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Maggie (Doyle) Littlefield stood wearing a sheer negligee, which hid exactly nothing.  It was covered by a sheer robe, hiding just about the same.  Her husband, John (Jack) Littlefield, came from the plush bathroom of the very expensive inn they were staying in, wearing an Air Force blue terry cloth robe.  He smiled, but before he could say anything, several sirens began blaring outside their room, followed in short order by gunfire.  Jack muttered, “What in the hell,” as he took a step toward the veranda outside their room.  

As he did, a shot came through their window, drape, and then ended up in the ceiling.  Maggie looked up at the thud.  “Crap—we’re supposed to be on vacation...not getting into the middle of a damn gunfight, for God’s sake.”

Even as she spoke, they both hurried to their holsters draped over chair arms in the room.  Each holster held a specially made, silenced nine-millimeter handgun.  They were called Asps, which was also the name of the team they belonged to.  The team was CIA led.  It contained three CIA agents, four active military men—one of whom was Jack, a recently promoted Air Force Special Forces Master Sergeant Medic—and Maggie, who was a British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) agent, on loan to the CIA for the purpose of working with the team.  It was also a convenience to facilitate her marriage to Jack.

Weapons in hand, Maggie turned out the lights in the room, before they went to a door, which led to the second floor veranda attached to their room.  Just before opening the door, Jack flipped the switch located on the wall next to the door.  With the outside lights now turned off, they looked out.  What they saw was an all-out war between the police and several other men.  The other men had the decided upper hand, as their weapons had far greater firepower than those of the police on the scene.  The situation had come about due to an attempted routine traffic stop on a dark SUV with tinted windows.  Instead of stopping when lights flashed in their rearview mirror, the SUV had sped off.  Then even as the police car gave chase, another SUV—much like the one which had sped off—raced by the police car, nearly bumping it off the road, only to be followed by still another SUV, like the first two.

The policemen in the police car realized they had bitten off a bit of a mouthful, so they radioed for help—a lot of help.  Unable to lose the police car—as well as the four police cars now behind the original one chasing them—the first SUV had pulled off the road, near a rock wall.  Even as the other two SUVs pulled in behind the first one, the four drug dealers in the first SUV were running to get behind the rock wall.  Soon another eight drug dealers of the same drug syndicate were behind the wall, with all twelve men quickly firing at the police.

Now, as Jack and Maggie watched, they saw first one, then two more policemen go down under the barrage of shots being fired at them.  Maggie was standing to Jack’s right.  “This simply won’t do, dear.  Shall we intercede?”

Jack laughed, even as he raised his Asp to fire at the drug dealer on his far left.  As he did, Maggie took aim at the drug dealer on her far right.  The drug dealers were less than seventy-five feet from the veranda where Jack and Maggie stood.  They were both expert marksmen, with Maggie being slightly better.  At seventy-five feet, a miss by either would have been an upset.  As it was, Jack did miss his first shot slightly.  Instead of hitting the drug dealer in the back of the head—where he had aimed—he hit him just at the top of the neck.  The effect was much the same—the man was dead before he hit the ground.  The ammunition pre-loaded in their twelve clip pistols was anti-personnel in nature—meaning a millisecond after hitting the target, it would shatter...a shot near any vital organ was almost always fatal within seconds or less.

Even as Jack lined up his second shot, Maggie was moving on from her second target.  With the silenced weapons they were using—plus the din caused by the weapons of the police and the drug dealers—none of the drug dealers realized they were being attacked from the rear.  In most cases they didn’t even notice their comrades falling in heaps of death.  The leader of the drug gang—one of two in the middle of his men—was about ready to call for his men to return to their vehicles, to force their way out of the box they were in.  The road they had taken led to the exclusive motel, housing Jack and Maggie, dead-ended at the rock wall.  The leader’s plan in coming down the road was to do just what he and his men had been doing.  As they had run for the rock wall, he had told two of his men their job was to disable all five police cars that followed them, while he and the others tried to kill all ten police officers from the five cars.  The plan might well have worked, but for the interference of Jack and Maggie. 

By the time Maggie lined up her shot to the back of the leader’s head, eight of the police officers were down.  The other two had been at least grazed, even though they continued to return fire—however futile it might have been.  When the leader of the drug gang looked to his right and saw all his men on that side down, Maggie squeezed off the shot that killed him.  In a matter of another two seconds, the remaining members of the gang were down.  All but one of them were dead, and he would be dead before Maggie and Jack finished policing their brass—a process they started after Jack fired his fifth and final shot.  Seeing all the men who had been shooting at the police down, he glanced down, saw what Maggie was doing, and was soon helping her.

One of the casings was under the banister.  Maggie swore, as she was barely able to reach it with the barrel of her Asp, to flip it back a bit, to where she could pick it up.  Finished with the task, they scrambled back into their room, with Jack pulling the door shut as he followed Maggie into the room.  Once back inside—after an elapsed time of less than three minutes, after the first shot was fired by the drug gang—Maggie went to the bathroom in the near dark and flicked on the light, as she pulled the door most of the way shut.  She smiled.  “Well, husband, I guess we solved the situation.  But we can bet on the police coming around to our room at some point.  Let’s hide this brass in our luggage.  Better put away our Asps, too.  Wouldn’t do to have them spotted by anyone—especially anyone in officialdom.”

When those items were accomplished, Maggie looked at Jack.  “That was exhilarating.  Feel like making love to me?”

Jack just laughed, as he took Maggie in his arms and kissed her.  In short order they were on the bed.  When they were finished, they washed up, leaving a dim light on in the main room.  They also each had a drink in hand, Jack having gotten ice before they had showered, prior to the excitement outside their room...and before the police arrived.  Maggie had just complimented Jack on his abilities in bed, as she toasted him with a clink of glasses, when there was a knock on the door.  

Maggie—back to wearing what she had been when the shot came through their window—got up, then went to the door.  The taller of the two men at the door took one look—one rather long look—at Maggie...all of Maggie, and swallowed.  “Hello, I’m Detective Lieutenant Wayne Simpson of the Los Angles Police Department.  This is Detective Lawrence Kuntz.”

Maggie smiled.  “Hi.  I’m Maggie Littlefield.  The guy sitting down getting sloshed is my husband, Jack.”

Jack frowned, smiled, got up, and headed to the other three, even as Maggie was inviting the two police officers into the room...both doing their best to not stare at the beautiful, raven-haired woman in front of them with next to nothing on.  After Jack shook hands with both men, he asked, “Care for a drink?”

Both declined, while Lieutenant Simpson cleared his throat.  “You folks hear all the ruckus outside a while back?”

Jack nodded, “Couldn’t help but hear it.  What was going on, exactly?”

Wayne Simpson replied, “We, the police, cornered some well-known drug dealers at the end of a non-through street...a gun battle ensued.  You observe any of it?”

Maggie laughed, as she shook her head.  “A gun battle going on, is cause for smart people to hunker down behind their bed, to keep out of harm’s way.  I’d like to think Jack and I are at least reasonably smart.”

Wayne nodded.  “Yeah, makes sense.  Well, we won’t bother you any more—have other people to check in on.  If you don’t mind, may we have your identification, so if we should happen to think of anything else to ask, we can get in touch with you?  Be nice to have your phone numbers, too...assuming you have cell phones.”

Jack got his military identification, showing him to be active-duty Air Force, while Maggie offered up her driver’s license, which showed the Washington, D.C. address of the British Embassy, without identifying it as such.  On seeing Maggie’s license, Wayne looked at her.  “You live in D.C...both of you?”

Maggie shook her head.  “Not now.  Jack’s on leave, but’ll be retiring in a couple of months.  This vacation is for us to decide what then.  He’s a medic with a chance to go to medical school...where, is the question.  Any suggestions would be greatly appreciated.”

As he finished writing down the information from the I.D. card and driver’s license, Wayne sighed, “Sorry, not a clue.”  After writing down their cell phone numbers, he thanked them, then left with Detective Kuntz.  

As soon as they left, Maggie started taking off her sheer robe and nighty.  “Come on, hubby—let’s get dressed.  We need to get out of here.  There’s three floors to this place, with three rooms on each, facing the war zone.  We’re in the middle on this floor, so as soon as those two finish with the other two on this floor, we’ll split.  Once we’re on the road, one of us better call Jim and or Bruce.”

As he started getting dressed, Jack nodded.  “Might be a good idea to wait until later.  They’ll both be asleep now—unless Jim is fooling around steering his boat, to give the help some time off.  Bruce might be awake, but if so, he’s probably doing what we did before the cops got here.”

The ‘Jim’ they spoke of was Stanley James Scott, a retired Marine Major, and former CIA operative.  He was also a billionaire several times over, the designer of the Asps that had just eliminated twelve drug dealers—and the host of the Asps team Jack and Maggie belonged to.  As those two spoke of him, Jim was sound asleep on a small yacht he owned, with his wife Holly sleeping alongside him.  Also aboard the boat, in addition to the crew, were Dusty and Kye MacInnis, who were both retired military and now both were CIA agents—two of the three on the Asps team.  Roy (Dusty) MacInnis was a retired Navy Master Chief Radioman and former SEAL.  Kye was a retired Marine Brigadier General.  She had retired first, and was nearly ten years older than Dusty.  Her retirement was brought about to facilitate their marriage.  Dusty had retired to expedite the inclusion of another Military man, Peter Sokolowski—now deceased on an Asps mission—who had been a Navy Chief Machinist’s Mate and Seabee.  

The ‘Bruce’ who Maggie and Jack spoke of was the third CIA agent on the team.  He was the team leader, a retired Army Special Forces Sergeant Major, named Bruce Edmonds.  While he wasn’t asleep as those two spoke of him, he was in bed.  He and his wife Bonnie, a retired State Department troubleshooter, had been in bed discussing what their future would be once the Asps were disbanded in a few months.  Bonnie had fallen asleep mid-conversation.  Bruce was still thinking on the subject. 

While Jim slept and Bruce pondered, Jack and Maggie had changed into street clothes and packed their bags.  Now Maggie was listening, with her ear to the door, for any sound.  She shrugged.  “Can’t hear anything.  Guess we may as well risk it.”

Jack nodded as he picked up their two travel bags, while Maggie slowly opened the door.  She heard conversation between Detectives Simpson and Kuntz, so she eased the door shut, waited a few seconds, then cracked it again, in time to see those two getting on an elevator.  She nodded to Jack and opened the door all the way, as she headed out of the room, with Jack right behind her.  When he cleared the door, she shut it, and took her own bag on the way to the elevator.  When they reached the elevator, Maggie noted on the monitor the elevator was going down—not up, as she had anticipated.  She again shrugged, decided to wait about two minutes, and then pushed the down button.  

Unknown to Maggie, was the fact the two detectives who had come to their room were handling the second floor, while other detectives were taking care of the first and third floors.  When their elevator reached the ground floor, no one was in the lobby except the desk clerk.  They quickly made their way to the desk.  Jack announced they were leaving.  Gunfire in the middle of the night was not what they had bargained for when checking in for the night. 

Maggie was laughing about that, as Jack pulled their car out of the motel parking lot.  As he did, Wayne Simpson walked up to the Medical Examiner on the scene, and asked, “Hi, Doc—about what we expected?”

The Medical Examiner shook his head.  “On the contrary.  Eleven of the deceased men on this side of the wall each died of a single gunshot wound to the back of their head.  As I understand it, none of our men got around behind them.  The twelfth one was shot just below the back of his head, at the top of his neck...again, a single lethal shot.”

“What!?  What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I said.  Someone else fired the killing shots at these jerks.  From what I’ve seen, not one of the shots was fired by our people.  You had the help of a guardian angel.”

Wayne scratched the top of his head, and sighed.  “I’ll be damned.  Now the question is, just who is our guardian angel?”

Larry Kuntz chuckled.  “I’d bet on the black-haired knockout with next to nothing on.”

Wayne shot his partner a dirty look.  “That’s just because you want to see her again...which is not a bad idea.  What a body to go with her beauty.”

The Medical Examiner tilted his head.  “Am I missing out on something here?”

Larry nodded.  “You already missed out on it.  Dame in the middle unit Wayne and I went to was a ‘ten’—also had on a see-through nighty, with a see-through robe on top of it.  Neither of them hid a damn thing.  I nearly got a...oh, never mind.  A real beaut.  Her husband seemed totally unconcerned about her standing there in front of us, with next to nothing on.  I’d have been havin’ a cow, it’d been my wife.”

***
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At that precise moment, Jack glanced over at Maggie.  “Dear, just what were you thinking standing there with next to nothing on—for all the world to see your assets—when those two cops were in our room?”

“Distraction, darling.  You got it, flaunt it—if it’ll confuse the enemy.  In this case, those two nice policemen, who got quite an eyeful, were the ‘enemy’ in as far as us getting away from here, with our Asps not in their possession.  You jealous?”

“Yeah, maybe—a bit.”

They both laughed, then Jack added, “I sorta figured that was what you were up to.  Nice move, sexy.”

***
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Back at the crime scene, Wayne asked, “What about our guys?  Last I heard, we lost one man.”

The Medical examiner nodded.  “Yeah...we might lose another one to three.  Two guys and a gal are hit real hard.  The other six were all hit, but looks like they’ll all live.”

Wayne grunted, “Crap.  Thanks for the info, Doc.  Come on, Larry—let’s get with the other guys, so we can get our notes together, then try to figure out how to write this up...also, figure out who could have been the shooter who got the bad guys.”

“It was the black-haired gal and her husband.”

“Will you quit?”

“Twenty say’s it was them.”

“You’re on—now come on.  Let’s get someone to keep an eye on the occupants of those nine rooms.  Someone from one of them, would seem to be the best chance anyone had of shooting these bozos.  I don’t really care, but we gotta know.  In fact, we should pin a medal on whoever did this.  God knows we might not have anyone alive, if not for whoever did the shooting.”

“Dammit, Wayne—I’m telling you it was our gal and her husband.  She was just too cool.  I’ll go back up to their room to interview them again.”

“In a pig’s ass.  Just get the notes from the other guys.  After we do, we can park two of them in the lobby, to make sure none of our potential suspects—well, not suspects, but saviors—gets away without telling us exactly what happened.”

“Yeah, okay—but it was the hot gal and her husband.”
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Two hours later, at Police Headquarters, Wayne yawned, “Dammit, Larry, you may be right.  We got nine rooms—two were empty; four were occupied by senior citizens; one had a gal and her kid; the other one—besides your black-haired beauty and her husband—had a guy so drunk, according to Lem and Joe, he was about to pass out.  Anybody who could coolly stand on their balcony and kill twelve bad guys would be able to avoid getting pie-eyed drunk.  So, unless the shooter (or shooters) weren’t in one of those rooms, it had to be Mr. and Mrs. Littlefield.  He’s Air Force, but a Medic.  She just seems like a real dish—real proud of it, too.”

“Or trying to distract us from paying attention to what we were doing—if so, she sure succeeded.  All I could think about in their room was her bod.”

“Yeah, if it was her goal, she scored.  What a dish.  Tell you what—run her address, while I try to get a lead on her hubby.”

Fifteen minutes later, Larry Kuntz walked up.  “Wayne, we got our shooters, I bet.  The address on her license is for the British Embassy in D.C.  Oh, by the way—they checked out of the motel...got the license number of their car.”

“Wonderful.  While you were coming up with your info, I found out a few things about her husband.  Had to get an old buddy up, but I called the right guy.  He works in the Pentagon—is Air Force...was Special Forces, until he lost a good chunk of himself.  Restricted to desk duty now, but is such a whiz on computers, they let him stay in the Service.  He happens to know Littlefield personally.  Guy’s Special Forces—so Medic or no Medic, he knows how to shoot.  Anyhow, he’s on his way to work...or where he works...to do some magic on his computer.  He’s gonna see what he can find out about the Mrs.  Soon as he calls me back, I’ll give him what you found.”

Detective Kuntz looked at his watch, saw it was two in the morning, “What is it back in D.C.?  Five?”

“Yeah.  He’s a good friend...served with my kid.  Met him when Junior brought him out here, when they both had a leave.  After their trip here, Hal—that’s his name—went into Special Forces, where he got shot up.  Junior and Hal have stayed in close contact.  When I went back to D.C. on the conference deal last year, I looked Hal up.  We spent some time together.  Great guy.”

“How is Junior, by the way?”

“Fine, thanks.  Now stationed at Scott Air Force Base, near St. Louis...in the transportation command there.  While we’re waiting on Hall to call back, I think I’ll put out an APB on those two...with a notation to observe only, not approach.  I’ll stress they are wanted as witnesses only—not involved in any crime.  Give me their license number.”

***
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While Wayne was taking care of the APB, far to the east—in England—Tony Henry, the senior field agent at SIS, was at his desk, where his boss, Sir Alistair Baldwin, Chief of SIS, wished he would stay.  He wanted Tony to stop going into the field.  Tony was going through recent transmissions to the headquarters of MI6.  He spotted one needing a bit more thought, so he set it to the side, and after going through a few more, he reached for the one set aside and pushed the others out of the way, before he looked at the one of real interest in a bit more detail.  Just as he had decided action would have to be taken on the one now in his hands, his phone rang.  He was summoned to the Chief’s office.  

When he arrived, Sir Alistair asked Tony to have a seat, before he asked, “Tea?”

“No—thank you, sir.”

“Something stronger?”

“No, thank you.”

“Alright then, let us get down to business.  I’ve turned in my retirement papers...officially.  I have recommended—in strong, hopefully persuasive terms—you should be my replacement.  I have spoken to some of the leading MPs (Members of Parliament) from both sides of the aisle.  Happily I have had no resistance to your nomination.  The PM (Prime Minister) has signed off on you as well.  As we both know, his vote is the only one which really matters, but by getting approval from both sides of the aisle, you should be able to stay on if there comes a change in government.  My predecessor did much the same for me.  It has served me in good stead.  You’ll get the official word in a day or two.  You will take over in short order.  How say you?”

“Thank you, sir—of course I accept, if there was a question in there somewhere.”

The Chief laughed, “Well, yes, there is that.  You have to want it.”

“I do...though I’ll never be able to do the job at it you have, sir.”

“Balderdash.  You’re the best agent I’ve ever had in this agency.  You full well know it.  Now, before we start kissing and such over our mutual love, I do have one rather important question for you.  Just who will replace you?  You will start off with a large pair of shoes to fill in replacing yourself.  At least you have several good men to choose from.”

“I rather think the best person for the job is not a man.”

“Just how do you propose to get young Margaret Doyle back here, may I ask?”

“With a great deal of skill and cunning.  As you are aware, Glenn Burgess is retiring at CIA in November, if their idiot President is re-elected.  If he is, the Asps will be disbanded.  Bruce Edmonds has already told me he will retire then, also.  So will Dusty and Kye MacInnis.  On top of which, Maggie’s husband, Jack, is retiring from their Air Force in two months.  He is planning on going into medical school.  To the best of my knowledge, we have a nice medical school or two here in England.  Oh...speaking of Bruce Edmonds...he came to London on a shopping spree with his wife, one of his men, Ike Hill, and Ike’s wife, about ten days ago.  We had a long talk.  His wife, Bonnie, was with the State Department.  She was stationed at their Embassy here for three years—loves it here.  So what are our rules on having a foreigner working at MI6?”

“You were going to let me know about this Edmonds idea just when?”

“After he tells me he is more than just a bit interested, sir.”

“As to Maggie, it would be a nice coup if you could get her back.  She is far and away the best female agent we’ve ever had—in fact, one of the best of either gender we’ve ever had.  She is also quite bright...would do nicely as your replacement.  If fact, if she had come back sooner, I might have recommended her to take my place instead of you, since you have shown a propensity for withholding pertinent information from me.”

“Sorry about not briefing you on my Edmonds idea sooner, sir.  Really did want to get a better feel for his druthers before bringing it up.”

“Yes, well...as to Edmonds’ employment at SIS, I better tackle it before I leave.  I will do my best to think of something.  Must admit the chap is quite talented.  He would be a wonderful addition to our organization.  I’ll broach the matter on a theoretical basis, since we have three or so former CIA agents in mind.  If approved in principle, it will open the door for you to bring in Edmonds—perhaps the MacInnis couple, as well.  I have been quite impressed with those two, also.  I think you will do nicely in my chair, old chap—well thought out about Edmonds and trying to get Maggie back here.  Now, how about the drink I offered earlier?  I would much like to toast you on your acceptance of the new job.”

“Be honored, sir.”

***
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Long before that conversation ended, Wayne’s friend Hal called.  “I know you told me why you’re interested in the Littlefields, but I have a suggestion for you.  Forget it.  They are probably the ones who offed the bad guys, but you would be well advised to just move on.  I heard on the radio on my way in—the media in all their haste to get the story out—about the police having a major shoot out with a drug gang.  The report stated all the gang members were killed—as well as at least one police officer.  The inference being the police killed the drug gang members.  If there’s some way to keep it thus, I’d suggest you do so.”

“Why—what have you found out?”

“Your Margaret Doyle Littlefield is—are you ready for this—a British Secret Intelligence Service Agent on loan to the CIA.  On top of which, Jack Littlefield’s file has a notation of TAD, Classified.  The last time I ran into such a designation, the guy was also on loan to the CIA.  Best forget those two.”

“Holy crap!  I’ve got an APB out on them.”

“I’d get it ‘un’-out on them ASAP, if I were you.  Some poor cop approaches them, gun drawn...he’ll get himself killed.  Those MI6 people are lethal...nearly as bad as Mossad—maybe even worse.”

“So I’ve seen.  The twelve perps died of one shot each to the back of the head—well, one of them at the top of his neck—but you get the idea.  Okay—thanks, Hal.  I better get on the horn post haste to cancel my APB.”

Larry Kunz just looked at Wayne as he cancelled the APB.  Only then did Wayne explain what he’d just been told.  As he did, he reached into his pocket, took out his money clip, and peeled off a twenty.  He handed it to Larry.  “Good instincts, pal.”

“Instincts hell—I just wanted another load of the broad.  Now I think I’ll stay far away.  Piss her off, I might wind up dead, like those drug guys.”

Wayne laughed.  “Now the question is how to write this report up?  Guess we could just write it up as ‘person’ or ‘persons unknown’ did the shooting.  But I sure would like to verify they were actually the ones who did it.”

“Oh, hell, Wayne—we both know they were.”

As Larry spoke, Hector Garcia walked into the squad room.  Hector was a retired Marine Master Sergeant who had a massive Detective/Protection Agency in the Los Angeles area.  Hector had also been part of a team headed by Jim Scott doing off the book (black bag) jobs for the then-President of the United States, during the aftermath of the 9/11 Arab Islamist attacks on America.  The team was known as the Janitors—by those who knew of their existence—which, outside the team members, were a very few people.  He also knew all members of the Asps...in fact, had on a few occasions assisted in some of their operations.

Seeing Hector approaching, Wayne asked, “What are the rich and famous doing up this time of the morning, Hector?”

“Trying to keep a friend from causing a worse problem than the one he already faces, trying to clean up the mess of the drug gang shoot-out.  One of my men heard you had put out an APB on Jack and Maggie Littlefield.  You better damned well cancel it ASAP.”

“Already done.  You’re the second person in five minutes to give me the same piece of advice.  I take it you know them—or of them?”

“Know them well.  What’s your interest in them?”

Hector was well known and respected by a vast array of policemen in the Los Angeles area.  He knew Wayne very well, so Wayne explained the whole situation to Hector as briefly as he could, while still giving Hector the full story.  When he finished, Hector sighed.  “I can understand you wanting to know the details, but your idea to write it off as person (or persons) unknown is an excellent one.  Just between the three of us here, I’d bet dollars to tacos they were the ones who took care of the drugees.  Tell you what—let me make a call, then we’ll discuss this a bit more.”

Without waiting for a reply, Hector called Jack.  Jack and Maggie had driven up the coast, to Big Sur, California.  They were already at a lodge where they had reservations for the coming day, plus three additional days.  Being much too early for the normal check-in time, they explained to the night clerk they were early, due to mis-estimating the time it would take them to make the drive to the lodge.  No rooms like the one they had reserved were available, so on learning one of the larger, suite-type rooms was available, they opted to take it.  The only problem was they could only have it for three days.  They agreed, telling the clerk they would be leaving at the end of the three days rather than taking one of the smaller rooms for their last planned day. 

They had just finished carrying in their bags and unpacking when Jack’s phone rang.  On seeing it was Hector calling, he answered, “Hi, Hector.  What are you doing up this time of the day?”

“Calling you and your gang-busting bed partner.  I assume it was you two, who killed the twelve drug gang guys who were shooting up the cops?  I further assume you both used your Asps, lied to the cops about your involvement, then beat a hasty retreat out of Dodge, to keep from turning over your Asps to them?  Correct?”

“Yes...on all accounts.  Very astute, Hector.”

“Yeah, well...you hang around with Jim Scott for twenty-five years, you’ll get astute, too.  Where are you now?”

“Big Sur.”

“Getting tired?”

“Yeah...about to go to sleep talking to you.”

“Well, go ahead.  Did you call Jim about this yet?”

“No.  Planned to call him and Bruce in the morning.”

“I’ll take care of telling Jim—gotta call him about something else.  You call Bruce when you wake up.  Don’t worry about anything—I got it taken care of on this end.  I’m presently sitting with Detectives Simpson and Kuntz.  Just go on your merry way.  Forget about this deal down here.  Oh...what I’ve gotta call Jim about is Anson.  He had a bit of a heart problem...had one of those several bypass deals—gonna be fine.”

‘Anson’ was Anson Clark, who was a retired Marine Master Sergeant and former SEAL who had been with the old Janitors for a short time.  He had also helped the Asps on missions for a few occasions—normally when Hector was involved.  Jack acknowledged the news about Anson, before he ended the call.

Off the call with Jack, Hector looked at Wayne and Larry.  “Yeah, you had it figured out right.  They did the deed.  The reason they fibbed to you about it, then split town, was the weapons they used.  Highly classified, new-type gun.  As of right now, forget I told you about them.  The rounds killing the guys will be shattered to a point you won’t be able to make any type of ballistic comparisons anyhow.  Go with your person or persons unknown in your report—or better yet, the media has it your coppers killed the bad guys.  Go with that for public consumption.  I’ll call the Chief.  Get him to go for it.  He’d love to have some real heroes on his hands anyway.  I’ll get him to give you an order to give your report directly to him—bet it gets lost somewhere along the line.  Good enough?”

Wayne nodded, “Good enough for us...thanks.”

Larry nodded agreement, as Hector smiled.  “Some time in the next few days, tacos are on me—all you can eat, with all you need to wash them down.  Goodnight.”

Wayne asked, “You invest in a taco joint?”

“Now how’d you know?”

***
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In Big Sur, after ending the call with Hector, Jack told Maggie about Anson, then added, “Hector says he’s taken care of the situation in LA.  I’m for bed.”

“Sex first?”

“No.”

***
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By then, Tony had long since returned to his desk, after finishing his conversation with the Chief.  One of the last things Sir Alistair said to him had been, “As of right now, no more field activity for you, Chief-in-waiting.”

“Well, there is one little thing I might want to get involved with.  Also, it will give me another chance to work on Bruce coming here...and give me a chance to discuss things with Maggie and Jack.”

Sir Alistair just sighed.  “You are a very clever and cunning man, Anthony Henry.  You’ll do fine in this job.  But I’m warning you—you get shot but the slug does not kill you, I might very well do so.”

As he sat looking at the information he had on the mission—he knew full well he was going to go on—Tony smiled at their conversation as he thought about the pending matter.  He glanced at his watch, and saw it was still too early in Montana to call Bruce to warn him they might have something on the fire.  On top of that, Tony knew it would take at least two or three days to sort out the information he had, before verifying it to the best of his ability.  He smiled again at the Chief’s words about being clever and cunning.  He hoped he was, because he had even more plans with regard to expanding SIS than he had shared with the Chief.
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By noon the following day in Montana, at Jim’s ranch where the Asps were headquartered, Bruce had spoken to Jack, Tony, then Jack again.  He told Jack to head for the ranch, as there might be some work for them in the coming days.  He also called Jim to ask for Dusty and Kye be shipped back to the ranch for the same reason—knowing full-well Jim and Holly would come with them.  Next, Bruce had alerted the rest of the team and support staff—namely, the plane crew for the C-130 owned by Jim and used by the Asps on their missions—about a mission being in the works. 

The pilot of the C-130, Wendy Austin, a retired Air Force Brigadier General, had taken the information in stride, but muttered, “Bruce, I’m going down to Billings today to visit the doctor Jack set me up with.  You need me sooner than advertised, just call.”

“Yeah, go ahead.  Bonnie and I are driving down to Billings ourselves later.  I promised her a nice meal at the restaurant Jim bought an interest in.”

Wendy just pecked Bruce on the cheek, then was soon driving down toward Billings, a two-hour drive from the ranch.  When she arrived at the urologist Jack had arranged an appointment with for her, she went inside the office.  She patiently filled out the various forms before she informed the receptionist she had dealt with she would be paying cash.  While she could go to a Veterans Administration facility free of charge, she had opted to go to the urologist suggested by a doctor friend of Jim’s, via Jack.  With Jack taking care of all the details—as well as with her more than abundant supply of money—this just seemed easier to her.  

As she sat while waiting to be called into one of the treatment rooms, a rather nice-looking gentleman came in, signed the sign-in sheet, and turned around.  On seeing Wendy sitting there looking quite bored, he sat next to her.  “Hello.”

With ten other chairs he could have seated himself in, Wendy looked at him, and grinned.  “Not much of a come on line...hello.”

The man laughed.  “Guess not.  I’m Ray Akridge.”

“I’m Wendy Austin.  Nice to meet you, Ray.  Must admit I didn’t anticipate meeting a guy in a lady urologist’s office.”

“Smaller fingers.  Got a prostate problem.”

“Makes sense, but I have a feeling you’re pulling my leg.”

“Well, a bit—but a nice leg it is.”

Wendy was wearing shorts.  She did have nice-looking legs.  She smiled.  “Well, thank you, kind sir.”

“You’re welcome.  About the lady doctor—my urologist retired...he recommended her.  First visit went well.  So here I am, back again.  You?”

“Embarrassing.  Bit of a problem...um, holding my water, as it were.  Have an Air Force Medic friend who thinks it’s no big deal.  He arranged the appointment for me.”

“You married?”

“No...was.  You?”

“Never been.  Almost once, but she died.  A five-hundred-pound bomb fell on her.”

“Come again?”

“We were young, wildly in love...both in the Navy.  She was doing something or the other, when a five-hundred-pound bomb fell off a rack.  It smashed her.  End of romance.  I spent about fifteen years trying to find someone to stack up to her.  After finally waking up to the folly of that, I still haven’t found the right woman—or, if I did find one I thought was right, she didn’t think I was so right.  You doing anything for dinner?”

“What I like—a man right to the point.  No, but I wasn’t really sure on making a day of it down here in Billings.  I live about two hours more or less north of here.  But, hell—okay...if that was an invitation.”

“It was.”

“Okay, I formally accept.  Only I’ll buy, because I want to pick the place.  A friend of mine—my boss sort of—just bought into a place here in Billings.  I want to sample the food.  Guess I’ll have to go buy some slacks or something...not gonna to go into a nice restaurant with shorts on.”

“Okay.  You buy our meal—I’ll buy what you’re going to wear.”

“I’ve got expensive tastes.”

“No problem.  A skirt would show your lovely legs, though.”

“Done.  You buy me a skirt...I’ll buy the grub.  No water around, so why a Navy guy here in Billings?  Also, what do you do for a living?”

“Long story, but I’ll try to make it short.  After I retried from the Navy, I stumbled onto a job here after the guy I worked for bottomed up.  A guy came around to buy some of the equipment.  I was there picking up my personal tools.  We got to talking—next thing you know, he called my present boss, to ask him if he was still looking for a mechanic.  Things led to things, so here I am—working on aircraft.”

“What were you in the Navy...a mechanic?”

“Yup.  Was an ADCS when I got out.  Uh...an ADCS is...”

“...a Senior Chief Aviation Machinist’s Mate.”

“How do you happen to know that?”

“Was in the Air Force, but know my way around the various ranks and ratings of the other services.”

“What did you do in the Air Force?”

“Flew planes.  Still am—for the guy whose ranch I live on up north.”

“Oh, an officer...never went out with an officer before.”

“That’s okay, I’ve dated enlisted guys since I retired...after my divorce.”

Before Ray could respond, Wendy was called in to the treatment area.  As she left, she tilted her head a bit.  “If I’m out first—as I should be—I’ll wait for you here.  Got nothing else to do the rest of the day.”

“Me either.  Took the rest of the day off, due to the afternoon appointment because we weren’t busy.  Plus, I have no idea how long I’ll have tiny fingers up my...well, you know.”

“Yeah.  See you in a while.”

As Wendy walked off, she was thinking Ray—depending on how long he’d been retired—was about her own age...which, she was happy for, as her last two lovers had been a good deal younger than she was.  She was a bit embarrassed about it.  She had just ended the second of those affairs after a period of about six months.  The most recent (now ended) affair had been with Hector’s son Billy Garcia, who was attached to the Asps.  He was a Marine Lieutenant Colonel and Navy SEAL.  They had agreed they loved each other, but neither was “in” love.  They also agreed that even though they had thoroughly enjoyed the affair, both realized it could go nowhere, so should end.  Wendy had decided the time was right for it to end, with the wind down of the Asps in sight.

After her exam, Wendy came out to find Ray not in the waiting room, so she sat to wait for him.  When he appeared some time later, they left the office together.  As they walked out, Wendy grinned.  “I’ve gotta go change.  I brought an overnight bag with me.  It has a suitable change of clothing.  I was just kidding about needing to go shopping for something to wear.  I thought I might spend the night rather, than head back up the hill as we call the drive from here to the ranch.  Even without meeting you, then waiting for you to finish with your exam, I knew it would be late afternoon before I got finished with the doctor, so thought ahead, knowing I might get lazy and decide to drive up in the morning.”

“Just wanted to see if I was cheap or not?”

“Something like that—but not really.  More like wanting to see how serious you were in wanting to go out with me.  Glad you were serious enough to offer to buy me a skirt...sorry.  I’m not normally so cutesy, or coy—or whatever the right word is.  But I don’t have a skirt with me...just slacks.”

“Where are you gonna to change?  I’d offer to take you to my place, but it’s just a one-room sleeping room.  Got it in a rush when I first got here—haven’t taken the time to find something better.  Rather lazy of me, but there you are—I can be lazy when it comes to things I don’t care really about.  Anyhow, it’s sure no place for a lady...to dress or anything else.”

“If we get on well together—then decide to make a night of it—just where were we going to do so?”

“In the backseat of my car.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Just joking.  If such a wonderful turn of events came about, a nice motel or hotel...I thought.”

“Well, you thought wrong.  Got a place here in Billings.  My boss owns a condo building.  He has set one of the units aside for his friends to use when in town...quite nice.  To answer your original question, that’s where I’ll change.  Where are you parked?  Here on the building lot?”

“Yeah.”

“Why not follow me to the condo?  After I change, I can just leave my car there when we go about the rest of our day?  Sound okay?”

“Fine.  Lead the way.”

When they reached the condominium building, Wendy parked on the lot and Ray pulled in next to her.  She got out of her car, grabbed her overnight bag, and she gave a head jerk to Ray.  He got out of his car to join Wendy as she walked around to the front of the building.  When they got to the unit Jim had set aside for the Asps—which was a nicely made up three-bedroom unit, with kitchen, large living room, and fully stocked bar—Wendy let them in.  She tossed her bag in on the floor of one of the bedrooms.  Then she turned and headed for the bar as she asked, “Drink?”

“Mild, only.”

Wendy poured herself a drink.  “Here’s the bar—help yourself while I change.”

Ray joked, “Need any help?”

Wendy looked directly into his eyes, and thought a second.  “Yeah, I think I do.”

All thought of pouring himself a drink now gone, Ray followed Wendy into the bedroom.  She kicked the door closed.  A good deal of time later, as they lay spent on the bed, Ray looked at Wendy.  “Wow, lady—you’re something.”

“You ain’t bad yourself...especially for a swabbie.”

“Ouch.”

Wendy laughed.  “I’m glad you seem to place me on the up arrow of the redhead scale.”

“What?”

“I can’t tell you how many times recently I’ve been told I’m a good redhead—you know, the old deal of redheads being either great in bed or complete duds.”

“You ain’t no dud, lady.  But you do seem to be fishing just a bit.”

“Yeah, I was.  Sorry.  Just glad you enjoyed it as much as I did.  You into one-night stands?”

“Not if I can help it.”

“Good.  I’ve gotta tell you I feel a little like a school girl right now.”

“You sure don’t act like one...thankfully.”

***
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As Wendy and Ray got up to head for the shower...together...Jack and Maggie were on the way home in one of Jim’s executive jets they had used to fly into Los Angeles.  It was not the only of Jim’s jets on the way back to the ranch.  Having docked his boat at its berth on the island of Dominica, Jim, Holly, Dusty and Kye were on the way home in the other one. 

***
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While all that was going on, Jane (Pepper) Kuenn, a retired Assistant Director of the CIA National Clandestine Service, walked into the den of Andrew F. (Drew) Hollins.  Drew was Holly Scott’s father.  He was also a former Air Force Intelligence operative who had moved over to the CIA to become the best spy the agency ever had, according to many in the know.  Pepper saw Drew sitting looking at a chessboard.  She asked, “Where’s Boris?”

“Said he would be over...about ten minutes ago.  Don’t know what’s keeping him.”

Drew and Pepper were lovers, in spite of the fact he was now eighty, while she was on her way to the same age—well past seventy.  Pepper nodded.  “Just as well.  Wanna talk—short talk.  You ready to make an honest woman out of me?”

Both were widowers.  They had discussed marriage early in their relationship.  Both agreed they were willing, if and when the other decided they wanted to proceed.  Drew stood up, took Pepper in his arms, and then gave her a deep kiss.  “I’ll take that as a yes.  You gonna call Holly—get her into her wedding planning mode?”

“No—you do it, Pepper.”

“That all you got to say?”

“Other than ‘I love you,’ ‘will be happily married to you,’ yeah—it’s all I’ve got.  If you’re expecting me to ask why now, I’m not going to.  Doesn’t matter.”

“I just decided I wanted to have a kid with you.”

“Oh, that’s funny.”

As they were laughing about their exchange, Boris Telman walked into the room.  Boris was a retired KGB agent, considered by all who knew the spy business as the greatest spy who ever lived.  He, his wife Suzan, who was a retired Marine Captain, and Drew had all been members of Jim’s old Janitor team.  All, along with Pepper, had assisted the Asps on several missions.  He asked, “Did I miss out on something?”

“Yeah, Pepper just proposed to me—I accepted.”

“Wonderful...both of you.  Another wedding for Holly to prepare.  She’ll be the happiest of us all.  Congratulations, Drew—about time someone took you off the market.”

Pepper groaned, “He’s been off the market, Boris—just not married off the market.”
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