—who had been right behind him—lost her footing and fell down the incline head-over-heels.  Dusty heard the commotion and turned to look down the incline to Kye, now sitting up at the bottom.  He hurried down and knelt beside her.

“Are you okay?”

“No.  I hurt all over.  Let’s go.”

Dusty smiled, helped Kye to her feet, and then followed her up the incline, giving her a gentle boost from behind.  Kye was sore, humiliated, and mad at herself, but thankful for Dusty just calmly helping her out, without sarcastic comments—which she was sure would follow at some point.

When she reached the top of the incline, she saw nothing of any camp and quietly asked, “Where’s this camp?”

Dusty pointed through some of the thick foliage.  Then Kye could see just a glimpse of what she had been looking for.  Without comment, Dusty started down the not very well worn path and Kye followed.  The further they went, the more Kye could see of the camp.  For the most part, it was in a clearing in the rain forest.

As they neared the camp, Dusty veered off the path into some thick vegetation and Kye followed.  Dusty pointed to a small place of concealment and whispered, “You climb in that hidey hole, while I go find a place to set up our gear.”

“Okay.  Hey, got a question—why are they right out in the open like this?”

“Because they’re al-Qaida...idiots.  They must feel sure no one will just come along this way, and none of our satellites will be wasting time to snapping pictures of Dominica.  They’re probably right on both counts, but they’re still idiots for not being concealed in the lush vegetation, where no one could see them with ease.  It would never occur to them someone might actually come along here, looking for them...or not.  See you in a while.  You see anybody coming along our trail from either direction, try to give me a head’s up.”

Kye said nothing in return, as Dusty eased off and was gone from sight in less than a minute.  The spot Dusty had picked out for her was far from comfortable—especially with her aches and pains from the fall—but she suffered on in silence.

Dusty worked his way down to a spot of concealment and set up the listening device contained in the two bags.  It was an elaborate set-up that not only listened, but also recorded.  Dusty could listen by plugging in an earphone apparatus.  The device only recorded when something was being said.  By careful aiming and tuning, Dusty was able to get the receiver pointed at a tent he determined was the headquarters tent, after listening in on various conversations from various points.

After two hours of listening, and being amazed at what he was hearing, Dusty popped out the tape of what he’d heard, and put in a new one.  Then he started working his way back to Kye.  To avoid making noise or giving away his presence in any manner, the going was slow, but he carefully worked his way back toward her.

Meanwhile, Kye had also been busy.  She’d brought along a pad and pen in the pocket of her leotards and had been busy sketching out a map of the camp’s layout, which was fully visible to her from the vantage point where Dusty had left her.

She was so intent on what she was doing that, she didn’t see or hear the machete-armed man who was walking down the path from the original direction she and Dusty had approached the camp.

He, on the other hand, was observant enough to accidentally spot Kye.  He quietly left the trail and approached her from behind.  Just as he raised his machete, Kye somehow sensed his presence and turned, reaching for her Asp as she did so.  She realized she’d never be fast enough, and resigned herself to joining her husband in death.
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On the Island of Guadeloupe, Bruce and Harry led their portion of the team aboard a small but plush cabin cruiser.  When Bruce and Harry had told Jim about their plan and how beautiful the area was, Jim got the idea to buy the cabin cruiser—both for use by the team, and for vacations at a later time.

Most of the gear they would need for the operation was already well-concealed aboard the vessel.  Now, as the team members stowed their gear aboard the cruiser—which could sleep ten—Bruce called their contact and boss at CIA, Glenn Burgess, and reported on progress to date.

During the call, Glenn mentioned that a Chinese Frigate and an Iranian Destroyer had left port in Cuba after both had made “goodwill” visits.  The ships had arrived separately, but had left nearly together, and both were steaming toward Venezuela.  They were, however, taking a strange route to that country, rather than a straight line.  

Off that call, Bruce filled the others in on the strange goings on with the two foreign ships, then added, “Since our squid is off on another island, can one of you Marines toss off our lines, so we can get under way for Marie-Galante?”

That drew predictable frowns and sarcastic comments from both Harry and Al, but the lines were soon taken care of and they shoved off for the little paradise island.

***
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As it turned out, Kye’s resignation to her pending death was premature.  Because even as the machete started its downward arch, Dusty, who had snuck up behind the much-shorter Arab, was able to reach over his bent forward form and grab his head in both hands.  Dusty snapped the man’s neck, killing him instantly...the machete falling harmlessly to the ground. 

Dusty looked down at Kye.  “Sorry to cut that so close, but I didn’t want to shoot him.  Want to make his death look like an accident.”

Kye swallowed with dry mouth.  “No problem.  Thanks for savin’ my bacon.”

“You’re welcome.  Let’s go.”

With that, Dusty handed Kye the now-empty bags, and picked up the dead terrorist.  As he turned, he pointed to the ground with his free hand.  “Grab his machete, please.”

Kye said nothing, but did as asked, and followed Dusty, noting the ease with which he carried the dead man.  “Sorta like a small sack of potatoes,” she thought.

When they reached the incline they’d come up, Dusty tossed the man down it.  Then he turned, took the machete from Kye, and about halfway down the incline dropped it alongside the trail.

At the bottom of the incline, they both turned and looked at the scene of the “accident.”  Dusty nodded approval of his handy work, then retrieved their clothing, picnic basket, and blanket, from where they had hidden them.

Without a word, Dusty started changing his clothes.  Kye did the same but whispered, “Feel sorta funny changing clothes in front of that guy.”
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