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At precisely 9:00 PM, Paul Spada aimed his laser unit at a pre-selected spot on the Presidential Palace of Syria. He took a deep breath, squeezed the trigger, and said, in Russian, “One.”  

The pilot of the jet fighter receiving that utterance, immediately fired one of the four laser-guided missiles his plane was carrying.  Before that reached its target, Paul “painted” the second target.  The pilot waited just a fraction of a second to fire again.  In all, four targets had been selected as the most likely spots within the palace for the Syrian President to be in at that time of night.

All four missiles hit exactly where they were supposed to hit.  The pilot, with a spur-of-the-moment decision, decided to add to the attack with a strafing run.  He had been instructed to do his best, to let those on the ground clearly see the plane was a Russian-built MIG-31, also to see the Russian markings on it.  Thus he decided, “What the hell,” as he came in at the palace slow and low on his strafing run.  His run was directed between the middle two target sites. 

Happy with his efforts, the pilot peeled off with a “Barrel-Role” before heading back the direction he had arrived from.  He flew the terrain to, then over Lebanon about five miles inside its border with Israel, before heading out to the Mediterranean Sea.  Flying at near wave-top level—well past the shore of Lebanon—he made a long, slow turn, to come in over the Gaza Strip.  When he reached the wall separating Gaza from Israel, he nudged up to clear it, then dropped back down as low as possible.

The top secret landing strip he headed for was in a sparsely populated area.  On nearing it, in Russian, he announced into his mike, “Devil Two for landing.”

That caused two things to happen at nearly the same time.  A series of lights in the middle of the landing strip came on, while the doors of a hangar at the end of the strip started to open.  Timing it perfectly, the pilot cut both engines to land “dead-stick.”  Using only slight pressure on his brakes, he slowed and rolled on into the hangar, neatly turning the plane nearly all the way around before stopping completely.

As he started to leave the plane, three people came to meet him.  One was Benjamin (Ben) Schiller, a former number two man in the Mossad.  The other two were Jim and Holly Scott.  Jim, who had known Ben since Desert Storm (the first Gulf War), was a retired Marine Major, as well as former excellent CIA agent.  Jim left the CIA to do black bag jobs for the President at the time, then continued in that capacity for the incoming President.  He continued to work for that President after the 9/11 Islamists’ attack on America for slightly over seven years.  

When the next President came to power, Jim funded, housed, and assisted a small (seven members initially) joint CIA/Military team that worked almost exclusively with British SIS (MI6) and SAS.  After nearly four years, that group dissolved, but Jim kept up with the fight against terrorists, and other evil doers.  He was a multi-billionaire, who spent vast sums to further the causes he chose to pursue.

Holly had been an FBI agent until she married Jim.  Since then, she had been at his side for every venture he was involved in. 

It was Jim’s brainchild that led to the just-concluded mission flown by Lucky Devil Two.  After Jim, Holly, Ben, and British M16 Chief, Tony Henry agreed on the idea of doing away with the President of Syria, Jim paid for the secret landing strip where the MIG-31 now sat.  Even as it was being built, Ben—still “in the know” of Mossad data—discovered an Iranian general who wanted to defect with his family.  That general commanded an air base that had—amongst other planes, four MIG-31s.  

With that information, Jim contacted an old friend and comrade-in-arms, Hector Garcia.  He told Hector what he needed, so Hector, who was fourth-generation American of Mexican descent, agreed.  Hector managed to get into Iran without trouble, posing as an Afghan businessman.  He made his way to the air base, contacted the general, and then made the arrangements Jim wanted.

Meanwhile, Jim contacted another old friend who had once been a KGB agent, but now worked for an American security company.  He worked out of Pakistan, but still had several contacts in Russia.  He obtained the items Jim asked him to get.  He also managed to get them into Israel undetected.

While that was being accomplished, Jim contacted “Lucky Devil Two.”  He asked him how he would like to have “a little fun.”  Though well into his eighties, Devil Two agreed, told his wife that he had ‘a little something’ to do for an ‘old friend,’ and would be gone for about three or four days.  

Before agreeing, Devil Two explained one little problem to Jim.  “You do know this is a two-seat plane, don’t you?  The second seat is for the Weapons Systems Operator (WSO).  If you expect me to fire the four laser-guided missiles from the front seat, you’ll have to make some adjustments...or get me a WSO.” 

Jim told him the matter had already been solved, as he handed him the operating instructions for the soon-to-be-modified plane.  It was a rather simple alteration, since the missiles were to be laser guided.  Only when satisfied that the changes to be made were feasible, did Devil Two agree to the plan.

The last piece to the puzzle to make the plan workable was for Tony Henry to contact a CIA agent who had worked closely with MI6 over the years.  His name was Harvey Puckett.  While Jim was getting his end of things organized, Tony sent a plane to Washington, D.C. to give Harvey a ride to London.  Once there, Tony brought him up-to-speed on the plan.  When finished with the outline, Tony added, “What we need from you, old chap, is to find us the guy on the roof.  I don’t happen to have an unattached lad to handle that little detail.”

Enter Paul Spada.  What Jim, Tony, and Ben wanted for the person aiming the laser was someone with military background (best if with covert ops experience), iron nerves, no longer in service—or in the employ of any government...and not married or in a long-term relationship.  Knowing Harvey had worked closely with various covert ops types over the years, Tony felt Harvey was just the man to find the person they wanted.  The “not married, or otherwise attached” proviso was because of the real possibility that the trip might wind up being a one-way trip for the “man on the roof.”

Jim wasn’t even happy to have a married man flying the MIG, but the need for someone who could be absolutely trusted to do the job, as well as keep his mouth shut forever, led him to Devil Two.  A friend of Jim’s was a cousin of Devil Two—in fact, Jim had met Devil Two on three occasions through the cousin.  In the end, if Devil Two felt he could accomplish the mission, he was simply the best man available. 

Jim wanted the entire operation team to be kept apart as much as possible.  Only Jim and Holly knew who Devil Two was.  Besides them—only Ben and Tony had even met Devil Two...but only by that name.  

Maggie Littlefield, a senior MI6 agent, would fly the plane getting Paul in and out of Syria.  Only she, Harvey Puckett, and Tony knew who the “man the roof” was.  Jim didn’t know—he didn’t want to know...though in time he was to find out.  

As to Hector Garcia, only Jim, Holly, Tony, as well as the couple who flew Hector to Turkey, knew of his part in the operation.  They were Dan and Janet Orf, old friends and comrades-in-arms of Jim, Holly, and Hector.  Jim set things up in this manner so that if anyone got caught, they would have little to tell.  By “caught,” Jim meant by “bad guys or good guys,” since the entire mission was strictly illegal.  

Jim, Holly, and Ben walked up to Devil Two as he was taking off his flying gear.  He tossed his helmet to Jim as Ben congratulated him, “Well done, Devil Two.  The report I just received was very positive.  All four rockets hit exactly where they were supposed to...also, your little ad lib had devastating results.  As they say in your westerns, bravo!  Um, about your unexpected strafing run...what possessed you?”

Devil Two chuckled, “Well, it just seemed to me this almost surely had to be my last chance to have that bit of fun—it had been over fifty years since I last fired the weapons on my platform in anger.  In case Jim didn’t tell you, I flew F-100s in Vietnam, but never had the opportunity to do any real-life strafing since.  Also, you folks wanted me to show the plane with its Russian markings the best I could.  Thus, I figured I’d draw as much attention to me as possible.  I had a blast—the most fun I’ve had in years.  Thank all of you.”

Holly kissed him on the cheek, before she corrected, “No, thank you.  I’ve gotta tell you, when Jim first suggested we have a pilot in his eighties handle this mission, I thought he was nuts.”

This time Devil Two laughed outright.  “So did I, when he broached the subject to me.”

By then Devil Two was out of his flight suit, so Jim asked, “You ready to go home?”

“Yes, I am.  I’ve had my fun for this lifetime.  By the way Ben—before we go—I want to compliment your people on the fine job they did with the alterations.  The paint job, too.  Those Russian markings are perfect.”

“All in a day’s work.”

***
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Actually, that work, like a similar job on Holly’s plane, had been done in less than a day.  With Iranian markings on her executive jet, Holly had boldly flown to the Iranian air force base to land.  The story Hector, and the general worked out was that the general had to fly to Tehran for consultations, because his life had been threatened.  He was to take his family along with a one-plane escort.  The MIG would be flown by a pilot brought in, who was above reproach.  Devil Two got off Holly’s plane in full flight gear, so was led to the MIG.  While he was doing his pre-flight, the General, his family, and Hector (in Iranian uniform) went aboard with Jim—also in Iranian uniform.  

Devil Two took off first, with Holly in loose tail formation.  They flew to a landing strip in the Kurdish section of Iraq for refueling.  Jim had made that arrangement.  After fast refueling, they took off again.  Once over the Mediterranean Sea, Holly flew to England, while Devil Two landed at the secret landing strip.  He arrived a little after midnight, then quickly went to sleep, to rest up for the coming night’s work. 

Holly landed at a secret SAS base, with landing strip, well outside London.  Tony Henry was there to greet the General and his family.  Shortly thereafter, the first snag of any kind reared its ugly head.  On finding out her husband the general was defecting, the wife refused to go along.  She insisted on being returned to Iran...“forthwith.”  The unpleasant conversation between family members that followed resulted in one of his two sons wanting to return to Iran with his mother, while the other son wanted to stay with his father.

Never one to be caught off-guard for very long, Tony came up with the solution.  He calmly told the wife and son wanting to return to Iran that they had ‘entered England illegally’ so would be detained until further notice.  MI6 had three safe houses on the base.  Tony ordered the wife and son be taken to one of them, and watched around the clock—with no contact with anyone but their keepers.  

The wife was screaming all sorts of nasty things as the two were led off to the safe house, in the company of a unit of SAS troops.

Next Tony turned to the General.  “Sir, I am sorry about this situation.  Is it still your desire to continue on with the plan as outlined to you?”

“Yes, it is.  But, I am the one who is sorry for this unpleasantness.” 

Leaving Tony and Hector behind with their “wards,” Holly headed back to the secret landing strip in Israel.  Jim could fly the plane, but was not nearly as good a pilot as was Holly.  But with all the flying to be done in the course of two days, Jim did give Holly some sleep in the cabin on the return flight—he would do so with the help of Devil Two on the flight back to the U.S.

***
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Before leaving Israel, Devil Two turned down an overture from Ben, to the possibility of flying the MIG on behalf of Israel, if the need arose.  He had joked, “I’ve had my fifteen minutes.  I’m ready for a return to retirement.”

When Holly landed her plane back at the SAS base with Jim and Devil Two aboard, it was met by Tony and Hector.  As they deplaned, Tony walked up, shook hands with Devil Two, as he nodded.  “Well done, sir.  My report is you pulled off the mission perfectly.  Alas, while the operation was a success, the patient lived.  Only your extra bit of flying injured him.  Your strafing run wounded him, but he will live.  It seems our intelligence was off, as to where he would be that time of night, so the rockets only caused a great deal of damage to his palace.  Perhaps, he will at least get the message that his time as dictator may be drawing to a close.  One would hope that he will opt to leave Syria with his remaining skin.  Time will tell.”

Devil Two shrugged.  “Seems both Mossad and MI6 are on the ball.  You seem to have more than adequate assets inside Syria, for both you and Ben to have such quick reports on the mission.  Pity the bastard is still alive, but, as you said, maybe he’ll get the message.”

After Holly and Jim greeted the two men there to meet them, Jim looked at Hector.  “You coming with us, or staying back in case needed?”

“I’ll stay.  But as soon as we get the word that the roof guy is out safely, I’ll have Dan and Janet come gather me in.  As per the original plan, if push comes to shove, and we need to go rescue the roof guy, they will fly to Israel—as will Tony and me—along with some of Tony’s best assets...as in SAS fellas.”

Tony joined in that conversation, “If we run into a problem, Jim, you and Holly can come back to rescue us.”

Jim shook his head, “I still think you’re nuts, to even consider a field mission, Tony.  Your P.M. (Prime Minister) would have a cat if she found out.”

“I sent the man in, Jim...Harvey, also.  Either or both of them get snagged by the Iranians or Russians, I’ll damned sure do my best to get them out.  Ben and I talked this over.  He said he’d go, too.”

Devil Two looked at Jim.  “Maybe we should stay here or in Israel, until we know your roof man got out safely.  I might have one more mission in me—to fly cover for the rescue team.”

Holly growled, “No, General...you’ve done your part.  As soon as this plane is refueled, we’re heading to the States.”

Jim nodded, “I agree.  But Tony, if a problem arises, give us a call on the plane.  You know we’ll turn back—but no more flying the MIG.”

Devil Two shrugged again, as the friends continued to talk until the plane was refueled, then it was off to America.  During the flight, Devil Two did get some more flying time in, as he assisted Holly and Jim on the long flight from England to Texas, with only one refueling stop along the way. 

Holly landed in San Antonio with Devil Two sitting right seat.  Holly had called ahead to order refueling, so as she pulled to a stop, the fuel truck was already headed her way.  She went to the cabin, just as Jim was letting down the steps of the plane.  She hugged and warmly kissed Devil Two—and after Jim shook his hand, the one-flight MIG pilot deplaned.  After taking a step or two, he turned to give a farewell salute. 

While walking to where his car was parked, the retired Air Force Brigadier General had an extra bounce to his step—one he felt had been missing for over fifty years.  He smiled, but on reaching his car reality set in.  What to tell his wife?  While he didn’t like to lie to anyone about anything, he reasoned that this one time, it would be best to tell a whopper to his wife by sticking to the original story.  He would just have to satisfy himself with the knowledge of what he had done...not seek platitudes from a wife who reasonably would never understand anyhow.
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Long before Devil Two had turned his MIG back toward the Mediterranean, Paul Spada stood up and walked to the rear of the building, leaving the laser gear behind.  When he reached the back portion of the roof, he used the grappling hook there to shinny down three floors, to the ground below.  The rope that was attached to the grappling hook was, in fact, not rope, but a thick fuse. 

Paul took out an already unwrapped cigar with the end bitten off, then put it in his mouth.  Using his lighter, he lit the cigar, took a long pull on it, and then lit the fuse.  The idea of the fuse was that it would burn to the grappling hook, with the ash left behind to be blown away in the slight wind.  It was hoped if anyone spotted the grappling hook without a rope, they would at worst spend some of Paul’s valuable “getaway” time trying to figure out what had transpired. 

As the fuse continued to burn, Paul calmly walked to the corner of the building, then turned to walk to the front wall.  Once there, he went to the front entrance, tossed the cigar, and entered like a person without a care in the world.  On his walk to that front entrance, he could see flames and smoke in the distance.  He could also hear several sirens blaring.

Inside, he walked toward the elevator island located ten feet from the row of rooms behind it.  There were two elevators that went to the two floors from the main floor.  The small hotel had only twenty-five rooms: five on the first floor, ten each on the other two.  While small, the plush hotel was very expensive.  To his right, as Paul walked, there was the front desk, near an office.  On the other side of the lobby area was a restaurant with a gift shop next door.

As Paul walked toward the elevators, a woman on the far side of the lobby area exited the gift shop.  She spotted him, and nearly emitted an audible sigh of total relief.  She also experienced disbelief at the sight of him.  But when he turned left at the elevator island, the woman hurried around the far end of the elevators, then rushed up to him.  She threw her arms around him, muttered, “Hello, darling,” before she kissed him.  While still in the embrace she initiated, she whispered into his ear, “I need help, Paul.”

Before he really had time to react, she broke from the embrace to push the elevator “up button” between the two elevators.  As surprised as he was at seeing Elva Young—after all the years since they had last seen each other—he took her hand as he walked onto the elevator with her.  She pushed the button to the third floor, then as the doors closed, she quickly whispered, “I’m CIA.  My cover has been blown.  Did you see the two Russian soldiers come in, with two men through the front doors, Paul?  What floor are you on?”

Paul had indeed seen the two Russians in uniform.  He also saw the two men with dark suits.  But he had wondered if they were already on to him.  He also noticed they walked to the front desk, but he had kept walking, until he lost sight of the four.  “Second floor—and yes, I noticed, Elva.  To tell you the truth, I wondered if they had come for me.” 

“You?  Why you?  What have you done to draw their interest?”

Just as Paul started to answer, the elevator doors opened.  Elva mumbled, “Later...for now, hold the elevator, please.”  Even as she spoke, she drew a silenced pistol from a holster under her jacket at her back.  She took a half step out, aimed, and fired at the security camera down the hall.  Her aim was good, so she raced off.  When she reached her room, she opened the door, reached inside for a backpack-type piece of luggage, then hurried back to the elevator.

Back inside it, she pushed the second floor button.  “To answer your question, I helped cause a bit of a ruckus.  But I didn’t think those guys had time to be on to me.  Since you think it could be you, I hope that explains them being here.  Well, not that they’re after you...”

As the doors opened at the second floor, Elva interrupted, “Got it—let’s go.”

As she spoke, Elva reached behind her again for her gun.  Paul’s hand grabbed her arm.  “No need...gum on the lens.  Come on.”

The security cameras were the older-fashioned type that pointed in one direction, or rotated.  These rotated.  As Elva followed Paul off the elevator, she glanced at the camera on this floor.  She grinned, as she could see the wad of gum over the lens.

Paul’s room was over the front entrance, so they had to walk around a hallway to get there.  It was a nice large room, with a full bathroom.  The room was leased on a yearly basis by a fictitious company that was owned by a series of holding companies that led back to MI6...if one was good enough to trace it.  It was paid for by Jim Scott.

When they were inside with the door shut behind them, Paul looked at Elva.  “I assume someone will be along in time to check things out, so I guess we better come up with some sort of bullshit story.  Assuming you’re right about why those guys are here, they’ll check your room first, then start checking every room.  I would, in their place; that is, if they know your name.”

“They don’t know Elva Young from snot, but I understand they know my cover name ‘Kristina,’ but not the name I registered under for the room.  I believe they know I was registered here, though.”

“Okay...here’s the plan.  You’re my wife—dropped by to say hi.  I’ll think of some large lie to go with the base story.  By the way—not that it matters—but I liked you better as a redhead.”

Elva chuckled, as she whipped off the black wig she wore to expose her red hair.  “No problem.  By the way back, I see you’re still married.”

She had glanced at Paul’s wedding ring, as she said that.  He shook his head.  “My wife died three years ago.  I just have never had cause to take my ring off.  How about you?”

“This is odd.  My husband died last year—about thirteen months ago.  What was it, twenty or twenty-one years ago at Fort Bragg that we last met?  You have no idea how much I wanted to bed young Lieutenant Spada.  But you were married.  You also made it clear you weren’t the foolin’ around type.”

“I thought I picked up on your interest.  But you’re right—never cheated on my wife, and glad of it.  But enough of this, though—I just got an idea.”

Paul took Elva’s luggage from her to put it in a closet.  As he did, he pointed to the bed.  “Strip and hop in.  We haven’t seen each other in a while, so when you showed up I had only one thought in mind.  You liked the idea, so just toss your clothes on the floor, because you can hardly wait to get at my bod.  If someone comes busting in here—as I suspect they will—we’ll make it seem as though they just interrupted our fun and games.”

Paul was walking toward the far side of the bed, tossing his quickly removed jacket at a chair before taking off his shoulder holster.  Elva also tossed the jacket she wore, then undid the back holster she had on.  As she did, she grunted, “I’m thinking you just want a free look at me naked.”

“That, too.  I want to see what I missed out on all those years ago.”

Paul took the silencer off his gun, and shoved it in the bottom of his shoulder holster.  Then he tossed the holster under the bed.  He placed his gun under the pillow, then he started stripping.  Before they got in the bed, Paul jerked off the covering comforter.  He also loosened the top sheet.  Elva noticed his silencer, which caused her to wonder just what Paul had been up to, but did much as he had, with her gun under the pillow on what was to become her side of the bed.

As they got under the top sheet, Paul asked, “Now, about this CIA thing.  When did you leave the service for CIA?  And what exactly are you doing here?”

“Never was in the Army—was CIA then, too.  I was on loan to DOD (Department of Defense), investigating an officer believed to be involved in something pretty serious.  DOD wanted an experienced operative, one that wasn’t likely to be known by anyone on the base.  As it turned out, he was totally innocent, so I was happy to clear his name.  Until just now, no one in the Army ever knew I wasn’t.  As to what I’m doing here, I’ve been working with the insurgent folks—that’s all I’ll say on that subject.  How about you?”

“I’ve said about all I’m gonna on that.”

“Still Army?”

“Nope—retired a Colonel about four months ago.  I probably could have stayed on for a few more years and gotten my star, but after my wife died, I sorta lost interest in my career.  It took me a while to realize I wasn’t as good an officer as I had been, but when I did, thought it only fair for all concerned that I get out.”

***
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Earlier, as Paul and Elva got on the elevator, Russian Lieutenant Vladimir Trotsky marched up to the front desk to demand a few things.  They included a list of all guests, by floor, along with three master key cards.  Then he walked off, to a spot where he couldn’t be overheard.  He handed the third floor list to his sergeant, with one of the key cards.  “There is only one unaccompanied woman registered.  She is on the third floor.  I doubt she will be in her room, but check it first.  Use the card to open the door.  Do not knock—just go in, with your weapon drawn.  This ‘Kristina’ is supposed to be around 5’8 or 5’9, thin, with black hair.  Anyone even close to that is to be detained.  If that room is empty—as I suspect it will be—open every door on that floor.  Carefully inspect each room.  

“I will take the second floor.  You two take the first floor—one checking the rooms, one staying here...looking for her to appear.  When all five rooms on this floor have been checked, both of you stay here, waiting for her arrival.  Sergeant, you return here to assist them.  From time to time, one of you check the dining room, also keep an eye on the gift shop.”

His orders given, the lieutenant went to the elevator island with his sergeant.  Lieutenant Trotsky got off on the second floor to start his search.  The fourth door he came to was to Paul’s room.

Paul and Elva had continued to talk.  While not engaged in active petting or fondling, were snuggled up, enjoying the heat of the other’s body.  Paul, in fact, noticed he was having a physical reaction to the nearness.  Elva noticed that, also. 

He huskily suggested, “But for the circumstances we find ourselves in, I could easily do more than talk right about now, lady.”

Elva thought, “Yeah,” but said nothing, as she turned more to face Paul.  She was about to kiss him when the door was opened rapidly.  Trotsky walked in without announcing himself.

Paul grabbed his gun, rolled out of bed, pointed his weapon at Trotsky, then grumbled, in Russian, “What in the hell do you want?  Please shut the door.  Explain why you have interrupted my wife and me.”

At the sight of Paul standing there in his physical condition, Trotsky would have laughed—but for the gun pointed at him.  So as to not encourage the man to use the weapon, Trotsky kicked the door shut, while still facing Paul.  Then, as calmly as he could, offered in English, “Perhaps you would be more comfortable speaking English.”

Elva who nearly laughed at that, because she had winced at Paul’s awful Russian, managed to stay as she was, which now had her sitting up in bed, with the sheet pulled high, to hide her breasts.  

Paul, his physical state waning, kicked his underwear up, and caught them with his left hand.  As he proceeded to wiggle into the underwear—never taking the gun off Trotsky, he agreed to English as he used it, “Yeah...okay.  Now, back to my question—who are you?  What in the hell do you want?”

“I am looking for a woman.”

“Fine.  This one is mine—go find your own somewhere else.”

Ignoring Paul’s attempt at humor, Trotsky replied, “The woman I am looking for has been assisting the rebels.  She is about five feet, eight or nine inches tall, has black hair, with a thin frame.”

“If you haven’t noticed, my wife has red hair.  I repeat—go look for your woman somewhere else.”

Even though he knew it was a lame thing to say, Trotsky muttered, “She could have died her hair.”

What caused Elva to do what she did next, would be a long time being explained to Paul.  She pushed the sheet down and got out of bed, facing Trotsky stark naked.  “You’ll note, sir, that all my hair is red.  Get a good look—then get out of here.”

With that, she bent down to pick up her undies, bra, and slacks before darting into the bathroom.  

Trotsky’s mouth fell open, though he did get the “good look” offered.  He was about to say something, when Paul cut him off.  “Look, pal—we haven’t seen each other in a few months.  We have some catching up to do.  Catching up that you have so rudely interrupted.  My wife is an archaeologist.  She is heading, of all places, to your homeland.  A leading Russian scientist in the same field, has made what he feels may be proof that the Caucasian race actually started in Russia long ago.  She has been working in Jordan and Israel for several months, but has been consulting with her Russian counterpart.  So please be a nice guy...split, before I lose my patience with you.”

Trotsky nodded as he started to reply, when several shots were fired outside the hotel, and quite a ruckus erupted.  When the two men heard the sound of mortar rounds being fired, they both ran to the window, overlooking the front of the hotel.  What they saw was a hoard of men, running toward the still-burning Presidential Palace in the distance.  While they could see over a thousand armed men in the attacking throng, Paul realized that would not be near enough to take on the Syrian troops stationed in Damascus.

Elva, who had also heard the noise, came running up to have a look, also.  She now had on her panties, bra, and slacks, but was still barefoot.  She was trying to put on her blouse as she hurried to stand between the two men.  Trotsky glanced over at her—specifically her bra—so she grunted, “You had your look—behave.  For God’s sake, I’m old enough to be your mother.” 

He blushed, as she got the blouse on and started buttoning it up.  While doing that, she looked out the window.  Her heart sank.  She knew the rebels were nowhere near strong enough to make an attempt to take Damascus...even with the palace burning.  She had been helping them smuggle fighters and weapons into the capital city.  She had also aided in training being conducted by a small unit of Delta Force troops.  She felt it would have been another five or six months before the rebels were nearly strong enough to make the move they had now foolishly started, due to the raid on the palace.

Paul growled, “Well, this tears it.  My bosses aren’t paying me enough to get involved in this mess.  Honey, how about giving me a ride in your plane, to Jordan or Israel?  Israel would be best—but it might not be a good idea for your flight to Russia to originate there.”

Instantly picking up on what Paul had in mind, Elva answered, “No problem with flying there from Israel.  My friend in Russia knows I’ve been working in both Jordan and Israel.  I’m thinking if we’re gonna go, we best hurry along.  Might be a good idea, for you to be wearing something other than just your shorts.”

She was grinning, as she turned from the window to go for her socks and shoes.  Paul nodded agreement at her words, as he started gathering up his clothes.  While he did, he looked at Trotsky.  “If you have no objection, we’re gonna get outta Dodge.  If you do have, I guess I’ll just shoot you.”

“I have no objection—especially if you take me with you.  I’m Jewish—or at least half Jewish.  My mother is a Jew, but no one in Russia knows that.  As you know, Jews have always been looked at with disapproval—both in the Soviet Union as well as modern Russia.  My father works in documents, so when he and mom decided to get married, he dummied up some documents for her, showing her to not be Jewish.  He feared if he married a Jew, it would cast doubt upon him...diminish his earning capacity.  Mother agreed, on the proviso that she could at least offer some basic training in her religion, to any children they would have.  Father agreed.  When I was twelve, they told me the truth, but told me I could never tell anyone. 

“When the nutso wannabe Czar now running Russia came to power, they decided at some point they would like to move to Israel.  The rub, of course, was me, when I joined the Army.  When nutcase, decided to stick his nose into the business of Syria to the extent he has, we hatched a plan that if I got transferred here, they would see if they could take a vacation in America.  With dad’s long history of good service, that was approved.  They are now there.  My plan, was to somehow get to Israel then let them know.  They would then fly to Israel, meet me, then the three of us would ask to stay, which since mother is Jewish would almost automatically be approved.”

Paul, still dressing, looked at Elva, who shrugged.  He then looked at Trotsky.  “Okay, you can go with us.”

Elva shook her head.  “Hey, guys—he can’t go like that.  In his uniform, I mean.  Paul, you’re only an inch or two taller.  Do you have something he can change into?”

At 6’1”, Paul was less than two inches taller, but weighed nearly twenty pounds more, at his close to 200 pounds.  He sighed.  “Yeah, but we’ll have to make some suspenders or something, to keep the pants from falling off.”

Actually his pants were only little more than three inches too big around.  The pair of pants he tossed to Trotsky were rather tight fitting on him so they nearly fit.

With new pants and shirt, Trotsky started toward the bathroom.  Elva held up her hand.  “Hold it right there, pal.  You got a free look at me—now it’s my turn.  Change right here.”

Trotsky blushed.  Paul—having a good feeling what Elva was up to—just grinned.
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While Elva was giving Trotsky grief, Maggie Littlefield, who had flown the plane bringing Paul to Syria, was busy.  After Paul had taken a taxi to the hotel, she turned to Harvey Puckett.  “See you later.  Please take care of our plane.  I’d be very happy to see it still here when I return.”

“Where are you going?”

“I have some MI6 business to attend to.”

“Yeah well, be careful.  I don’t know how to fly.”

“Just spread your arms and flap real hard.”

Harvey just crinkled up the corners of his mouth, then watched as Maggie went to a parking area.  When she got into an ambulance, he thought, “What in the hell?”  

The driver of the ambulance was another MI6 agent.  They greeted each other before he asked, “Plan still holding?”

“Yup—drive on, McDuff.”

“Maggie, dear, you spent too much time with the Yanks, if you ask me.”

“No one asked you.  Remember, I’m married to one.”

They continued to drive, until they neared the Presidential Palace.  Then they parked, until after Devil Two had done his thing with the MIG.  While the actual raid was going on, Maggie got out to record it all on her cell phone camera—including the strafing run.  After Devil Two peeled off to head back to Israel, Maggie had her driver wait until several other ambulances had arrived, and the first of the injured were coming out on stretchers.

As planned, the driver drove to where there were several ambulances, then both got out.  Maggie pointed to where there seemed to be several casualties.  “Find us someone to load up.  I’m gonna nose around.”

Her companion hurried off with his black satchel to do as told, while Maggie innocently mingled amongst several gurneys—either going in or coming out with the injured.  She listened intently to any word on the President.  When she finally got word on his condition, it wasn’t what she hoped for, but at least she knew.  Satisfied, she went in search of the other agent.  He was working on an injured Syrian Army officer.  He glanced up and nodded.

Maggie hurried off to get their gurney, then wheeled it toward the Syrian officer her fellow agent was treating.  She helped him get the man on the gurney.  Then they took him back to their ambulance to load him.  Maggie climbed in with the patient, while the other agent got in to drive.  

About that time, the rebels started their attack.  Maggie thought, “Oh, crap,” but continued working on the officer.  When his bleeding was stopped, she had bandaged him as well as giving him a shot to ease the pain...hopefully knock him out.  It did...both.  Sure he was unconscious, Maggie grumbled, “I’m thinking we better circle around this attack.  It’s gonna take a while, but I don’t want to get caught dead in the middle of a fire fight.”

“Yeah—me either.  I have a pretty good idea of the route we can take, but it’ll take well over an hour.”

“Do it.  Along the way, find a spot to dump this guy.  He isn’t going to die from his wounds.  Someone will find him sooner or later.  Truth be told, I don’t really care.  I’m half tempted to give him something to ensure he never wakes up—except he might be one of the good guys, spying for the rebels.  I know they have several in the Syrian Army passing them information.”

“Yes, there is that.  I’ll find a place to dump him, as you said.”

***
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By the time Maggie and her driver were well away from the active fighting, Trotsky had finished changing clothes.  When he had taken off his gun belt, Elva snatched it up.  She then tossed the gun to Paul.  Happy Elva was on the same page as he was, Paul looked at her and winked as he started to unload it.  When it was empty, he put two rounds back in the clip before he tossed it to Trotsky.

“You’ve got two rounds, but don’t have one chambered.  By the time you could chamber one, you’d be dead...got it?”

“Yes.”

Paul then handed him the other rounds.  “Put them in your pocket.  If we get into a situation where we need your help, you’ll have to reload your clip.”

Trotsky shook his head, reached for his gun belt, then took out two full clips.  Those he put in his pocket as he smiled.  “I know.  By the time I could get one of them in my weapon, I’d be dead...unless you told me to.”

Paul had finished dressing while Trotsky changed.  The Russian noted the shoulder holster Paul put on, including the silencer he put on his gun.  He also noticed the silenced gun Elva put in her back holster before she put it on.  

Elva looked at Trotsky. as she had a thought.  “By the way, what is your name?”

Trotsky chuckled, “Vladimir Trotsky.  Yours?”

“I’m Elva, that’s Paul.  That’s all you need, also all you’ll get.”

“Not Kristina?”

“Naughty, naughty.  Especially for someone wanting a flight out of town.”

***
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While Paul, Elva, and Vladimir were going to the plane that would get them out of Syria, the pilot of that plane, Maggie Littlefield, was trying to figure out how to get back to it herself.  She and her driver, had managed to dispose of the wounded Syrian officer, by simply stopping to get the gurney out.  They placed it where they figured he would be found in time, but hopefully not too soon.  By taking a long circle away from the fighting, the driver eventually found where his car was parked.  There, they switched vehicles, leaving the ambulance behind. 

On the way to the car, Maggie called Sarah Turner at Jim’s ranch.  Sarah had been in the Marine Corps until losing a leg, along with her first husband, in Iraq.  They had been walking in the Green Zone when they encountered a roadside bomb.  Her present husband, and their two children lived on the ranch with her.  He was a retired Marine, who had been on the team Jim had funded and housed, until about three years earlier.  Sarah ran the office on the ranch.  She now handled most of the everyday matters concerning the various foundations Jim funded.  She had become an expert on the large, very powerful computer system on the ranch. 

When Maggie called, Sarah answered, “Hi, Maggie.  What’re you up to?”

“Trying to get out of Syria with my hide.  If Jim hasn’t told you, ‘Two’ did a great job—but unfortunately the tyrant still lives, though injured.  I managed to take a video of Two’s work.  I just sent it to your computer.  What I’d like you to do, is put it out on all the major social media outlets, if you can do it without anyone knowing it came from you.”

“No problem, Maggie.  Jim and I set up half a dozen phony accounts with all the biggies.  We routinely post stuff on them, just to keep them relevant.  You know, stuff like jokes, sayings, or famous quotes.  It’s sorta fun.  When do I post what you sent?”

“Give it a couple of hours, so we can all get gone.  I figure Jim, Holly, and Two are already on the way from point A to point B, before heading across the pond.”

“Read you loud and clear.  Yes, they are well on their way to point B.  Jim called to let us at the ranch know the good news that the old Devil did his trick and made it safely back.  Want me to call you before I actually post the stuff you sent?”

“No—two or three hours is fine.  Just go ahead then.  Thanks, Sarah.”

“Okay, Maggie—talk to you later...safe exit.”

***
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By the time Maggie finished that call, Paul and companions were on the way to the plane.  After Vladimir changed, Elva shook her head.  “That sports coat won’t do.  Paul, it’s hanging on him like—well, I don’t know what.  Do you have a windbreaker or something?”

Paul just grunted, went to his piece of sports-type luggage, and took out a light rain slick-type jacket.  He handed it to Vladimir, as he handed back the sports coat.  The Russian put it on.  Elva nodded approval, without saying anything further on the matter of attire.  

Paul then pointed at his piece of luggage.  “Vladimir, you carry that.  Put your uniform in it first.  It has a nice shoulder strap, if you want to use it.  Since you’re right-handed, please carry it on your right shoulder.  Use your right hand to grab the handles, so you can soften the load on your shoulder.”

“How do you know I’m right-handed?”

“The holster for your weapon was on your right hip.”

“Oh.  Not very trusting, wanting me to carry it on my right shoulder.”

“I trust you...to a point.  I also trust my ability to read people.  However, I’ve stayed alive this long by being careful.  By the way—do you go by ‘Vladimir,’ or just ‘Vlad’?”

“My friends call me ‘Vlad.’  Since I want to curry favor, so as not to do anything to lose my ride to Israel, why don’t you nice people call me ‘Vlad’?”

“Very well—Vlad it is.  Though, Elva darling, I do believe we have a comedian on our hands.” 

“Yes—one who best keep being funny, but doesn’t try any funny business.”

Paul just shook his head at Elva’s try at being clever, went to the closet in the room, to take out a Fedora.  He put it on as he muttered, “Let’s go.”

Elva looked at the Fedora, wasn’t impressed, but said nothing.

Vlad shook his head.  “I hate to point this out, but the two Syrian intelligence officers who came in with me are stationed in the lobby.”

Paul responded, “Good, I hope they stay there.  We are leaving by an old-fashioned fire escape, located at the rear of the building.  The window leading to it is no longer stuck, so no problem getting it open.  Now, can we please go?”

As Paul led the way out of the room, Elva wondered how Paul knew this...also how it came to be unstuck.  Vlad wondered much the same, but followed Paul out of the room, with Elva following behind.  She shut the door on her way out.

At the aforementioned mentioned window, Paul opened it with a bit more trouble than he thought he should have met due, to his earlier prying it open.  “I’ll go first, then Vlad.  You follow along, Elva.  Please shut the window when you get on the landing.”

The ages-old fire escape creaked somewhat, but when they were all down, Paul looked at Elva.  “You lead the way.”

Vlad wondered why Paul thought Elva would know the way to go better than either of the two men, but followed alongside Paul—a few steps behind Elva—as she led off down the alley the back of the hotel was on.  She darted from one street to the next without hesitation.  Vlad had to admit she seemed to know the area much better than he did, which only made him wonder about who she was, other than what appeared to be the false story he had been fed.
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