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What do you do when half
of your family disappears in a foreign country?

What do you do when no one
else cares that they are missing?

When is it right to take
matters into your own hands?

Your country and
profession mean everything…but without your family…

It
means…nothing…

 


 


 


 


 


 



Prologue

 


Michelle Brook knew her husband most
of her life. He was her sister’s boyfriend and Shell always thought
he was a jerk. Somewhere between Mike’s break up with Shelly’s
sister, Annie, and the kidnapping of Shelly’s mother, Katlin,
things changed.

Now, four years later, they both
worked with the FBI unit in Atlanta and are happily married with
beautiful twins. Shelly changed career fields and followed her
husband into law enforcement. Shelly is one of Atlanta’s best
agents but she is only five foot tall and barely ninety pounds. She
looks like a child and she’s a magnet for trouble.

Mike and Shelly work amazingly
together. Mike’s Doberman ‘Buddy’ is now retired FBI and body guard
to their twins and Shell’s Doberman ‘Baby’ (Buddy’s daughter) is
her constant companion and skilled to the limit, just as her sire
had been.

Shell’s skill as an agent, computer
expert, medical skills and brilliant mind are great assets but she
had come close to death many times and her fellow agents couldn’t
help but be overly protective. They had no idea where her energy
came from—she went nonstop and kept the office in top form and high
spirits.

Shell loved her husband. Four years of
marriage and they were still like newlyweds. That could get
embarrassing at times but the energy, love and enthusiasm that
Shelly put behind everything was contagious.

Office life was fun; home life was a
blast. Things had gone great lately. The twins’ birthday was coming
up and it was time to party…

 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


Shelly ran up the stairs with her
heart in her throat. Her husband and partner had disappeared up the
stairs just minutes before her. Four gunmen were down in the lobby
of the bank and the unit was securing the rest. Two of the gunmen
took off upstairs to the offices. Shelly knew the access stairs to
the roof was in the last room and Mike was trying to stop them.
Alone! What the hell was he thinking?

“Mike?” Shelly whispered as
she flattened herself against the wall and eased around the corner
of the hallway. Where was he? She cleared the first room…nothing.
The second room, the third and the bathrooms…then she stood beneath
the stairs. Ah man!

“Charlie, do you read me?”
Shell whispered into her headset.

“Go ahead, Shell.” Charlie
came back.

“They have to be on the
roof.” Shell said as she tried to get her breath. From the point of
entry into the bank, five minutes had elapsed. It had been quick
and efficient until the idiots sprang for the stairs. “I’m going
up.”

“Shell…Wait on us! We’re on
the stairs coming your way!” Charlie yelled and his wife, Darla,
and Sam and Alan bolted up the stairs.

“Charlie, I can’t wait!”
Shell huffed into her headset as she climbed the ladder. “I hear a
helicopter landing, Charlie, get air support!”

“Roger! We’re coming
Shell!” Charlie answered as Samantha quickly radioed for their
helicopter. The fear in the other’s eyes was evident.

“Here we go again…” Charlie
growled as they ran down the upstairs hallway to get to the access
ladder…

Shelly cleared the opening
to the roof carefully. She could see that Jasper Lawton had a gun
to Mike’s head…Damn it! Her heart was in her throat. Mike was alert
and looking around for a chance to get free. His eyes met hers and
he nodded once.

Mike grinned at the guy
standing in front of him. “Ah, y’all are in for it now!” He drawled
and glanced toward the sky.

“What are you talking about
now, Brooke?” Lawton growled.

“Well, Bubba, my wife don’t
like anyone messing with her ole’ man, don’t ya’ know? Nothing
pisses her off more than when I come home all battered and bruised
and shot up.” Mike was grinning like there just wasn’t any danger
at all.

“Brooke, are you crazy?”
Lawton laughed. Here he had a gun to this fool’s head and he is
warning them about his wife? “Are you telling us your badass wife
is going be a threat here?” He laughed.

“Yeah Buddy, I am. You see,
she’s five foot tall and ninety pounds of the orneriest, meanest,
sharp shootin’ dynamite package that y’all will ever run into. It’s
your bad luck now because she’s coming up here to kick your sorry
ass.” Mike laugh and spit the blood from his busted lip on the
guy’s boot in front of him.

“You mean that pretty
little thing downstairs…the little curly headed blonde that looks
like she may be sixteen? Brooke, are you a cradle robber?” Lawton
had noticed the pretty little blonde—she wasn’t a threat, she was
just a kid.

“Yep, that’s the one,
Bubba. Our babies are just out of the cradle but Shell’s my
partner. A little advice here, men, give up while you have a
chance.” Mike was still grinning. He nodded one more time to let
Shell know he was going down. When Mike pretended to stumble to the
deck of the roof, one shot rang out and Lawton went down. His
partner stared at the surprised look on Lawton’s dead
face.

“FBI… Drop your weapon
now!” Shell yelled out. The man turned toward her and without
hesitation, Shelly dropped him as well.

At a dead run, Shelly
leapt into the helicopter with her SIG pointed at the pilot’s head.
“Shut it down NOW!” She screamed in the poor man’s ear.

She grabbed the gun that
the man had reached for and ordered him out of the helicopter. She
jumped out behind him, ordered him to go down on the pavement with
his hands behind his head.

“Sir, you are under
arrest.” Shell quickly slapped cuffs on the man. Shelly looked up
and grinned as she saw Sam and Alan headed her way. “Hey guys, you
want to read this man his Miranda rights?”

Sam shook her head. Shelly
wasn’t even sweating and grinning from ear to ear. She terrified
the hell out of them but she was quick and efficient.

Never sacrifice a hostage.
There was no way of getting Mike free and she processed that in a
matter of seconds. In this scenario, the bad guys had to go down to
end the action.

“Why are we always cleaning
up your mess, Shell?” Alan laughed.

“I’m sorry, Sugar, you’re
just getting too slow. Last ones on the scene have to clean up,
Bubba, that’s the rules!” Shelly grinned as she loosened her jacket
and put her gun away.

“Now, where is that good
looking hostage?” She was grinning when she saw Mike with Charlie
and Darla. They had taken care of his cuts and bruises and he was
limping on his football knee.

He stood up smiling when
he saw his wife heading his way.

Mike opened his arms and
Shelly ran and jumped into them. He flinched from the cracked rib
but he was so thankful to be alive with no one else hurt, he didn’t
care.

“There’s my hero…Nice save,
Shell, thanks.” Mike held her close. He couldn’t tell her that when
she cleared the opening to the roof, his heart about stopped. He
was so afraid that she was going to be too brave and really get
hurt. He tried not to show his worry and just held her close. “Love
you, Baby.” He whispered into her hair.

“Ah hum! We have paperwork
to do, then you love birds can go home and…whatever…” Charlie
flinched when Darla smacked him on the back of the head. “Oh, all
right take your time—we’ll do clean up…again!” Charlie laughed and
picked up their emergency bag.

Alan and Sam already had
the pilot in cuffs and headed downstairs and the coroner and the
locals just showed up to help finish the scene. Charlie and Darla
hurried downstairs to be cleared to head back to the
office.

“I didn’t think they would
ever leave.” Mike grinned. Shelly still had a death grip around his
neck. “Are you okay, Sugar?”

“I am now. Thank God it’s
Friday!” Shell laughed a shaky laugh and released her hold on
Mike’s neck. “Sorry baby, it scared the bejesus outta me when I saw
that gun to your head.” Shell admitted.

“It did me too!” Mike
laughed.

“Let’s get finished so we
can go hug on our babies.” Mike held out his hand and they headed
to the stairs. Mike saw the perfect headshots on the two gunmen.
Shell wasn’t messing around; they didn’t have a chance. But hey, he
warned them. Mike chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” Shell
stopped at the door and stared at him.

“Well darlin’ I tried to
tell them fools not to mess with my little wife. They just wouldn’t
listen. They called me a cradle robber!” Mike’s bottom lip stuck
out and Shell laughed at him. Poor Mike. There were a few years
between their ages but Shelly always had looked like a little
kid.

“Well Daddy, let’s go home
and get weird then…” Shelly laughed and sprinted down the stairs to
head down to the lobby. Mike followed her laughing. You would have
thought that they had not just gone through a life and death
situation just minutes before. It was over; the conclusion was
made. Shelly handled things well until later—when the nightmares
would take her back to the scene and make her relive the whole
thing…

 


__________

 


Shelly got back to the offices and ran
to the gym to get a shower and dress down. She just needed a few
minutes away from the unit. Baby waited patiently, watching her
master.

Shelly stripped down and climbed into
the shower and turned the water on as hot as she could get it. She
leaned against the tile wall and stared at nothing.

The whole scenario played itself
through her head again.

There had been no other way to handle
it and free the hostage. Even if it hadn’t been Mike, she would
have done this the same way. Shell hurried to dry off and get
dressed. She figured the sooner the paperwork was done, the sooner
she could get home to her family.

 


__________

 


Shelly took off at a fast jog as quick
as the elevator door opened. There was so much to get done. First,
she had to get the case records filed and see what Mike had left to
do. He always left paperwork in his hurry to get home for the
weekend.

Shelly was carrying her black leather
jacket and her laptop in its case was slung over her shoulder.
Wearing a sleeveless white shirt, black jeans and boots, she didn’t
quite fit the dress code for the office. No one complained. It was
Shell.

The curly blonde hair and animated
face was full of concentration and if you didn’t see the gun in the
shoulder holster and the badge on her belt, you would have thought
she was a teenager late for a date. Baby, her beautiful red and
rust colored Doberman, stayed right by her side. They were
inseparable.

It was Friday. She and Mike had just
closed a case and she was hurrying to make the computer entries and
close the case files. Then she was going home. She couldn’t wait to
hold their babies in her arms. It had been eight hours, thirty-one
minutes and twenty seconds since she had kissed them goodbye. It
seemed like an eternity.

She needed to stop at the store and
the pet store and the dry cleaners…

She was so intent with what they were
going to do and what she needed to get done on the way home she ran
right into boss, Matt Colburn. “Slow down Agent Brooke. Where’s the
fire?” Matt had caught Shelly and her laptop before she hit the
floor. Someone as small as Shell, running into someone as large as
the Chief…the wall doesn’t give. Matt was twice her size. “Are you
okay, Shelly?” Matt laughed. Shelly was grinning.

Shelly shook her head. “I’m sorry,
Boss! I shouldn’t have been running. I was just hurrying in to log
this information and my head was somewhere else…”

Matt laughed at Shelly. “Your mind was
on those two little ones, right?” Matt loved the way Shelly’s blue
eyes sparkled. She lit up a room whenever she entered
it.

“Busted…yes, you got me. We
haven’t had much time to spend with them this week. I am so ready
for this weekend. Caleb’s running. Catrina is so cautious but she’s
walking on her own and trying to run...Sometimes I get jealous of
Juanita, she gets to see all the good stuff!”

“They still look so
different. You’d think they would be doing everything at the same
time. These guys seem to have their own agendas. Caleb fights with
everything and Trina is so laid back, nothing seems to bother her.”
Shelly reached down and petted Baby. “What are you guys doing this
weekend? Can you make it to their birthday party, Chief?” Shell
asked.

“Are you kidding? We
wouldn’t miss that one for the world!” He said. Mike and Shell’s
twins were like little miniatures of their Mama and Daddy. They
made a good-looking family and the twins were brilliant. Caleb was
a corker and Trina was a little angel.

They had headed into Shelly and Mike’s
office. Mike was at the desk. He was absorbed in the conversation
he was having on the phone. He looked up with a big smile on his
face.

Shell hurried over and sat on the
desk. He reached over and turned on the speakerphone so Matt and
Shelly could hear the twins bubble over the line.

“Mama’s here.” He
whispered. Matt watched the young couple. He had never seen happier
parents. Their children were like precious miracles to
them.

“My Mama?” Caleb’s little
voice came over the line.

“Hey Caleb! How’s my big
boy?” Shelly cooed.

“Wuv you, Mama!” Caleb
squealed.

“I love you too, baby.
Where is your sister? Catrina, are you there sweetie?” Shelly
waited. Matt was grinning because half the office had crowded in
the doorway to hear the twins talk to their Mama and
Daddy.

“Ma….Ma? Whatcha doin’ in
da’ phone?” Trina whispered in awe.

“I am talking to you
sweetheart!” Shelly didn’t quite understand.

“Mama, you know that you
can’t fit in dat’ phone!” Trina squealed and the office lost it.
She was a cuter. “Mama! Get out of dat’ phone! You’ll break it!”
Trina fussed.

Shelly was grinning. “We’ll show you
how it works when we get home baby girl. We love you bunches. We’ll
be home soon!”

She heard the laughter coming from the
hallway and looked around and waved. “Yes I know, when they figure
out what the phone is all about we are going to be in BIG trouble,
right?” Shelly met Mike’s gaze and smiled gently. They were so
thankful that the babies were so healthy and thriving now. They had
a very rough start coming into this world.

The agents went back to work in a good
mood. They all felt personally attached to the baby Brooke twins.
Almost everyone in the office had been involved before and after
their miraculous births.

The Brooke twins were the exception to
the rule. They were born three weeks before their due date. Catrina
was extremely small. Both of the twin’s mental and emotional
development had shocked all of the specialists.

Caleb was a real bruiser and his
sister was very petite. Their first birthday was Sunday. It was
hard to believe that a year had flown by already. It was definitely
time to stop and be thankful for the joy that the twins had brought
to their friends, Mike and Shell.

Life had become a comfortable routine.
It was nice to think about evenings and weekends with family and
friends. Except for this afternoon’s bank robbery, no one’s life
had been in jeopardy for months and it was kind of nice. The bank
situation could have ended badly but for once they had lucked
out.

When the others left, Shell turned to
Mike. “How much do you have left to do?” She asked as she slid down
on his lap. Mike was grinning when he saw Matt close the
door.

“Are you going to get us in
trouble again, Shell?” He laughed.

Shell looked back at the door and
smirked; “We are behind closed doors, Michael.” Then, she gave him
a big kiss. “You’re stalling, what do you have left to close out so
we can blow this joint?” Mike rubbed his hand up and down her back
and gazed at ‘Lolita’ his computer program.

“I’m about done here. If
you can finish the Jacobson’s case, I could go home and spoil our
kids before you got home. You know when you show up, I don’t have a
chance.” He was laughing as Shell jumped back up and looked at his
files. She was glaring at his computer.

“You aren’t jealous of
Lolita, are you Sugar?” Shell always griped at his computer like a
jealous lover.

Shell stared from him to the computer.
“If she starts jumping your bones, she has to go.” Then Shelly
laughed and messed up his hair.

“I’ve got this, Mike. I
have to make stops on the way home so I’ll be about an hour behind
you. Go ahead handsome before I race you down the interstate. I’ll
finish up and Lolita and I are going to have a little chat.” She
had a total feline stare going on when she looked at his
computer.

“Shell, be kind, we need
her.” He laughed and jumped when Shell grabbed him grinning.
“Shell!” He about squealed.

“Better leave while you
can, husband.” Shell laughed.

“Outta here!” Mike grabbed
his jacket and his briefcase. “Want me to take Baby with me?” He
asked.

“Nah, she keeps me
company.” Shell muttered. She was already engrossed in the files on
the computer. Mike knew she would be through the work in no time
flat. No one could work a computer like his wife. She would take
half the amount of time and they both knew it.

He thought she made the perfect
partner in every sense of the word. He was grinning as he waved at
the others on the way to the elevator. He didn’t think anyone in
the world could love a woman any more than he did his partner… Life
was looking up and they had such a normal routine lately. Weekends
had been a blast with time to relax and to love and they had been
getting home by six o’clock every evening so they could spend more
time with the kids.

 


__________

 


Unfortunately, this was all about to
change. Shelly’s sister, Annie, had picked up her set of twins from
school. Annie had waited until the last moment to leave. She was
hoping that her husband, Andrew, would call and tell her that he
and her parents were headed back home.

They had the Cessna and Andy said they
had to deliver a couple to a private airport in Guatemala. J.C.
would pick the couple up with one of the hydroplanes at the end of
the week in the Gulf of Guatemala. The couple planned on spending
the week with family.

Part of being a charter service
included taking people into places that normal planes wouldn’t
dare. Guatemala could still be a volatile country. You had to be
careful and diplomatic. J.C. had another charter and Andy had just
finished one.

Everyone was trying to hurry back for
the twins first birthday.

Annie had a nightmare last night and
she was having a terrible time trying to shake the feeling that
haunted her. Something was wrong and Annie had felt on edge all
day.

She called Tina, who was her Mama’s
best friend and like an aunt to Shelly and Annie. “Hey Tina…How are
you? I was just wondering if you heard from Mama today.”

“Oh hello, Annie…no Sugar,
I was just getting ready to call you! Were you headed over to Mike
and Shelly’s?” Tina asked as she was picking her own keys up from
the table in her foyer.

Tina had been looking forward to her
best friend coming home. She had missed Katie since she and Tom had
moved to Belize. She thought for sure that Katie would call before
they headed in.

They had unfinished plans for the
twins birthday party and she had set up a short art showing in
Atlanta for Katie. She was waiting on her for the final details.
She couldn’t help but wonder why they were running late. Katie said
that she would be sure to call and her friend always kept her word.
Her friend was the most reliable person that Tina had ever
met.

“Yes, I have Carey and
Corey with me. I’m just restless and bored. I thought we would go
play with the babies. Shelly should be home soon.” Annie
answered.

“I’m bored too, honey. I
have felt anxious all day. I don’t know why. I’ll meet you there,
okay? I fixed dinner to take over to save Shelly some time.” She
smiled.

Fried chicken and all the goodies were
already loaded in the car. Shell said that she was missing her Aunt
Tina’s fried chicken. Shelly lost weight so quickly whenever stress
or work got too heavy. When that she said that she was hungry for
something, Tina made sure that it was fixed and put in it in front
of her.

Lord knows, she couldn’t help but
spoil those girls. They were like her children. Now she had Annie’s
twins and Shelly’s twins—the only thing that was missing was her
best friend, Katie.

“Great minds think alike,
Tina. I fixed a salad and some desert. We should all be able to
play with the babies until bedtime, huh?” Annie was smiling because
she could see her daughters eyes dance with excitement.

Carey and Corey absolutely loved and
adored their niece and nephew. After all, they were the big girls
now. Seven years old made them authorities on babies—especially
this particular set of twins. They loved being around them.
Shelly’s babies thought they were perfect.

“Well, that sounds like
we’re ready to start the weekend! I’ll meet you there! You think
they’re going to get tired of us and kick us out?” Tina
laughed.

“Lord, I hope not…later,
Tina!” Annie hung up in a little bit better mood. But still—Andrew
said he would call as soon as they made their last stop. That
should have been hours ago. Maybe he forgot. Maybe they had engine
problems and had to stop for repairs. But Andy would call. He
always called.

Annie loved the life they had even
though she knew Andrew flying so much could be very dangerous. He
was so much happier now than when he was in the Navy. With all of
her parent’s holdings—the islands, the Charter service, the
hyperbaric company, her mother’s paintings and books and her own
books, it seemed that they really did need their own
attorney.

Andrew had been an excellent attorney
for the JAG office. He probably would have been back out on a ship
by now if he had stayed in. She hated those deployments. Andy spent
a lot more time with his family now and it was so much nicer for
their little girls.

Some of the places that Destiny Caye
Charter Services agreed to take passengers into were not always
easy or safe. All of the pilots were excellent, but between landing
in rough water with the hydroplanes and landing strips between
stretches of jungle with the Cessna, some of it was pretty
dangerous.

Again, the total sense of dread
settled over Annie and she shivered from the cold breeze that seem
to go right through her. This was not right. This feeling was too
strong. Annie was getting really worried.

 


__________

 


“Hello Juanita, where are
you hiding my babies?” Mike Brooke yelled as he entered his home
from the garage door. “Where is my big Buddy? Where are you all
hiding those beautiful angels?” Mike flashed a smile at the twin’s
nanny and housekeeper. This was one of the best times of the day.
He never tired of it…

Mike laughed when he heard the loud
“Shhhh …” He had seen Annie and Tina’s cars out front.

“Oh man! My babies have
been kidnapped! I have to call the FBI—wait a minute—wait a minute!
I AM the FBI! All right then! You in there! Put my babies down and
come out with your hands in the air!” Mike was grinning at
Juanita.

Juanita was laughing so hard she was
about to cry. No matter how exhausted Mike and Shell were when they
came home, one of them always turned it into a game. It set the
mood for the whole evening. There was nothing but love that
radiated through this sprawling Georgia estate by the
lake.

Corey came running in. “Uncle Mike,
it’s just us!” She squealed.

“Did you take my babies,
Corey? You know that’s a federal offense. It is extremely illegal
to take the Brooke babies. We take Brooke baby napping very, very
seriously.” Mike said with a sober face.

“Nope, Uncle Mike, we
didn’t TAKE them! They’re still here!” She laughed.

Caleb came wobbling in with Catrina
crawling quickly behind him. “Da!” Caleb squealed holding his arms
up to be picked up first. Mike grabbed him and threw him in the
air.

“Hey!” Caleb giggled. He
wasn’t a big talker. Caleb was a little bag of muscles. He looked
so much like Mike it was amazing. He was even getting that Georgia
tan that his Daddy had.

“OOK, Da!” He yelled and
showed Mike the booboos on his right knuckles.

Mike looked at Juanita with a raised
eyebrow in a question mark. “What did he get mad at this time?” He
asked with a sigh.

“Caleb was angry with the
door, Mr. Mike. He ran his big wheels into the door and it would
not open. So Caleb tried talking to it and it still would not
comply. And before I could get to him to open the door, Caleb gave
it a big punch! He cried like you wouldn’t believe! That one’s got
a temper, Mr. Mike!” She was poking Caleb in the tummy as she was
explaining Caleb’s day. He argued with a lot of things that didn’t
cooperate.

That could end up being a problem one
of these days. However, Caleb NEVER argued with his little sister.
Mike sat his big frame down on the floor.

Good ole’ Buddy (their twelve year old
Doberman) had followed the twins into the kitchen. Buddy was
‘retired’ FBI. He had a new profession. He was the twins’ bodyguard
and he took his job seriously. Buddy never left their side. He even
slept in the nursery while Baby (Buddy’s daughter) slept by their
door in the hallway.

Catrina had crawled to a stop and
pulled herself up with Buddy’s collar. She was a little wobbly but
standing, she reached out for her Daddy.

“Daddy!” She squealed in
her little voice. Mike grabbed his daughter and gave her a hug.
Unlike Caleb—the bruiser—Trina was tiny and petite. Caleb wore a
size two already and Trina wore a six months. She was a little
angel. They both had curly blonde hair with big blue eyes. She was
as beautiful as her brother was handsome. Mike was a lucky
man.

“Where’s my Mama?” Trina
asked. Trina was the talker. She said ‘Mama’ when she was three
months old. By the time she was eight months old, the single words
turned into whole sentences.

Caleb was a man of few words. “Hey
Da—Mama—My Mama—and; what waz dat?” These were his favorite words.
He was starting to talk more. Maybe when he could start expressing
himself a little better, he would stop hitting everything with his
fists. Who knew?

“My Mama!” Caleb
argued.

Trina looked at him seriously; “I know
dat’ Cabe! Where’s ‘our’ Mama, Daddy?”

Mike laughed. She was a cutie. “Mama
stopped at the store, honey. Why do you think I rushed home before
she got here?”

“To steal ah our wuv!”
Trina squealed as she squeezed her Daddy’s neck. “But Daddy, we
always have ‘special wuvin’ for Mama!”

“Ah, I know it, you little
heart breaker. I guess I have to be a big boy and share, huh?” Mike
scooped up the twins and headed to the outside deck. Corey and
Carey had joined Annie and Tina in the pool.

“Hey Mike, where’s Shelly?”
Annie yelled. She got out and grabbed a towel. Andy and her parents
should have already been back to Atlanta by now.

“Shelly had to make a few
stops on the way. She’ll be here shortly. Annie, what’s wrong
kiddo? You look bummed out.” Mike asked.

Shelly and her sister looked a lot
alike. Annie was two inches taller and was just as pretty as Shell.
She lacked her ornery look but other than that, Annie and Shelly
looked just like their Mama and the genetics had been passed on
down to their daughters.

“I’m just concerned, Mike.
Did Mama or Andy call y’all at work? I haven’t heard anything since
early yesterday morning. That’s just not like them, ya’ know?”
Annie quickly grabbed her wrap and put it on.

She snatched little Trina. “Now, I
have you angel!” She kissed Trina’s cheek. Annie turned toward Mike
and waited.

“No, I haven’t heard
anything yet. I doubt that Shelly has either or she would have told
me already. Honestly Annie, I figured they would already be here.”
He turned to see Caleb getting ready to jump in with Corey. “Hey
Bubba…Wait a minute! You don’t go near the pool without a life vest
and an adult in charge. Rules, Caleb!”

“Da!” Did Caleb actually
stomp his foot? Maybe he did have more of his Mama in him than they
all thought.

“Caleb, I’m serious.” Mike
said as he was reaching for one of the twin’s life vests. He was
kind of glad he couldn’t understand the entire baby babbles that
Caleb was spewing. Trina was looking at him pretty
shocked.

“Tina? Will you keep an eye
on waterdog here?” He asked. Tina quickly came to the side of the
pool to grab Caleb before he ended up in big trouble.

Mike turned and looked at Annie
seriously. “I’m going to go and grab some tea and go do some
checking, Annie. We’ll figure out where they are. Trina you take
care of Aunt Annie now.” He gave her a quick kiss on her sweet
smelling hair and headed back into their home office.

Juanita met him with the tea. “Thank
you, Sugar. Why don’t you go take a break and be with Annie? They
have the twins—both sets of twins. She’s really worried about Andy
and her parents. I’ll be working in the office if you need me and
Shelly should be home soon.”

Juanita watched Mike head back to the
big office that he and Shelly shared. They had a lot of high tech
equipment, computers, software, medical books, law books, Katie and
Annie’s books, and a space age looking desk set up where they
enjoyed working together for hours. The monitors were huge and
mounted on the wall and everything was extremely well
organized.

They had actually remodeled and made
to 30’x30’ office into 30’x20’ office. The bookcases now slid open
to hidden doors to go to the underground office that had more
computers, desks, surveillance equipment, gun lockers and God only
knows what else they kept down there.

Juanita loved her job and she really
loved this nice young family. She wasn’t real excited about Mike
and Shelly’s job. It seemed like Shelly was always coming home with
bruises and cuts…and wasn’t she kind of little to be carrying three
guns? She weighed—maybe ninety pounds and probably ten pounds of
that were the weapons that she carried.

No, Juanita could not understand their
profession. They were a loving couple, loving parents with a loving
family. Both Mike and Shelly had serious skills that could have
landed them in really high paying jobs.

Shelly’s talent on the piano and her
art was amazing. Her brilliance in computer programming outshone
everyone in her department. Mike’s intellect with marketing, his
vast computer knowledge, and his degree in law could have kept them
comfortable and safe.

Juanita loved the couple. She cared
about Shelly like her daughter at times, but she would never
understand their need to be in such a dangerous
profession.

 


__________

 


Mike lost track of time. He called the
pilots that they had in Key West, J.C. and Jeb.

The pilots reported that they had been
attempting to get in touch with the Cessna since midday yesterday.
They tried the airport in Livingston, Guatemala where the plane was
scheduled to land last night. They wouldn’t give them any
information. Tom’s pilots were getting frustrated and running into
a brick wall.

Mike got the number from J. C. He
called the airport himself.

“Hello, this is Agent
Michael Brooke from the Federal Bureau of Investigation office in
Atlanta, Georgia. I am checking on a Cessna that is owned by the
Destiny Caye Charter Service. It should have landed there sometime
last night with passengers that were visiting a nearby village for
the week. Pardon me? Yes Sir. Pilots would have been Thomas Alley
and Andrew James. Yes Sir. No, actually we were expecting them in
Atlanta this evening and the Charter Service has not been able to
make contact….” Mike listened as the man on the other line
stalled.

“Well, has anyone been out
to the plane that went down, Sir?” He listened with a scowl on his
face. This was not good.

“Yes, please let me know
your findings as soon as possible.” He listened a couple more
minutes. “I can’t tell you that for sure but I can tell you that
family is involved. So yes, if there is any way that we can, we
will be down to help search. I’ll have Chief Colburn call you, Sir.
Thank you. Good Bye.”

Mike got up after he fired up their
bank of computers and punched in the information.

He brought up the satellite imaging to
try to pin down where the plane was reported down. Mapping in the
co ordinances and trying to get a clear picture in a mountainous
rain forest, was not an easy endeavor.

Mike paced around the room and tried
to put the information together in his head. He was trying to look
at the facts objectively but that was hard to do when it was
family. Shelly’s family. Mike felt a knot in stomach. Shell’s
family was about the closest-knit family he had ever met. Mike had
grown up around this family…they were like his own…

Mike was terrified to find out what
was happening. He tried to clear his head as he grabbed his headset
and started more calls. Chief Colburn was first.

“Matt, this is Mike … yeah,
really. Boss I have a problem and I need your help…” Mike quickly
told him about the possibility of Shelly’s parents and Andrew, his
brother-in-law having gone down in the jungle of
Guatemala.

“Mike, are you sure that
it’s them?” Matt asked quietly. “The United States has some rocky
relations there. The drug cartels from Guatemala, Honduras and from
Mexico are getting pretty dangerous. We have deported a bunch of
Guatemalans to let their government decide what to do with their
own criminals. They aren’t too happy with us right now.”

“Yes, well that would
explain why they haven’t even sent a search patrol or a rescue unit
out yet. I didn’t think it was just because it was frickin’
raining!” Mike was starting to lose his cool. It always has to be
about politics.

“Matt, I have to go after
them. They’re family. Shelly would go by herself if I didn‘t have
something in the works and heading in that direction. None of us
would blame her either.” Mike felt like his head would
explode.

“Tell me now, Matt. Are you
refusing to go in because of our government’s relationship with
Guatemala right now? Because if that’s what you are saying, then
you don’t need to know what I plan on doing about it.” Mike kept
his voice quiet although he felt like screaming. Freakin’
Bureaucratic of Interference, that was the name of the
game…

“Calm down Mike, let me
check it out. Go ahead and get the team together and set up. I’ll
be there as quick as I can. I didn’t say we weren’t going in. I
just said it’s going to be a little tricky, okay Bubba?” Matt could
almost visualize Mike pacing.

“Where’s Shelly, Mike?” He
could just see his smallest agent going ballistic.

“She isn’t home yet. Oh
crap Matt, this will kill her…” his anger vanished and he was
instantly saddened. “I’ll get things going, Boss.
Thanks!”

Mike quickly contacted the unit.
Charlie and Darla were en route. Sam and Alan would be there as
soon as Alan called his Mama. They were going to ask her to come
help run the command center. Mark and Hawthorne were in town.
Sally, the agent that thought she was tough until Shelly repeatedly
made a fool out of her in training—she would probably want in and
Matt would go as well…

That would give them ten agents. They
were a tight group. That should do it. Everyone was on board. Mike
started to open the bookcase to the downstairs and stopped
suddenly.

The Guatemalan government would be a
deterrent.

If they refused to help, if the
mountains were full of mercenaries, their team could be in a world
of hurts from the moment they entered the country.

The Alleys had a great relationship
with Belize. That would help. The family had brought in business
with their charter service. Tom had brought several hyperbaric
chambers and set up in strategic places for divers and accident
victims. Katlin was a well-known author and artist. Katie or Tom
could run for office and win. They were very well thought of by the
higher ups.

Regardless of all of that, when you
met the Alley family you automatically liked them. They were
genuine caring people. You could count on them if you ever needed a
helping hand... Katie helped in the clinics and painted beautiful
pictures of landscapes and people in Belize. The charter service
had brought in many perspective buyers and businessmen.

He had to go find Shelly first. He
just went ahead without her. He wasn’t real sure how she would
react to that.

Where was Shelly?

The thought of losing Shell’s parents
was painful. She loved them so much. He had even become close with
his brother-in-law and Shell’s best friend. Too many key players in
Shelly’s life were in danger.

This was going to be unbelievably
hard.

 


__________

 


“Hey Harry!” Shelly yelled
as she ran into the dry cleaners. “Big weekend…did you get our
stuff finished?” Shelly had known Harry and his wife Alice since
she was a baby. The family use to bring her Daddy’s Air Force
uniforms in to be cleaned all of the time. Shelly quickly paid the
man and invited him and his wife out to the twins’ birthday party.
They had received the invitation but she wanted to make sure. She
didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings.

Shelly placed the clothes on the
hanger in the back of her Jeep and a wave of terror swept over her.
Suddenly, it hit her and she fell to the pavement. Oh no! Shelly
felt a knife like pain in her stomach and an icy squeeze on her
heart. She was physically ill and trembling in a cold
sweat…

Harry and Alice ran out. “Shelly,
Shelly, are you okay? Do you need us to call a doctor? What is
wrong?” Alice was looking at the child that had frequented their
dry cleaners since she was big enough to waddle in with an armload
of shirts.

Shelly was white as a sheet and
shaking. In all of the years that they had known this child, she
had never looked so shattered. Alice was helping her up and she had
tears in her eyes. Whatever floored this little agent was painful.
She had never seen her in so much agony.

Shelly looked up at them in tears. “No
… no! Sorry, I have to get home. Mama! Oh Lord, I have to get home.
I—I’m sorry guys, I have to go!”

Shelly jumped up and ran around to the
driver’s seat and squealed the tires pulling out. She flew over the
interstate and only slowed down when she reached their little
community in Oakridge.

Shelly raced up the driveway. Baby had
whined with a paw on her lap all the way home. Shelly had to try to
stop shaking. She had never been so frightened in her life. What
did it mean? Where were her parents? What was happening? Her Mama’s
face flashed in front of Shell’s eyes. Katie was covered in blood
and her eyes were dazed and full of pain and fear…

Shelly turned off the engine. She was
gripping the steering wheel so tightly her hands were cramping.
Concentrating, she released a finger at a time until she could
stretch her hands out and rub them. Then she slammed her fists into
the dash.

“No, I’m just being nuts!”
She yelled at herself. Shelly often had gut feelings that were so
overpowering and so accurate that everyone at the office or in the
field got use to relying on her ‘instincts.’ Shelly hated it. It
wasn’t a gift—it was a curse.

What had overwhelmed her at the dry
cleaners was a picture in her mind of her Daddy’s airplane going
down in the jungle and her Mama’s excruciating pain. This was
crazy. They should already be at the private airport down the road.
Shoot, they are probably lounging around the pool right now…No…Oh,
God; she knew that they weren’t here. They were somewhere out in
that God forsaken, snake infested rain forest…

Shelly ran to the front door with the
groceries and the dry cleaning and was met by Annie and Mike. “Is
it true? Please tell me I’m wrong! Mike is it true?” she demanded
and knew as soon as she saw her husband’s face that something
terrible had happened.

“I told you, Mike!” Annie
cried as she grabbed part of the things from Shelly. Juanita
quickly took the cleaning and asked Shelly to go to the office to
discuss this.

Mike picked up his wife and carried
her shaking body into their office. He didn’t think he even wanted
to know what her premonition had been. Shell looked
terrified.

The children were too
close.

Annie looked at her younger sister and
realized that Shelly had been crying. Her sister looked devastated
and her eyes were full of fear and her hands were
shaking.

Shelly looked at her and then back at
Annie and Mike. “I’ll meet you in the office. Let me say hello to
the babies. Oh Annie…”

Shelly just shook her head and ran to
the kitchen sink and threw water in her face. Grabbing a towel, she
walked out back where Aunt Tina was riding herd like old times.
There they were…their beautiful babies with their radiant faces and
happy voices.

Just for a few moments, Shelly had to
put on her Mama hat. “Hey Tina! Hi guys!”

The children had already climbed out
of the pool and were enjoying a snack. Caleb and Trina were getting
tired. Caleb raised his hands to his Mama’s face and Shelly leaned
down so he could do the usual.

Caleb always put his little hands on
either side of Shelly’s face and stared into her eyes. It was like
he had to reassure himself that she was real and she was okay. It
was sweet.

“Kay, Mama?” He
asked.

“I am now, Bubba.” She
hugged him big and patted Buddy, their big old Doberman. Buddy
doubled as a lifeguard in addition to his bodyguard duty with the
babies. He took his job seriously. Shelly loved this old dog. Baby,
his daughter, was so much like him it was great. The whole family
had protection.

“There’s my angel…” she
whispered softly and reached down to take Catrina out of Aunt
Tina’s arms. “How’s my little angel girl?” she cooed at
her.

Trina snuggled into her Mama’s arms
and clung.

Tina watched Mother, daughter and son
and just smiled. Who would have thought that Shelly would be such a
great Mama? The love that radiated between Michelle and her
children was almost heart breaking.

She noticed something was off though.
Shelly had a strained look on her face. Something was bothering
her. Shelly looked like she had been crying and she was
pale.

Tina noticed that Shell’s hands were
shaking and she held Trina a little tighter than usual. Clinging to
her for dear life would have been a more accurate description.
Trina seemed to sense her Mama’s need because she was hugging her
back just as tightly.

“Shelly, is everything okay
Sugar?” Tina asked. Juanita had just come back out and touched
Shelly on the shoulder. Shell tiptoed a bit to hear whatever it was
that the nanny didn’t wish for the kids to hear. When Shelly looked
back she had a serious look on her face.

She kissed Trina’s head and handed her
back to Tina. “What is it, Shelly? Honey, is something
wrong?”

Shelly turned to Annie’s twin girls.
“Ladies, would you to do me a BIG favor?” And of course they were
all excited. “Juanita says these two are in need a nap. If you
could help them through a bath and a story time, maybe after supper
you can get another swim in and then watch movies and fix chocolate
chip cookies. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

“Yeah!” The girls gladly
helped with the littlest twins upstairs. They were so grown up and
the babies thought they were the greatest aunts in the world.
According to Shelly, they were.

Shelly loved the girls so much. They
were like duplicates of Annie and Shelly. Unfortunately, Corey
inherited Shell’s attitude and temper. She was constantly in
trouble just as Shell had been throughout her childhood.

“Come on, Tina. You need to
come with me, Sugar.” Shelly reached out for Tina’s hand. She
realized Tina was feeling her anxiety. She was lucky that the
children hadn’t picked up on that. Tina followed Shelly into the
office. She stood and stared at the bookcase. Tina hadn’t been in
this room for quite awhile but something was definitely
different.

Although Mike and Annie were still
standing at the command center, there were people in the basement.
“Okay, we’ll catch Tina up on things downstairs. Come on, Sugar!”
She grabbed her hand and pulled her down the stairs behind
them.

Tina saw that Annie had been
crying…that really concerned her. Annie had been pretty depressed
earlier when she had talked to her and she was still pretty quiet
at the pool…Tina was totally confused. What was going on
here?

When they cleared the stairwell, Tina
stood there with her mouth agape. She had never seen anything like
it. Charlie and Darla were removing guns and boxes of ammo and
different types of grenades. Alan and Sam were setting up headsets,
flak jackets and parachute equipment. Sally and Matt were packing
food and first aid equipment. And Mark and Chief Hawthorne from
Quantico were studying some kind of map that was displayed on the
monitor on the wall.

It had been awhile since Tina had been
in Mike’s basement. Katie had told her that they were doing
remodeling—but—this wasn’t a basement. Half of it was a command
center and weapons locker and the other room was like a vaulted
safe room with supplies and electronic equipment. It was a huge
room. What was this place and why was it in the Brooke’s
basement?

“Would someone please tell
me where I am and what’s going on?” Shelly turned from Annie and
saw the shock on Tina’s face. She went over to talk to
her.

“Tina, I’m sorry. We have
redone the basement into a ‘field office’ since you have been down
here, haven’t we? We can base major operations out of here. We have
all of the latest computer, satellite, and weapons cache. We have
everything you could need if you had to set up outside of
headquarters. It’s a precaution. This room over here is a safe
room. If a tornado would hit, we would be protected. If someone
would break in, we could take the children and lock ourselves in
here and no one could get to us. It’s pretty cool.” She saw Tina’s
confusion.

“Tina, we are starting on a
very important mission, we need your help.” She said
quietly.

Shell pulled Annie close and wrapped
her arms around her. She knew her sister was on the verge of
totally losing it. Andy was her life. Mama and Daddy, was more than
she could imagine losing. The combination of all of them would
destroy Annie. They could not let this happen.

“What is it Shelly? What is
wrong?” Tina saw the tears and knew instantly that this was a
personal mission.

“Oh no, Shelly, where is
Katie?” She saw it in Shelly’s eyes the minute she spoke the words.
Shelly reached out and pulled her Aunt Tina close and told her
everything.

Tina’s hands shook but she was trying
to stay steady. Shelly told her that she needed her and Annie to
help Alan’s Mama, Beth, when she got there to run the command post.
So they needed her to learn everything she could as quickly as
possible.

Tina quickly reached out to Annie and
firmly grabbed her hand. “We can do this! Let’s find them and bring
them home.” Her voice was steady. Shelly looked at her in
amazement. They had always depended on Tina to be the strong one.
She was her Mama’s best friend—the nearest thing to a sister that
she had left. Tina was ready to do anything to help try and find
their family and bring them home.

You could always count on Aunt Tina.
She held Annie close to her while they hurried over to the command
post to watch and learn how everything operated.

Shelly hugged them both before she
answered the call from the Guatemalan Airport. “Yes, this is
Special Agent Brooke. No, No—sorry, Sir—this is his wife. Yes, Sir.
Thank you. What? WHY NOT?” Everyone became quiet as they watched
Shelly’s face. “Sir, I need you to report this to my Boss. Yes,
Sir. Here he is…Chief?”

Shelly went over to study the maps
that Chief Hawthorne and Mark were looking at. “What’s going on
Shell?” Mark asked quietly. If steam could have poured out of
Shell’s ears right now, it would. She was trying hard to get some
kind of control. This was not going to be easy. He’d seen this
controlled fury in Shell before. She was on the edge and she needed
to hit something.

Shelly’s eyes sparked when she looked
up at them. “They won’t go in. They say there are gorillas in the
area and mercenaries from the drug cartel. They lost a man. The
rains are heavy—visibility stinks—and they just aren’t going to
risk it—chicken shit—jerk wads, son of a …” Shelly broke off in the
middle of her rampage when she looked and Tina and Annie’s
faces.

“Crap. Sorry…” She quickly
turned away. She had to learn to watch her mouth. Shelly walked
over to their kick bag and started belting it with fists and kicks.
She had to hit something and she needed to watch her
mouth.

If she could have reached in and
grabbed that jerk on the phone, she would have pinched his head
off. Annie stared at her sister and shook her head. This was not
going to be easy. Shelly was already on the verge of taking someone
out and the mission hadn’t even started yet. Shell was already
losing her cool. Surely they wouldn’t keep them from going in and
rescuing their family, would they?

Hawthorne slammed his fist down on the
table. “Son of a Bitch!” He stomped over to where Matt was
standing. “Matt! Tell the bastard we’re coming anyway! Screw ‘em!”
He looked around and saw Shelly grinning and holding her hands out
to show her sister where she got her mouth—yeah, right!

“Sorry ladies…” He muttered
and grabbed a cigar and headed upstairs for a walk and a smoke
outside. Shelly didn’t allow the cigars in their house since the
babies were born. Who could blame her?

Matt Colburn tried to talk patiently
to the man. It wasn’t working. He finally hung up and called the
white house. He went up into the office to finish his conversation
with the Chief of Staff.

Annie looked terrified. “Shelly, are
they not going to try to save them?”

“We’re going, Annie, don’t
worry.” Shelly said firmly.

“Shell…” Mike started to
say what he was afraid was going to happen but when Shelly whirled
around with her hands on her hips—he knew to stop. “She’s right,
Annie, we’re going.” Charlie and Darla just smiled and kept on
packing.

Matt and Hawthorne came back
downstairs by the time the rest of the group were packed up and
ready to roll. They looked around pleased. This was the group who
didn’t wait for orders. When it was time to go, they were
ready.

“Okay,” Matt said. “We have
permission. They don’t want an international incident but
considering you guys are my special unit and trained as well as any
of the others, they’re going to let us risk our asses and our jobs
on this one. We do it right? They’ll get the glory. We do it wrong?
You know the drill. Who needs glory, right? We have a leer jet to
catch in Atlanta. Mike, you and Shelly say goodbye to family and we
will load up. You have five minutes. Let’s go!”

Shelly hugged Annie and Tina and she
still beat Mike up the stairs to the twin’s room. It was so sweet.
Caleb was curled up in Corey’s arms sound asleep and Catrina was
cuddled with Carey sound asleep. They kissed them all quietly and
tip toed back out.

They were pulling in the airport in
Atlanta right behind the others. Shelly hadn’t said much to Mike
all evening. They were both numb at this point.

Mike looked at her and groaned.
“Shelly, Mom and Dad were coming in tonight!”

As they jumped out of the Jeep, Shelly
called Annie. “Hey Annie, would you please call Mike’s folks? They
should be heading there before too long. They probably will want to
stay there too, okay? Yes, it will be good to have help with the
kids. Mark said Jenn and little Jordon are coming down to help too.
They wanted to be there for the babies’ birthday party. Yes? I
don’t know Annie. We will do what we can. I’ll call you as soon as
I can—and Annie? You can call me whenever, okay? I love you, Sis.
Bye!”

Shell stopped for a moment and Mike
reached out and held her. He knew that Shell was losing it inside
but she was staying strong for her sister. You had to respect that.
It’s almost impossible to sort things out and prioritize when it
happens to be your family. You know the drill and that it is really
important to think clearly…but…who can be objective when it’s your
family?

Within thirty minutes the wheels were
up and they were on their way. They would pick up their own
helicopter in Belmopan, Belize and they had a fueling stop on the
way.

They had to have something agile
enough to get them in. J.C. was their best bush pilot and he was
flying directly to Livingston and parking the hydroplane at a
Marina in the Rio Dulce.

He wasn’t sure of his welcome but they
would see what the political climate was like when they got
there.

 


__________

 


Shelly couldn’t believe she had fallen
asleep in her seat. It had been a long day before they were hit
with the news of the downed airplane. She didn’t realize how tired
she was…it just took over and she conked out. Mike had lowered the
window shade and tilted her seat back. He was so sweet. He even
wrapped her in a blanket. They had worked really late.

One by one, the other agents went back
to get a nap. Mike and Shelly had worked on.

She looked at Mike. He was all
stretched out with his feet in the aisle and his head hanging over
the top of his seat. These seats hadn’t been built for the big
guys. The poor man…she had no idea how he slept like
that.

She had plenty of room. She placed her
blanket over him and tried to crawl over the back of her seat to
not wake him. His hands caught her around her waist and he pulled
her down on his lap.

“Where are you going pretty
lady?” He whispered. He nuzzled against her neck and sent chills up
her spine. Mike’s hand cradled the back of Shelly’s neck as his
other hand rubbed up and down her back.

Shelly was all muscle and right now
her muscles were as taunt as a violin string. She was a mess of
nerves.

“Later handsome…I need
coffee. Coffee. Mike, I need Coffee!” Shelly grumbled. Mike looked
at her and smiled. “What are the magic words, Shelly?”

He saw the little light dance in her
eyes and the humor was back. All he wanted to do was hold her close
and have this nightmare disappear.

“I love you Master. NEED
COFFEE!” Shelly laughed and punched him in the gut. “Don’t keep me
from the caffeine, Michael. You know that actually could be very
hazardous to your health!” Shelly wrapped her arms around his neck
and kissed him gently. This was not exactly how she had planned
their weekend.

Mike stood up with Shelly in his arms.
“Man, that seat will kill a guy! Come on Sugar, let’s go fix some
good stuff before the others get hold of it and turn it to poison.”
He playfully held her under his arm like a football on the way back
down the aisle.

The kidney punch that she delivered
almost spoiled it, though. She dropped him just as they entered the
galley. “Crap, Shell…that smarts!”

“I’m not a football, Mike!”
She laughed as she worked around the little kitchen making a new
pot of coffee. Mike just stretched out on the floor.

“This is pretty comfortable
down here. Why don’t you join me?” He was smiling up as his wife.
He was surprised when she actually did stretch out beside him.
“Hmm…that worked. Wanna have some fun while we wait on the coffee?”
Mike loved it when the orneriness flared in his wife’s eyes. Lord,
she was a pretty little thing…He wiggled his eyebrows up and down
at her grinning. Yes, he was pushing it—but he had to keep her
distracted somehow. “Come down here and give me a kiss, pretty
lady.”

Shelly propped herself up on her
elbow. “Mike, we don’t know what we’re going into. This could be
really bad.” She said seriously. She slowly stood up and started
some stretching exercises.

Mike decided that looked like a good
idea since he felt like his body was shaped like the seat he had
slept in. He joined Shelly in her stretching exercises. Somehow, he
didn’t feel as graceful. Of course, she hadn’t slept like a pretzel
either.

They needed to be loose when they
jumped. He was pretty sure they were going to be dropped in the
jungle somewhere near the plane crash.

“I know what you’re
thinking, Shelly. However, everyone has some medical training and
you guys insist on them taking a full supply of everything even on
short runs. All the emergency medical equipment is loaded into each
plane. I didn’t tell you this before, Shelly. Bobbie Jo is with
them. She flew with Katie. Josh is with J.C. They are freaking out.
They all wanted to be at the babies’ birthday party.” He rubbed his
hands over his face. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to not tell
you. I don’t know how I forgot.” He looked at her with pleading
eyes. It was probably because he thought it was the ‘too much’
level that it caused.

Bobbie Jo was Shelly’s best friend in
the whole world and he could see that world start to crumble in her
eyes. Shell’s eyes filled with tears as she bit her bottom lip and
stared out the window. Yeah, it was too much.

“We’re going to find them,
Shelly. It’s good that Bobbie is there. She’s a damn good doctor,
Shell. She’ll be a great help.” Then he shut up. Nothing he said
was going to make her feel any better. He reached for the cups as
Shelly grabbed the finished pot of coffee. “Are you still talking
to me, honey? I am sorry. I should have told you
sooner.”

“I understand, Mike. It’s
hard to try not to ‘feel’ on this one…Mama and Daddy—Andy and
Bobbie Jo? I’m trying real hard to think that they are all right. I
don’t know what we would do without one of them Mike—much less all
four of them. Annie and the girls can’t take this, Mike. They have
to be okay…” Her voice trailed off as she poked her head in the
cockpit.

“How much further guys?”
She asked.

“About forty five minutes,
Agent Brooke. You might as well get your crew up and moving.
Belmopan is not that far away now. The helicopter is fueled,
equipped and waiting. A ‘J.C.’ radioed and said that he was already
in Livingston. The authorities are giving him problems. Do you want
to try to call him?” He handed her a headset and set the frequency
and put the call through.

“Shelly, is this you?” J.C.
asked. “Where are you?”

“About forty five minutes
from Belmopan. We’ll transfer our stuff over and be back in the air
within a half hour. It should take an hour—maybe two—to get to your
location. J.C. is there somewhere we can set the bird down?” Shelly
asked.

“Yes, there is a small
airport. It’s where Tom should have landed. I’ll meet you there,
okay?” He asked. J.C. had been flying all night after being up for
thirty-six hours with the other charter. “Shelly, Josh is with me.
I couldn’t get him to stay behind.”

“J.C. we need you guys to
stay where you are. When we are getting close, we’ll radio you. You
and Josh have to get some sleep, Bubba, or you won’t be any good to
us. Just tell them that you are waiting for your crew. They
shouldn’t bother you any more, okay?” She could hear the fatigue in
his voice.

“Okay Shelly, I am beat.
That should make these local yokels happy. We will see you soon!”
He signed off and went to report to the man standing guard on his
plane what the plan was.

Josh was sitting on the deck looking
out at the jungle. His heart was in his eyes. “Josh, let’s get some
rest. They’ll be here soon.”

 


__________

 


Shelly walked back to the galley and
grabbed the mike on the wall. “Good Morning! Ladies and Gentlemen
we will be arriving to our destination in approximately thirty
minutes from now. If you want coffee, we have fresh. Please try not
to kill each other on the way back. That is all!”

She winked at Mike as they grabbed
another cup of coffee and then got the heck out of the way of the
stampeding agents.

Shelly made a quick call home and
talked to Annie and Tina. Annie sounded like she was holding it
together. Tina and Juanita were being as efficient as ever. They
were definitely lucky to have them there.

Mike’s Mom and Dad had jumped right in
and helped things to stay calm. The twins loved their grandparents.
The babies were lucky to have both sets of grandparents so totally
committed to them. Shelly handed Mike the phone so he could talk to
them. Shell stared out the window, wondering how her Mama and Daddy
were…

“Hey Dad—Hi Mom…We’re
really sorry that we weren’t there when you all got there. This was
not the weekend we had planned.” Mike said.

“Mike, bring them home and
please try to keep Shelly in one piece this time, will you?” Mike’s
Mom wasn’t exactly kidding. Shelly had been hurt way too many
times.

“Bring all of you home
safely, Son.” She added.

“We will do our best, Mom.
Gotta go! We love you!” Mike hung up with the conversation still in
his head. Man, could he get Shelly through just one assignment
without getting hurt? Ah man!

“What’s wrong, Mike?”
Shelly asked but Mike just shook his head and looked out of the
window. She was an agent. He just had to handle it. Sometimes that
was not as easy as he would have liked. Shelly climbed over on his
lap and put her arms around his neck. “Did your Mama give you a
hard time, sweetheart?” She kidded him and kissed the dimple in his
chin. “My poor baby…” Shelly slid up and kissed his lips
gently.

“She wants you not to get
hurt this time, Shell. You think we might be able to manage that?”
Mike asked as he pulled her even closer.

Shell grinned at him and said; “God
willin’ and the creek don’t rise…”

“What does that mean
anyway?” Mike demanded and Shelly just shrugged and kissed him
again. “I mean our folks say stuff like that, but what does it
mean?”

“I have no idea…” She
grinned then she took a little more time to get Mike’s mind off his
Mama’s request. Shell knew that they all hated the fact that she
gave it everything she had and came back banged up a lot. It was
part of the job—especially when you were half the size of most of
the other agents.

“Are you trying to distract
me, wife?” Mike grinned as he looked into her vivid blue
eyes.

Shell was sending chills down his
spine as she nuzzled against his neck.

“Is it working?” Shell
grinned.

“Uh huh…” Mike grinned and
ducked when Matt smacked him on the head and told him to straighten
up. He just pulled her close and ignored the rest of them for a
while.

“Ah Chief, give me a break
here!” Matt laughed and walked back to the others. He knew how much
these two loved the people on that downed plane. Whatever kept them
calm was fine with him.

 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


As they approached their destination,
everyone hurried and organized their individual carry equipment. By
the time they had their personal parachutes, backpacks, weapons,
first aid packs, headsets and rations—it was time to strap in for
landing. They were so familiar with this routine; everyone could do
it with their eyes closed.

Shelly watched the approach and held
her breath while the expert pilot circled and landed on the tiny
airstrip. “Man, I don’t know how they do that!” She said as she
finally quit holding her breath. It blew her mind.

“They’re good, but I bet we
could do it.” Mike said as he helped Shelly on with her pack. Both
he and Shelly were pretty good pilots.

She snorted, “Yeah, right! Give me a
big ole’ long airstrip or the open ocean any day. I’m not that
good!” Shelly turned to see everyone ready to disembark. “Okay,
let’s get this show on the road.” One by one their Special Unit
made their way off the plane. Everyone was wide-awake and focused
on the mission.

Shelly spotted the big helicopter
before the others. “There’s our chopper, Mike. Let’s load this
stuff and get things settled in the office…” Shelly turned as
Charlie and Mark began stripping them of the weight. “Oh well,
thanks. Go ahead guys and we’ll get our clearance and be right out,
okay?” They divided up and went their separate
directions.

Shelly and Mike walked into the small
waiting room outside of the office. “I need see everyone
passports.” The customs agent demanded in broken English. He had
several officers standing around him.

“Sir, would you please send
one of your men out to the heliport and he can examine and stamp
the other agents’ passports there. We aren’t here as tourists, Sir.
We are here to pick up our helicopter and keep going. We are on a
rescue mission.” Shelly and Mike handed the customs agent their
passports and their authorization papers. Two of the officers
headed to the helicopter. Shelly looked at Mike and realized the
set of his jaw meant they were about to be handed a load of crap.
Was this fool that stupid?

She was ready to lay the man out by
the time he looked over all of the paperwork and smugly said; “Wait
here please. This will take some time to process.” The customs
agent walked back into an office but left officers to guard Shelly
and Mike. Obviously, they weren’t going anywhere very
soon.

“Mike, do you want to go
and get the Chiefs and see if they can get this moving?” Shelly
asked and then she saw one of the officer’s quickly move to block
the door. Shelly gave the guards a level feline glare. She would
hate to have to kick someone’s butt for Mike to be able to get back
out of the door. “What? He can’t go get our boss?”

“No, speak … English …
Please … sit.” One of the officers stuttered.

Mike saw the steam radiate from his
wife and he was pretty sure it wasn’t just the steamy heat of the
jungle nearby or the weather closing in. Shelly was just about to
lose her cool… “Shell, relax, it shouldn’t take much longer.” He
told her quietly.

“Yeah right…you understand
English, Asshole! My Mama and Daddy, brother-in-law and my best
friend are out there in that jungle. They’ve been out there for two
damn days already! It seems that the chicken shit government is
afraid to go in and check out their plane to see if they are still
alive. What would you do if that were your Mama and Daddy out
there?” Shelly was eye to eye to the guard at the door. Toe to
toe—yes—she was on her tiptoes. But the man was short enough to be
intimidated.

“MOVE IT OR LOSE IT,
BUBBA!” Shelly yelled in his face with a furious scowl. Mike saw
total panic in the little man’s eyes as he flinched at Shelly’s
fury.

The man quickly backed away from the
door. The little guy looked totally intimidated even though he was
the one holding the gun. He was talking nonstop on the handheld
radio that he was carrying. The man had been following orders but
Mike heard the; ‘loco senorita’ in just about every sentence the
man babbled.

Mike almost felt sorry for
him.

Mike started through the door and
stopped for a moment. “Shelly, calm down. It’s going to be
alright.” The look in her eyes told him not to bother. He was
pretty sure when Colburn and Hawthorne came back that the customs
department would be more than happy to get Shelly out of their
airport. She was not someone you wanted to detain when she was on a
mission. This mission was family. Oh man…

He glanced back on his way out the
door and saw his wife pacing. That was not a good sign. Shelly is
not going to take this delay gracefully. She had been patient. She
had been professional and tried to stay detached. However…this was
family and her best friend.

Mike ran the length of the tarmac to
the heliport section. He pushed by the two officers that were
blocking the door and talking excitedly on their handheld radios.
He ducked as he climbed into the huge chopper and caught Matt’s
attention. “Boss, they’re giving us some problems.”

“I figured they would.
They’ve gone through everything, Mike. It will be a miracle if they
let us out of here with all of this equipment.” He
growled.

Hawthorne came to the door. He shot
the two officers a dirty look and then looked back at Mike.
“Where’s Shelly?”

“She’s still in the waiting
room. The Customs Department has our paperwork. Shelly already
locked horns with one of them. They weren’t going to let me come
out here to get you guys. Do we need White House intervention on
this Matt?” Mike asked. He realized that the clock was ticking.
That clock was probably sounding like a bomb in Shelly’s head by
now. He was hoping they didn’t push her any harder. They would be
bailing his wife out of jail. “Do you guys want to come back and
see if we can get out of this diplomatically?”

He saw that the equipment was being
stowed—probably stowed again if the officers had gone through
everything. And he saw the frustration on the unit’s
faces.

“Hang in there guys, we’ll
get us going soon.” He tried to assure them. They knew that
relations with Guatemala would be a problem but they didn’t think
they would run into a block already. They were in Belize and not
even across the border yet. It was frustrating.

Everyone knew time was against them.
If the plane was one of the charters—which now they were positive
it was—it went down in the rain forest, the passengers were either
dead or seriously injured. Every minute ticking by could mean less
time there for their family’s survival. They knew that their
smallest agent was about to kick someone’s butt if they didn’t let
them out of there quickly.

Colburn and Hawthorne jumped out of
the helicopter and the three of them headed back in to back up
Shelly.

 


__________

 


BAM! BAM! BAM!

Shelly beat the door to the office
that the customs agent had shut in her face. She was past being
pissed off. The more time wasted here, the more daylight would be
gone for their search. They had done ‘jungle’ before. Nights were a
bad time to try to search for anything. Snakes, spiders,
mercenaries…all of the predators came out and the place was pitch
black and spooky.

The customs agent opened the door.
“Agent, you must have a seat and wait until we clear you…” Shelly
pushed by the startled man and stomped to his desk. How could
someone so small look so scary? “Please, Ma’am, you need to be
patient. These things take time…”

“Do you have a MAMA?” She
yelled. He nodded yes. “Do you have a Daddy?” Once again he nodded
yes. “Do you have any brother-in-laws or best friends?” Shelly
demanded. Shelly’s hands were together behind her back and she
stood at parade rest, trying hard not to be intimidating. It wasn’t
working. She wanted to kick somebody’s ass and they all knew
it.

The two guards had drawn their
weapons. Shelly leveled blue eyes that almost looked black at this
point and gave them an evil grin. “Bubba, you better hope those
guns are made of chocolate because you’re goin’ eat ‘em if you come
any closer!” She yelled and the guards backed up with obvious fear
in their eyes. There was something not quite right about this
little agent. She looked dangerous and crazy.

Shelly turned back to the customs
officer. “I have no idea who told you to hold us up or how much
they paid you. I will find out. I promise you that. My family’s
plane went down in that frickin’ jungle…” She motioned toward
Guatemala. “And no one has tried to rescue them. NO ONE! They may
be dying. They may already be dead!” Shelly heard the sob come
through her voice on that last admission. That just made her
angrier.

“But we ARE going after
them. I’m asking for you to let that happen. I’m not asking for any
damn help. Just let us go and do our job and bring my family back.”
She stomped over to the phone and held out her hand. “What’s your
Mama’s phone number? We’ll ask her what the right thing to do
is!”

Shelly thought for a moment. “Never
mind that, I’m going to call the Ambassador and then drag your
sorry ass to them so they can tell me where you got your orders
from. Yes, I like that idea so much better, don’t you? They will
probably hang you out to dry, Bubba. When they find out who paid
you off and how low you could get, you would be lucky to get a job
on a fishing boat.” Shelly was furious.

For a fleeting moment, she looked at
the phone and seriously thought about beating the agent with it.
She stared at the man and saw him start to fold.

The Customs Agent knew of the Alley
family. They had contributed a lot to the country of Belize. They
had brought in doctors, updated medical equipment, hyperbaric
centers, medical supplies and tourists. They had brought a lot of
commerce with their charter service. He would hang for this if he
didn’t let them go. He held them up a little bit—but five thousand
dollars wasn’t worth losing his job and being stuck on Belize’s
political ‘bad’ list. He didn’t realize he was going to be up
against some unreasonable woman.

He reached over and stamped the
approval on their paperwork and passports. He handed the little
agent all of her paperwork back and said; “Be careful and let us
know if we can be of any further assistance.” The man decided to
get them out of there as soon as possible. He wasn’t going to mess
with this crazy little agent with evil looking blue
eyes...

Shelly snorted and turned and started
to run out of the office. The two guards were startled and drew
their weapons.

Shelly dropped the paperwork on a
bench twirled and kicked one of the guns out of the first officer’s
hand and grabbed the weapon from the other officer. She was about
to lose it—but she had to get going. If she had five more minutes
she would have had them crying for their Mamas. Maybe, on the way
back…

Shelly walked over, picked up the gun
off of the floor and walked back into the office. She slammed the
guns down on the customs agent’s desk. Without a word, she walked
back out and picked up her paperwork and stomped toward the
door.

Shelly glared at the guard still
blocking the door. “You wanna take this outside, SHITHEAD?” She
demanded. The man looked at the floor and moved aside.

Shelly stormed out of the door and
around the corner of the building and ran into Mike. He and the
Chiefs were headed in to negotiate their departure.

Shelly handed the paperwork to Matt
and kept on running to the chopper. Matt looked at the paperwork
and at the other two men. “Damn, she got us released! Look at
this!”

Hawthorne and Mike were impressed.
Mike looked at them; “Should I check and see if they are all still
standing, Boss?” He asked.

“Nah…Let’s go!” They turned
and ran after Shelly. They were all laughing when they saw the two
guards at the helicopter move aside with their hands on their heads
and their guns placed on the ground.

“Now doesn’t that just do
your heart good, boys? She has such good diplomatic skills. Who
would have guessed?” They were all laughing by the time they
boarded. They were in the air in a matter of minutes.

Shelly had gone straight to the
controls and had the chopper cranking. Her headset was on and Mike
climbed into the seat beside her. He leaned over and kissed her
cheek. “Are you okay?” He asked. Shell had tears streaming down her
face and her hands were shaking.

Shelly had been working the
frequencies and she held up her hand to quiet Mike for a moment.
“J. C.? We’re in the air. You should have one of those yahoos come
out and tell you that you can go any minute now. Can you grab a
ride to the airstrip?” She asked. She listened for a few
minutes.

“What? No Bubba, I didn’t
bribe them but someone else did. I just showed them the error of
their ways and they repented. If they give you any more problems,
let us know. We will meet you at the landing strip in Livingston.
I’m not great with this thing J.C. It’s bigger than anything Mike
and I have ever flown before. Are you up to taking us in?” She
listened again. “Great! We’ll see you there!”

Shelly turned to look at Mike. “Well,
that was fun!” She finally took a deep breath. “Dang Mike, this
thing is like trying to fly a submarine. It’s huge!”

“Yes, I know it is. We
needed a command post nearby and it has all of the bells and
whistles. J.C. can stay at the Livingston airstrip after he drops
us in and they can keep in touch with home base. That reminds me…”
He realized that Shelly’s thought waves matched his own when he
heard Beth’s voice over the radio.

“Hey Beth, thanks for
helping us out! Is Annie there?” He asked.

Beth came back quietly; “She and the
babies are lying down. She’s barely slept, Mike. Is Shelly on the
air with you?”

“I’m right here, Beth. Why
don’t you get Tina to call our doctor and—wait a minute—Jenn is
there, right?” Shelly was thinking. Mark’s wife, Jennifer, was a
good psychologist. She helped Beth before after the Cavanaugh
nightmare. Beth had lost her husband and had been brutally and
sexually assaulted.

“Yes, she’s helped a lot
with the children and Annie. Tina isn’t doing real well either.
Annie looks awful. Wait a minute. Here’s Jennifer…”

“Hello? Shelly? Mike? Where
are you guys?” Jenn asked. “Is Mark okay?”

“Yes, Mark’s okay. We are
about thirty minutes out from the airstrip. We need to land and
pick up Josh and J.C. We should have a better idea about what’s
going on when we get in there. Jenn, can you do anything for
Annie?” Shelly asked.

“We’re all working with
her. I don’t know if Andrew is hurt really bad or whether Annie
fears the worst. I think I’ll get her local doctor to write a
couple of scripts since I’m based out of Virginia. We’ll take care
of her, Shelly, I promise.” Jenn had grown attached to this family.
The thought of losing any of them was terrifying. They felt like
they were her family members. “Shelly, you take care out there.
We’ll take care of everything here. The babies are precious! Jordon
loves them! She’s pretty crazy about Carey and Corey, too! Honey,
we’ll hold the fort. Try not to worry. Caleb and Trina are being
angels.”

Shelly smiled at Mike; “Yeah, we miss
them a bunch. Maybe we can talk to them next time. Jenn the base is
going to be set up at the airstrip. You guys can contact them at
any time, okay? Thank you—both of you—for all of your help. We have
to go now. Tell Annie to hang on.” Shelly signed off and looked at
her husband.

“What are we going to do,
Mike?” She had listened to Annie’s nightmare before she left. It
wasn’t far from the flash that she got outside of the dry cleaners.
Their folks were hurt and Annie was so afraid that she would lose
the love of her life and her parents. Who could blame her for
falling apart? The thought ripped at Shell’s heart.

Mike reached over and squeezed her
hand; “We’ll do what has to be done, Shelly. We’ll take one step at
a time.”

Finally, Shelly saw the airstrip
ahead. At least she had gotten her logistics right. “Now, how do I
land this tub?” No one was more surprised than Shelly when she
gracefully placed the helicopter down.

By the time she had cut the engines,
the team was hopping out and stretching. “Okay Mike, let’s get
organized and see how Josh is holding up.”

Shelly looked up and Josh was standing
there looking down at them. “Never mind—there’s our buddy now! Hey
Josh!” Shelly threw off her headset and climbed out to hug Josh.
“Let’s get out of here for a moment and get set up.” They all
climbed out.

Josh hugged Shelly and banged fists
with Mike but he didn’t say anything. They could tell by his face
that he was in shock and terrified.

 


__________

 


Everyone was standing outside of the
helicopter. J.C. had pulled up in the Land Rover that they had
rented and set up lunch and maps for the team on one of the folding
tables. The guys were stuffing their faces with food and trying to
talk at the same time. Shelly walked out between Josh and
Mike.

Darla quickly handed them plates of
food and drinks. “Eat Shelly—you guys eat also.” Shelly didn’t
argue. She was hungry and she knew they were about to need every
extra calorie possible to burn. The team would be stuffing calories
down her because she would start dropping pounds quickly out in the
jungle.

Matt walked out in front of the group.
They knew that they were about to head into hostile territory and
what they found might be worse than any of them wanted to imagine.
It was time to get their heads on straight and ready to work as a
well-oiled team.

“Okay, listen up. Shelly
didn’t leave any dead bodies behind but she got us the hell out of
Belmopan faster than I thought possible. Damn! Shelly, you didn’t
leave any dead bodies, did you?” Matt grinned at her and Shelly
just shook her head no.

“Good, that might have
caused a problem getting back. Anyway, Hawthorne, Sally and I are
going to stay with J.C. to run the command post. We can all jump,
so if you need assistance we can come in fresh. Mike already told
me that you were good, Josh. Shelly confirmed that. I know your
wife is out there, Bubba. You can go along but you have to listen
and follow the agents’ instructions to a T or we will have to pull
you out, fair enough?” Josh nodded his head ‘yes’. “Good. Shelly,
do you want to fill us in on what happened in the office and why
you had the guards wetting their pants out at the
chopper?”

Shelly grimaced as she chugged down
her water. “I had to remove the weapons from the officers inside.
They couldn’t keep up with what was going on. After we had the
papers stamped, they still tried to detain me. We got that
straightened out without any harm done, Chief—honest! Anyway, the
customs agent didn’t admit it but after a little bit of pressure
and threatening to call his Mama—he left the impression that he was
being paid off to hold us up. Who knows exactly who caused that?”
She frowned.

“I don’t believe it would
be the Belizean government. One of their doctors is out there and
Mama’s pretty famous. Daddy and Andrew have brought a lot into
Belize with the charter service and the hyperbaric clinics. So, I
don’t think that was the source of the bribe. My guess would be the
drug cartels or the gorillas. Remember, they’ve been fighting over
territory and drug rights? Maybe they thought the charter plane was
a drug mule. Shoot, I just don’t know. But we need to get going,
Sir.”

J.C. motioned for Shelly and Mike to
come and look at the map. “Look guys, you won’t need the parachutes
if we drop you here…” He motioned to a clearing on his
map.

“You can repel down without
the extra danger of trying to parachute and ending up in a tree,
okay? You should be able to carry everything you need as you go.
Are you guys up for that?” He asked and as he looked around at the
physical shape the team appeared to be in, he grinned.

“Of course you are! Okay
then, suit up and let’s get y’all out there!” J.C. headed into the
chopper to get things in order for a line drop instead of a jump.
The unit quickly grabbed their equipment.

Before Shelly followed the others into
the chopper, she pulled out her locket that she kept near her heart
all of the time. On one side it held a picture of Mike and their
twin babies and on the other side it had a picture of her parents
with Andy, Annie and their twins. She held the locket in her hand
and looked skyward.

“Help us God, please
protect them and help us get them home.” Shell prayed silently. She
had never been so afraid in her life. She tucked the locket back
into her black t-shirt and hopped in. Mike had looked out to see
where she was and understood her need for a moment to get her head
together.

As Shelly climbed in, he whispered,
“Ready for this, Shell?”

He saw that she was already set, just
by looking at her face. “We’re going to find them, honey. We’re
going to get them out of there…”

Shelly turned to him and to the rest
of the team; “Guys, thanks for this. Don’t be heroes out there.
Don’t take unnecessary chances. You all know this is gorilla and
mercenary warfare. They won’t fight fair if we run into them. I
figure we go in twos at all times. Back to back…Right Mike?” She
looked for his support.

“She’s right, guys. Cover
your butts! Cover each other’s butts! Let’s all get out of this
alive with our objective. You’re the best. You all know it. Let’s
show those guys in the suits what our ‘family’ can do.” He smiled
as he went and checked out each agent’s gear.

They were going in quiet…Silencers and
knives. They had the bigger stuff—in case all hell broke loose—but
they were using the stealth approach for as long as they
could.

Matt and Hawthorne walked back. “We’re
almost to the drop. Are you guys ready?” He asked and watched with
pride as his unit lined up quietly for their drop. How did they
ever luck out to get such a professional team?

“Okay, let’s do this! Mark
you first—Josh go—Darla go—Charlie go—Sam go—Alan go—Shell
go—Mike…” One by one his team slipped out of the chopper. They
lingered long enough to get the rope back into the chopper and see
the team disappear into the jungle. It had been a quick, quiet and
efficient jump. Hopefully, it had not been seen.

The rain was coming down by the bucket
loads. He was sure that it had to have covered any noise of their
drop. The helicopter was pretty quiet.

J.C. quickly maneuvered them back out
as Matt and Hawthorne and Sally set up communications and listened
to their team in the jungle.

Mike’s voice was the first one they
heard. “Recon, one click north…there is a small clearing. We’ll
meet you there.” They heard the faint comebacks from each pair but
the storm was sending too much interference to hear anything
clearly.

The heavy rains, thickness of the rain
forest, and the numerous mountains were going to make
communications a real hassle.

Mike was concerned about his wife.
Shell went off a little quicker than usual in the customs office.
She was on edge.

 


__________

 


Mike’s jog was Shelly’s full out run
but she didn’t care. They were that much closer to her family.
Shelly grabbed her gun and shot the snake over Mike’s head. It
grazed his back and slid to the jungle floor.

“Shit!” He yelled and then
caught his mouth with his hand. It was a huge python. He thought a
man had jumped down on him. He looked at Shelly and she was just
grinning.

She blew him a kiss and he had to
laugh. Shell seemed to take everything in stride when she was on a
mission. How the heck did she see that thing? It looked like a tree
limb.

They made it to the small clearing
quickly. The rest of the team was there in a matter of minutes.
Shelly had time to catch her breath and look at her
compass.

She grabbed the machete from her
waistband and started clearing in the direction of the plane. Mike
took over after a few minutes, then Mark.

Shelly let out a small birdcall and
everyone stopped. There was someone ahead. They should be close to
the plane. Shelly heard Spanish—Mayan— Garifuna and maybe an Indian
dialect. This wasn’t her family!

Someone yelled out in broken English;
“Not here Boss—lots of blood—but—not here!”

She heard an American voice come from
the radio the man had been talking on, “Okay, knock off until
morning. Then we’ll look for them. Come on back in.” So…an American
was in charge?

Alarms were going off in Shell’s head.
They had been told that it was a war between Guatemalans and
Hispanics. This wasn’t what they were witnessing here.

The unit had crawled in a semi circle
around the crash site and watched the mercenaries disperse. Shelly
had held them back from taking the patrol out. If these guys didn’t
return, they would have a bunch more back out tonight and they
needed tonight to try to locate her family.

Everyone had grabbed water bottles and
watched as the men left the plane. It was amazing that after two
days…part of the plane was still smoldering—even in this sweltering
downpour!

Shelly talked into her headset;
“Command one, come in…”

Matt quickly came back; “Go
ahead.”

“We have found the plane.
Mercenaries were here but they’ve been called back for the night.
We did not intervene. We’re going in to check out the site now.”
She whispered.

“Team count?” Matt
asked.

“Team count, eight, sir.”
She whispered again.

“Proceed with caution.” He
advised.

“Affirmative.” She answered
and Mike motioned them all forward.

When they reached the clearing that
the plane had made, they all stood soberly taking in the scene. The
plane came down as easy as it could have possibly come down until
it hit the trees.

Obviously, they were trying to find a
place to set it down quick—why? Shelly walked around to the pilot
side. The wings had been sheared off. Only one wing was against a
huge mangrove tree. She had no idea where the other one ended up.
The tail was gone but the main body was still intact. Then Shelly
realized the cause of the crash and motioned for the
others.

Charlie walked around and looked at
the area Shelly pointed at and shook his head. “Dammmmnnnn, ESE!
They took a lot of lead before they went down, eh? Mike, this is a
machine gun, yes? Why were they being shot at Mike?” Charlie’s wife
and partner, Darla, walked over and placed an arm over Shelly’s
shoulder.

“Drugs, Charlie…” Shelly
said flatly. “They thought they were carrying drugs.” She walked
around to the other side so she could climb inside.

Darla had followed and handed Shelly a
flashlight. There weren’t any bodies. The pilot had been shot—maybe
both pilots. There was a lot of blood in the front and even more
blood in the back.

All of the first aide supplies,
rations and survival equipment were gone.

“They tried to hike out of
here Darla, didn’t they?” Shelly wondered what kind of shape they
would have been in for that. Which way did they go? Out of
Guatemala, that would be for certain. Were they headed to the
Belize border? That’s miles away!

Shelly climbed out of the plane and
took out the special light and one of the chemical bottles out of
her backpack. She packed these things at the last minute because
she had a feeling that they were going to need them.

She began to spray some of the leaves
surrounding the clearing. This was a blasted rain forest! They
would have to get lucky.

She wished now that they had brought
the Dobermans to help track. Granted, they weren’t bloodhounds but
they knew ‘family’ and could find them anywhere. Shelly smiled
grimly as she remembered the Dobermans coming to her rescue and
Buddy saving her life by taking the bullet that had been meant for
her. He was an old dog and it had slowed him down some. Now, Buddy
lived to be the babies’ bodyguard. He loved his family—so did his
daughter. They would have helped.

Shelly sprayed and shot the beam of
light over the leaves and finally by the time she had gone half way
around the clearing she saw where blood had smeared. Shelly
followed step by step until she found a pattern.

She tapped her headset. She had to
have gone a good three hundred foot from the crash scene. She had
found their direction—maybe—at least a lot of blood went this way.
“Mike…” She whispered. “Mike, can you hear me?”

“Shell, where are you?” He
whispered his question back. They had just realized that she had
left the scene.

“Mike, east of your
direction—I’ll flash my light—did you get that?” She
asked.

“I see you now. What are
you doing?” He asked as he headed her way.

“I found a blood trail,
Mike. We have to try to follow it. This rain is going to erase it
soon. I don’t know if it’s theirs but—maybe. It’s a lot of blood,
Mike.” The unit headed her way quietly. Everyone knelt down to see
what Shelly had found. She was holding a light on a large spot of
blood.

Samantha held Shelly’s hand to help
steady her. “Hang on Shell—hang on. I think she’s found the
direction, guys. Let’s keep going. Shelly, are you okay?” Sam
brushed the hair out of Shelly’s face.

Shelly just shook her head and started
forward. Her heart felt like it was in her throat. So much
blood—two days—Shell started to pray for a miracle.

They slowly made their way through the
rain forest. Shelly went sparingly with the chemical bottle that
she had brought but she was obviously still on the trail. She
stopped for a minute and motioned for the others.

They caught up with her in the small
clearing. It was only three o’clock but with the rain and the
jungle canopy, it was getting darker. “Look guys. It looks like
they rested here.”

Rain as well as tears ran down Shell’s
face. She had never been so frightened in her life…could her family
survive this much blood loss out here in this jungle?

There were two small sets of
footprints in the mud. The men’s prints were mixed up. But they
were sure that they had stopped there. They had obviously changed
bandages because there was less blood leading away from the
clearing.

Everyone grabbed water and a protein
bar and looked at the map again. Every one of the agents were
soaked to the skin and tired. It didn’t matter.

Josh saw it first. “Shelly, isn’t that
a Mayan Ruin site right here?” He pointed to a spot on the map. “If
they are carrying wounded, wouldn’t they head for
there?”

Shelly looked at the map and pulled
out her compass. The canopy was so dense that their GPS was about
useless.

She looked at the map again and then
went over and sprayed a small area. Then she went in deeper. She
turned around and came back and looked at the map. “Josh—guys—I
don’t know. The blood trail goes in the direction of the ruins. We
can take a chance and run like hell straight to it and make it
before it gets too dark and pray we’re right or wait until morning.
You know what my vote is. What do you think?” She asked.

“Run like Hell!” They all
said.

Matt was listening; “Mike, can you
cover your trail? There are eight of you. Can you hide your
path?”

Shelly had grabbed a short rope and
cut a couple pieces of short bamboo and laced some palms in it to
drag. She grabbed Charlie and tied it to his waist belt. “Charlie
is the strongest shorter guy here. We run as close to the guy’s
footprints as we can that’s in front of us and Charlie follows with
the drag in the rear. It shouldn’t look any more than an
animal—whatcha think?” Shell asked.

Matt was grinning. “That sounds like a
plan. Be careful guys—and hurry.”

The biggest guys went first running on
the tips of their toes. The girls followed. Charlie brought up the
end. They barely left a path. With any luck, it wouldn’t be
spotted. They slowed to a fast walk, as the jungle got thicker and
darker.

It was five o’clock and almost
pitch-black. Finally Mike stumbled into a clearing and the other
guys were right behind them. Everyone plopped on the ground to
catch his breath. They felt like they had swum the whole distance
and was wet enough to look like it. The constant rain in the jungle
drained your energy fast.

“Where are we?” Darla
asked.

Shelly got up and walked forward with
her flashlight. She kept going.

“Hey Shelly…Don’t stray
off! You know what the jungle is like at night. Shelly?” Mike got
up and headed toward where she disappeared.

He looked back and said; “Guys, flash
you lights over here. SHELLY!” He yelled.

Finally they saw Shelly’s head pop
back out. “Hey! Quiet Mike! Over here guys! We’ve found them! Mike
radio Matt, honey. Hurry up guys, get in here!”

The team sprinted to where Shelly was
standing and Mike was last in line. “We need to call Matt again as
soon as we know our status, Shelly. They’re here?” He looked at his
wife’s pale face.

“Oh Baby…come on…” He
grabbed her hand and walked into the cave like room. There was a
torch lit in the back corner and he could barely make out the
shapes. “Charlie, Darla—we need more light. Go ahead and get a fire
started by the opening. No one’s coming out in this downpour. Let’s
get set up and see what we can do. Are you with me,
Shelly?”

Shelly looked at Mike grimly. She had
already made a quick sweep of the plane crew. No one was conscious.
Everyone was still alive. They had a lot of work ahead to get them
stable and ready for evacuation.

He could see the shine of tears in her
eyes but she was holding steady. “Let’s do this.”

Shell tried not to process the pain in
her heart. Her first look at her family and friend made her think
that they were all dead. They were too late. Mama, Daddy, brother
in law, and her best friend lay motionless and pale on the floor of
a cold damp cave like room.

This was one of those losses that made
your heart numb after the first onslaught of feeling and pain. Mike
watched his wife as she sorted quickly through her emotions and
locked them away to deal with the situation at hand.

No one prepared you for this.
Training—and they had been seriously trained—never covered how to
handle a situation that involved your family’s lives like this. It
wasn’t easy to stay objective on missions. It wasn’t easy to shut
away the pain and compassion to deal with some of the things that
their team had to handle. He wasn’t sure that any of them could be
too objective when it came to the four people in this room. They
were all special people that each one of the agents cared deeply
about.

This was going to be a tough
one.

 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Shelly found her way around to the
back chamber. In the far back corner she went to Andrew and her
Daddy first. They were lying on sleeping bags. Bobbie and Katie
were lying down in front of the men. Shelly knelt in front of her
mother.

“Mama…Mama, can you hear
me?” Shelly said gently as she assessed Katie’s injuries. Her eyes
looked funny—glazed and slow to react. She was covered with blood
but most of it wasn’t Katie’s although the head wound had bled
heavily.

Katie stirred a little. “Mama…Mama!
Wake up! Bobbie, are you okay? …Guys?” Bobbie started to blink a
little as Shelly shook each of them.

Josh slid down beside her while Shelly
checked her unconscious father and brother-in-law.

“I need more light in here
guys. Go and start some water boiling—quickly!” She barked. The
medical kits were immediately placed beside Shelly. Darla pulled
Shell’s heavy gear off as Shelly continued examining the injured
men.

Her Dad and Andrew had been shot. Both
had lost quite a bit of blood. Andy’s right thigh still carried a
bullet. It was very close to the femoral artery. He had a clean
shot through his right arm.

Tom had two bullets. One went through
the right arm and looked like it may have lodged in the shoulder at
an angle. Another one was in his left hip. “Mike, we have to do
some quick work here—let’s move!” The guys set up a quick surgical
unit for Shelly and undressed and bathed the two men.

The quiet in the cave like room was
deafening.

Shelly moved to check out her Mama.
Katie didn’t have any gunshot wounds but a gash across her forehead
and one across her back. She had a pretty bad lump on her right
temple. At least the swelling went outward. Shelly instructed Darla
and Sam to clean her wounds and get her stretched out with her head
elevated.

Shelly climbed over to Bobbie. Bobbie
was bruised and battered. She had some cuts and abrasions. But
overall she looked like she had been in the best shape.

“Bobbie? Honey, I need you
to wake up and look at me. Bobbie!” She got right in her face.
“…I’m sorry Bobbie.” Shelly used pain stimulus to a nerve in
Bobbie’s shoulder.

“Ouch!” Bobbie cried. She
looked up.

“Shelly, is that you? Josh!
Oh my God, you found us! I thought we were going to die…” Bobbie
was on the verge of hysteria. Josh cuddled her and reassured her.
The joy in his eyes met Shelly’s.

“Get her going Bubba, I
need her help. Bobbie, I’m giving you a quick shot of Demerol.
Josh, give her a protein bar and a bottle of water. Get it
together. Quick! Sorry Bobbie, but if we are going to save the
guys, I seriously need your help. Come on, sweetie. Josh, take her
out and walk her around. Help her wash up and wake up. Get her back
here in fifteen minutes. Please hurry. I need her, Josh.” The
urgency in Shelly’s voice had everyone hopping.

The unit worked quickly and quietly.
The plane victims were alive but at least two of them were critical
and unstable.

Shelly jumped up and then she leaned
over and kissed the cheek of her best friend. “I love ya, Bobbie!”
And she ran in to see how the surgery unit was going.

Shelly used one of the large stones to
set up her surgical table. She had Darla find all of the O2 bottles
and masks that they had—eight small bottles—better than nothing.
Shelly saw they had four IV set ups and seven bottles of IV
solution—quite a few necessary meds, instruments, suture packs.
With any luck at all, it would be enough.

“Sam—Darla—is Mama okay?”
They had Katie cleaned up. Shelly hurried over. “Okay, I’m going to
clean these cuts up and get them sutured while the guys are
prepping Daddy and Andy, okay? Mama, if you can hear me, I’m just
using a local on this…” Shelly worked swiftly and had Katie’s
wounds stitched and dressed in a matter of minutes.

“Okay, put ice on that.
Mark, if you can carry Mama out close to the fresh air, we’ll try
to save our oxygen bottles for the guys. This is a rain
forest—condensed oxygen everywhere. The warm moist air out there
should be good for her…” Shelly leaned over and kissed her Mama
quickly and ran back to the guys.

Mike met her. “Shelly, Tom’s first.
His blood type is O+, right?”

“Yes he is—oh crap—you‘re
right. Charlie, Mike, Alan—guys we need to borrow some blood. Mike
do we have blood transfer sets in there? Okay, grab one—Mark—big
boy—you’re first…” Mark quickly came and stripped down to his waist
for Shelly to get set up. The field blood transfers were quick and
easy.

Shelly had him set up and drinking
juice while he watched Mike’s wife move. Mark and Mike had been
fellow cadets. They were all amazed how Shelly moved in the field
but he had only heard of her medical skills. He was
fascinated.

Shelly also set up Darla and Charlie
for blood transfers. They would do Mike last. Katie had lost a lot
of blood as well and Alan, Shell and Sam were the ones that had her
blood type. The rest could help with the guys’ blood
loss.

Shelly scrubbed and had an IV started
and oxygen on her father. She had him sedated but it was a light
sedation. The gas mask was next to Mike. She told him, “Keep a
check on his blood pressure and pulse. We have to keep him as light
as possible, Mike. You can bump him with the gas if his pressure
doesn’t get any lower, okay? Daddy, hang in there.”

Shelly kissed her father’s cheek and
hurried to get started on her father’s shoulder wounds. They looked
a lot worse than they actually were. She removed the bullets,
flushed the wounds and sutured while she constantly watched his
pressures and pulse.

She quickly went down to the hip
wound. The bullet had creased the pelvic bone but had lodged in
soft tissue. Shelly eased the bullet out; cleaning and suturing on
the way back out. Shelly bandaged the hip and the shoulder. She
quickly piggy backed an intravenous antibiotic and threw off her
gloves and went over to Mark.

Shell removed the catheter and placed
a quick bandage on his arm. “Go drink a lot of fluids and get some
rest. I’m serious, Bubba. Do it now!” Mark smiled and removed
himself. The blood and gore had made him a little nauseated. Bobbie
started the transfusion with Katie out at the entrance and Shell
quickly removed the other catheters and held out a unit for her
father to Mike.

Mike had transferred the unit of blood
to hang for his father-in-law. Shelly inserted a catheter in Tom’s
other arm and got the blood dripping at a quick pace. “Mike, give
that fifteen minutes and then slow it down to about half. We need
the next donor.” Shell moved to get the other one ready to start
for Andy.

She turned as Bobbie and Josh came
back in and Josh quickly hopped up to be the next donor. Bobbie
hurried and got the transfer unit ready for him while Shelly went
to Andrew’s side. She hurried through her assessment and checked
the IV and oxygen that she had started on her first assessment
before she had started her father’s surgery.

Shelly ran back out and scrubbed for
surgery again. By the time she came back in, Bobbie had already
scrubbed Andrew’s wounds and started. Shelly gloved and masked to
join.

“Are you doing okay,
Bobbie?” She asked quietly.

“I’m okay Shelly. I’m just
tired, honey. That’s all. I don’t know how you found us but I am so
thankful that you did. You have no idea…” Then she looked up at her
friend.

Of course Shelly understood. She
wasn’t just out in the jungle. She was held captive, wounded and
pregnant. What was she thinking? “I’m sorry, Shelly. Of course you
know what it was like.”

Shelly went to work on Andy’s right
leg while Bobbie cleaned and repaired the bullet wound in his right
arm. Shelly deftly fished out the bullet and a piece of shrapnel
from the plane from Andy’s leg. The bullet was so close to the
femoral artery that Shelly found herself holding her breath as she
removed it. The shrapnel had left a jagged path that took some time
to get to and then to get it back out. She cleaned and sutured her
way back out and was finishing just as Bobbie finished bandaging
his arm.

Together they bandaged Andy’s leg and
turned to remove the unit of blood that Josh had contributed to
hang for Andy as well. Shell had determined that he had the biggest
blood loss and it took her awhile to do the surgery, causing even
more blood loss. Shelly checked vitals on both guys again. Then she
piggybacked antibiotics for Andy.

Shelly leaned her head against the
side of the wall for a moment. Although no one heard the words of
the prayer that their friend muttered, they knew that she was just
taking time to give thanks and pray for their safety.

Getting the injured out, would be a
challenge. Shelly pushed off the wall and stretched and headed
toward the next patient.

“Okay Bobbie, let me have a
look at you.” Shelly led her over to one of the boulders and sat
her down. She had to clean and suture a couple of places on
Bobbie’s shoulder and her left knee. “Well, you did pretty
well—thank goodness. Did you hit your head? Were you out any?”
Shelly thought her best friend was right. Bobbie was mainly
exhausted.

“I was knocked out on
impact. Katie was out cold. Andy and Tom were unconscious by the
time I woke up and got to them. I did what I could in the plane.
Katie woke up and we managed to get the guys awake and bandaged
good enough to grab supplies and help them away from the crash
site. We knew we had been shot down. We couldn’t make it back to
land in a clearing in San Luis. That’s where we were headed. Tom
had to put us down as easy as he could in the jungle. He had
already been shot. It was all he could do to stay awake long enough
to land us. I didn’t realize Andy had been shot until I woke up.”
Bobbie closed her eyes and leaned against her best friend. Somehow,
she knew that Shelly would find them.

“Shelly, I was so damn
scared. Katie was holding pressure on Tom’s shoulder. Then we
crashed and she went flying. She was thrown all over the inside of
the plane. She lost consciousness just before it started getting
dark. I think she hit her head really hard, Shelly. Katie did her
best. She almost carried Tom.” Shelly helped Bobbie Jo sit down.
Her body was trembling from fatigue and trauma. She realized that
Bobbie thought that they were all going to die before help got to
them. This should have never happened.

“We barely missed their
patrol. We were hiding about a mile west of here when they went
right by us. They were heading to the crash. What are we going to
do, Shelly? These guys can’t be moved yet and it’s going to be
daylight soon. What in the hell are we going to do?” Bobbie finally
broke down and cried while Shelly held her and rocked
her.

“Bobbie, you have done
great. We’ll hole up in here for the rest of the night. We’ll get a
call out to the boss. I’m hoping they can airlift the guys out
before daylight. Then we’ll make our way out, okay? You just curl
up in Josh’s big ole’ loving arms right there…” Shelly motioned to
Josh who had headed toward them. “And you get yourself a nap. We’ll
wake you when it’s time.” Shelly hugged her one more time before
she handed her off to Josh.

Shelly understood the terror that
Bobbie Jo had to have gone through. An experienced agent would be
freaking out if they were the only one awake with three victims and
a jungle full of mercenaries. Bobbie had done just fine.

Shelly quickly checked her father and
Andrew. They were holding their own. She checked her Mama. Katie
was still unconscious. Shelly went ahead and started an IV and put
oxygen on her. If they had to carry Katie out, she needed to be in
a lot better shape than this. Shelly pulled the blanket up around
her Mama. “You have to get better now, Mama. We need you.” Then she
walked out to the clearing to talk to her husband.

“Mike, can we get the men
out of here and to a nearby hospital before daybreak?” She asked.
She was worried about the blood loss and the fact that it had taken
over two days to get to them after the crash. The chance of
infection was great. Their wounds and dehydrated status were
immediate reasons for them to be in the hospital.

Infection could set in quickly. The
jungle floor was a Petri dish. They still could lose them. Their
injuries were dangerous enough but not being treated for so long
made both of the men critical and in need of an ICU and everything
that would be available there.

“Honey, I just talked to
Matt. They want to try and evacuation. They’ll be here in twenty
minutes. I’m going to have to wake up the team. We have to get
ready in case they hear us. Shelly, do we send Katie out too?” Mike
looked at her and he was worried. Shelly was operating on fumes by
now.

She looked at her watch and back up to
the sky. “Mike, I’d like to send Mama and Bobbie but I don’t think
we’ll have enough time. Let’s do what we can. Let’s get them
moving.” And she ran back inside.

Within twenty minutes they heard the
chopper overhead. Hawthorne and Sally dropped the first litter.
Mark and Mike ran inside with it and everyone helped secure Tom in
place. They ran back out and hooked up the litter to the cable and
he was lifted into the chopper.

Quickly, the second litter was
lowered. They ran in and loaded up Andrew and ran back as fast as
they could run. He was lifted into the chopper within
minutes.

Matt tapped his headpiece; “Mike, can
you hear me?”

“Go ahead.” Mike
answered.

“Can you carry the other
two out, Mike? There’s a patrol headed this way. We aren’t going to
be able to evacuate anyone else. There’s not going to be enough
time to come back and get the others. The patrol looks to be pretty
big, Mike, get out of there. We have to move out now.” He said with
frustration.

Shelly looked up at the chopper.
“Command, move out! We’ll carry them out! Go!” She ran back in.
“Guys, hurry and try to hide any sign of life around here. We’ll
wait until the patrol gets by us and then we’ll head out. Pack up!
Let’s move!” Shell was picking up medical supplies and equipment as
she spoke.

The team fell into the work silently.
They were use to leaving without a trace. Half of their operations
in foreign countries had to be completely untraceable. It took
constant practice to maintain this level of
organization.

Shelly ran through picking up and
packing up. Everyone followed her lead. It was going to be a long
trek out of the jungle. Katie was still unconscious. Bobbie was
still wobbly. They were all tired. But they got the two critically
wounded out. That mattered, didn’t it?

They still could get out of here in
one piece, right?

Bobbie looked up at her friend’s face.
“Shelly, what is it?” Shelly hated waking Bobbie Jo. The young
doctor looked so exhausted. There was no choice. They had to
move.

“We have to walk out of
here Bobbie, I’m sorry. We got Daddy and Andrew out but the patrol
is headed back this way. We’re going to have to move now.” She
said.

They had the area policed quickly and
their guns were ready. Everyone waited silently for the patrol to
pass. Shelly was just praying that they got her Daddy and Andy out
to safety in time. She was still worried about her Mama. She was
hoping that they could have got her and Bobbie and Josh out of
there.

Now they had three civilians with
them—people they loved—to try to carry out of the jungle through
fighting drug cartels. This wasn’t going to be the easiest jungle
walk that they had ever taken. Shelly knew her team was the best
out there but eight specially trained agents
against—hundreds?

Shelly motioned the group to start
heading toward the back of the Mayan temple. There were so many
different chambers that a person could get lost really easy. Shelly
had climbed up top with her compass to get her bearings before they
started. She had it aimed toward Belize and prayed there was
another exit on the other side. Mike carried Katlin in his arms. He
realized that she couldn’t weigh more than ninety five to one
hundred pounds—not much more than Shelly. Katie was losing
weight.

Shelly had removed the IV fluids after
she managed to get one unit into Katie. She had kept the oxygen on
her and had hooked the small tank on Mike’s back. Bobbie refused to
be carried.

No one talked. They just followed the
littlest agent in front and prayed for the best.

Mike glanced at his watch. It was five
o’clock and almost dawn and they would soon be exposed to whatever
lay ahead. Could they all make it out alive? The rain was even
heavier outside. That could be to their advantage. It was
uncomfortable but it would make it difficult for the enemy to track
them or hear them.

Mike watched Shelly move. His wife
amazed him. Time and again in their repeated trips to Quantico for
special training, Shelly would excel and pass up current records
that were set. She drove herself relentlessly.

How could someone so beautiful—so
petite—be such a fearless agent? He was smiling as he remembered
Smitty, one of the instructors, called Shell ‘little lady’…once. He
hit the ground so fast he didn’t know what happened.

She was a mean little package—pure
dynamite! At Shelly’s graduation half of her instructors were
bruised, had black eyes or fat lips. All of them gave her a hard
time. They pushed her, intimidated her, and they tried hard to
break her. Smitty had made a comment about Shell having to run home
to her ‘Mama’ and Shell flipped him over her head and came down
with her arm across his airway and stated flatly that ‘no one
talked about her Mama.’ Smitty definitely got the point and ended
up being a good friend.

Shelly was small. Everyone expected it
to hold her back. It didn’t. It actually made her fearless and
downright mean.

At home, she was a sweet and gentle
Mama. At work, she was efficient and professional. In a deadly
situation, she was flat out lethal.

 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Shelly quietly pushed forward. She
glanced back at Mike and was surprised that he was still carrying
Katie and not breaking a sweat. “Mike, hold up. I think there is an
opening ahead. Charlie, you and Alan double back and leave them a
flash bang trap—just in case. We don’t want them sneaking in behind
us. Everyone take a quick break. I’m scouting ahead.” Mike watched
as his wife disappeared around the corner.

He lowered Katie to the ground.
Bobbie, Darla, Sam and Josh rushed forward to help him. Bobbie
switched Katie’s empty oxygen tank for a full one. She placed some
glucose inside her lip and quickly assessed her status.

“Mike, you and Mark go back
up Shell. We have Katie.” Bobbie whispered. Mike nodded and
motioned for Mark to follow him.

Katie moaned when Bobbie applied pain
stimuli. “Katie, can you hear me? Try to wake up, sweetie. It’s
Bobbie. Come on Katie, wake up.” Katie moaned again.

Bobbie used her water bottle to
moisten Katie’s lips and was please when Katie reached for it. “How
are you, Katie? How’s your head?” She asked.

Katie blinked in the dim light.
“Bobbie? Josh?” She looked around and saw Sam and the others.
“BOBBIE! Where are Tom and Andy?” She reacted with
tears.

She thought that they had lost
them.

“We had them extracted
already, Katie. They were stable.” Darla assured her. Katie was
confused but she still remembered how badly her husband and
son-in-law had been injured. She looked terrified.

“Shelly removed the bullets
and we got a couple of units of blood and fluids in them. They did
a good job, honey. The guys should be at a hospital by now. Look at
me, Katie. How are you doing? I bet you have a really crappy
headache, don‘t you?” Bobbie didn’t like the glazed look of Katie’s
eyes…

“I feel like someone took a
ball bat to my head! I have a hell of a headache! Where is Shelly?
Where are we, Bobbie?” Katie sat forward and looked around
squinting.

Darla smacked another ice pack and
held it to Katie’s head while Bobbie Jo gave her a pain shot and
another bottle of water. “Shelly and Mike are up ahead scouting for
another exit. We’re still in the ruins, Katie.” She squeezed
Katie’s hand.

Katie had a concussion and she was
confused. Conscious was a definite improvement.

Charlie and Alan came back. Charlie
was whispering into his headset; “Mike, we set up two flash bangs.
It doesn’t matter which way they come in we’ll know it.” He looked
around and smiled at Katie. “There she is! I sure am happy to see
those big blue eyes again! How are you doing, Katie?”

He tapped his headset. “What? Shelly?
Crap! Okay, we’re coming!” He motioned to Alan and Josh. “We have
to go bag and tag, guys. Shelly’s playing with her dart gun.” He
grinned as the guys headed forward. Shelly was so accurate with the
dart gun that she used it constantly on missions. None of them
liked to take a life but Shell would do anything to avoid
it.

He had to admit that they had left
more of them standing since Shelly joined their unit.

 


__________

 


Shelly saw a small ray of light ahead.
She got down and belly crawled around the corner. She decided to
take her dart gun out. It was probably wishful thinking but if it
were at all possible, she would rather not have to kill
anyone.

Just as she peeked around the corner,
she saw a man in a gillie’s suit had come into the dry to smoke.
Shelly smiled as she chucked a rock over to the right and as the
man turned quickly, she caught him in the jugular with a dart. He
collapsed. Shelly crawled forward. She quickly gagged him and zip
tied his hands and continued forward.

She heard a couple of voices ahead and
stopped. She reloaded the dart gun and pulled out her pistol with
the silencer and waited. It didn’t take long before the first guy
came around the corner and Shelly took him down quickly and
reloaded her dart gun.

She barely had it ready before the
second man saw her. It was luck that her shot caught him in the
chest and he went down. She heard the footsteps and rolled and shot
another one just before he noticed her. She reloaded on another
roll and brought down the fourth man.

Crawling over to bag and tag them, she
was whispering into her headset; “Mike, I need help! Four down and
tranquilized. We need to pull them back into the ruins deeper or
they’ll find them. Ah CRAP!”

Mike and Mark hurried forward when
they heard Shelly unloading her pistol. Mike felt like his heart
had just jumped out of his chest.

Mike and Mark ran. They had no idea
how far Shelly had managed to get this far ahead of them. The Mayan
ruins in Belize were not near as deep as this one seemed to
be.

They jogged around the corner to see
Shelly struggling with one of the mercenaries. There were bodies
everywhere.

They saw Shelly roll free. In a blur
of speed, she jumped up and drop kicked the man.

By the time they got to her, the guy
that she was struggling with had bounced off the wall and slid down
the wall unconscious from slamming his head against the
stone.

“Shelly, are you okay?
Mark, check and see if there are any more ahead!” Mike ran over to
Shelly. Her face was bloody but when he got closer he could tell
that she had a simple nosebleed and a black eye.

“What the crap, Shell, are
you nuts? Why didn’t you wait for us?” He grabbed an ice pack out
and a bottle of water for her and he checked to see if she had any
more injuries.

“They came too quick, Mike.
I was trying to just take one at a time down with the dart gun. We
have four alive, Mike. Five if that guy is still with us. But those
six guys came in together. …Damn it, Mike!” Shelly sat with her
head between her knees.

Nothing made her any sicker than the
killing part. She looked up through tears when Mark ran back in and
slid down beside her.

“Are you okay, Shelly?” He
asked with concern and motioned for Mike to stay with his wife
while Mark restrained the living. Charlie and Alan had made their
way up to where they stood over the mercenaries.

Charlie looked at the other guys and
then down at Shell. He’d seen her green before. Shelly had to take
some of the enemy out. She’d never get use to that. Charlie looked
around and his eyes about bugged out.

“Whoa! Did Shelly do all
this?” He asked. Mike nodded with a grim smile. Charlie and Alan
quickly restrained the other five that were still alive. There were
six men dead—double tapped between the eyes. Shelly knew that those
six had to be stopped—dead stopped.

It was a smart move by Shelly whether
she knew it or not. It looked like a professional hit. Drug cartel,
gorillas, mercenaries—that’s what it looked like. It didn’t look
like a rescue mission by a special unit. He was proud of her. She
was definitely their secret weapon. But he could tell that Shelly
was sick.

“Shell, are you okay?” Mike
asked. “Look at me, honey. We have to pull it together and hide
these guys. We have to move Shelly. Hey baby, your Mama’s awake.
Why don’t you go back and check on her while we get these guys out
of the way. We’ll call you when it’s time to move, okay?” He knew
he needed her to leave while they cleaned up the mess.

Shelly just nodded and headed back at
a quick jog. Mike stood up and looked at the damage. He shuddered
involuntarily.

How did she get so far ahead of him
and move that blasted quick?

He started helping the others move the
enemy, grateful that one of the victims had not been his wife. He
wished she would not take chances like this! She protected the rest
of them without a second thought. He would have done the same. He
knew it. He was never going to get use to his wife—the mother of
his children—putting herself in harm’s way.

Mike helped the others drag the
mercenaries into one of the side chambers. “Alan, strip that
gillie’s suit off of that guy. Shelly told me that you were a
pretty good sniper. Go ahead and grab his gun and ammo. We may need
that stuff. Let’s hurry guys and try to get a head start out of
here. If we have taken out the men that were suppose to trap us in
the ruins, they plan on coming back through them. Grab those
radios. They’re still looking for the occupants of that plane.
Let’s move!”

And one by one, they dragged each man
and stripped them of radios, weapons and ammo.

 


__________

 


Shelly finally made it back to where
Bobbie and the others were waiting with Katie. Katie was pale but
she was looking better. Shelly knelt down beside her.

“Hey Mama, how are you
feeling?” She asked. She had glanced up at Bobbie but couldn’t
really read her expression. “Mama, can you walk?”

“Oh Shelly, there’s my
baby! You’re all bloody, Shelly! You’re hurt!” Katie reached up to
Shelly’s face.

“Nah! Mama, I’m all right.
You know me…I always lead with my face. How ‘bout you, Mama, can
you walk?” Shelly could tell Katie was disoriented and when she
started to stand—she swayed and went back down.

“Okay, that’s okay. Darla,
Sam, do a two-person carry. The guys will switch off after we get
out of here. Josh, lead them forward.” She whispered.

Shell had a feeling that this whole
situation was just going to keep getting worse. They needed them
all moving out of the ruins.

Josh and Bobbie looked at her and
Bobbie grabbed her arm; “Shelly, where are you going?” She asked
and everyone watched as Shelly removed the claymores and wire from
Josh’s pack.

“What are you doing?”
Bobbie asked in fear.

“Josh, move out! Bobbie,
I’m going to leave them a surprise. The flash bangs will only slow
them down. We’re going to have to stop a few if they get in this
far. We have to buy some time and we have to look like drug cartel.
We have to slow them down and start looking over their shoulders
now it is okay.” Shelly talked into the headset; “Mike, did you
hear that? Can I send them ahead?”

“Yes Shelly, send them on.
Don’t stay back too long, Shelly. We don’t have any idea how far
they are behind us. I mean it. Don’t take any chances!” He stated
and he knew that it was like talking to the wind.

He saw the other guys roll their eyes.
“Ah—shut up! Watch the entrance. Alan, put on the suit and climb up
to keep watch. I’ll go hurry those guys along.” Mike was
frustrated.

Shell out thought all of them. By the
time they thought of the next step, she was already in motion and
impossible to catch.

Everyone knew that Mike was going to
make sure that Shelly wasn’t too far behind but they knew not to
say anything. The poor boy was going to worry to death. Shelly was
a full time job.

Mike caught up with Charlie and the
rest that were bringing Katie and Bobbie Jo. “Hey, Mom-in-law, how
are you doing?” He asked as he bent over to look in Katie’s
eyes.

“You have a really bad
headache, huh?” He asked.

Katie looked at him through blurry
eyes; “Mike—go get Shelly before she gets hurt again…” she
whispered.

He smiled and kissed her cheek.
“That’s where I’m headed, Katie. You guys hurry forward. The others
are waiting on you.” He started back toward the direction where
they had spent the night. He kept low and close to the wall,
praying that Shelly was being just as careful.

“Shell, where are you?” He
whispered into his headset.

“Mike, I’m about one
hundred foot from the last flash bang traps. I almost have the
claymores set up. Honey stay there. I’m almost done…” Shelly
hurried to complete the set up.

“Okay, I’m headed back.”
She whispered. Mike squatted where he was and waited for her. He
could hear her footsteps hitting lightly as she was running back
toward him.

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSBOOM!

The first flash bang went off. He
could hear Shelly running faster.

SSSSSSSSSBOOM!

The second flash bang went off. Mike’s
ears were ringing and he couldn’t hear anything but
ringing.

“SHELLY!” he cried just as
he heard the loud BOOOOOOOOM!
He caught her as she was running by
him.

“Let go Mike! Run!” Shelly
yelled. And they flew out of the ruin and out into the jungle and
didn’t stop until they reached the others. They slid down into the
undergrowth.

Shelly sat rocking with her hands over
her ears. Blood was pouring from her hands and she had blood coming
from her ears. “Ouch! Ouch! Ouch!” She moaned as Bobbie ran toward
her.

Mike was unharmed and he was trying to
pull her hands away from her head to see what had happened. “STOP
IT! DAMN IT! STOP IT!” Shelly was yelling.

Bobbie got in front of her and got
Shelly’s attention. She used sign language—and to make sure that
Shelly could read her lips, she mouthed her words slowly. She told
Shelly to whisper really low. The blast had momentarily deafened
her.

“Okay, I’m sorry. I didn’t
know I was yelling. Mike, there were at least twenty of them that
were headed to the entrance. I was afraid to tell you because I
almost had everything wired. I had already finished and headed your
way before the first flash bang went off. Hey, I can hear a little
now. Mike, I double wired two claymores in a chain. Has anyone come
out yet?” She asked.

Bobbie was cleaning away the blood
from Shelly’s ears and Sam and Darla were cleaning her hands.
Shelly was a mess. They couldn’t believe that she ran so fast that
she had passed Mike as they came out of the ruins.

“No one’s came out, Shelly.
Guys, how loud was the noise out here?” Mike asked as he watched
Bobbie work with his wife.

“We just heard a muffled
boom, Mike. It could have sounded like thunder from a distance.”
Charlie told him. To add to his thought, the thunder roared through
the air and was followed by another torrent of rain.

“Two claymores, Shelly, are
you nuts?” He was surprised that she even made it out
alive.

Shelly grinned and shrugged. “Mike, we
need to go see if anyone made it through that…” She started to get
up when Bobbie shoved her back down.

“Hey!” She griped. Okay, so
the green forest swirled a bit. But she was fine!

“We’ll go, Shelly. You guys
stay out of sight, okay? Katie, are you okay?” Mike was concerned.
Katie was sluggish—a step behind. “Mom, come up here and be with
Shelly.”

He went and scooped her up and placed
her next to her daughter. “Y’all keep an eye on one another, okay?”
The women stayed hidden while the guys went to check out the
damage. Alan had already hopped down from his post and was standing
at the entrance.

The guys headed in to check out the
damage. The four guys that they had dragged into the chamber were
still unconscious but alive.

What the claymores hadn’t taken out of
the party that Shelly had seen coming toward the entrance, the
cave-in finished off. There were thirty men dead. Mike walked into
the small chamber with the four men that were alive and shot them
again—one at a time—with Shelly’s dart gun. He knew Shelly wouldn’t
want them dead but they had to keep them out a little
longer.

He was glad that Shelly didn’t come
back to see the damage. The victims were obviously mercenaries for
hire. It wouldn’t matter to his wife, though. A life is a life. She
didn’t need to see the mess. Shell wouldn’t be able to deal with
the numbers if she had to look at the victims. There wasn’t a
choice here. If the mercenaries found them, they would be in a
firefight.

 


__________

 


Bobbie had the bleeding stopped.
Shelly had a ruptured ear drum so she covered and wrapped as tight
as she could to try to keep the air out of it. Her hands were cut
and scraped. Shelly’s back had a piece of shrapnel that the
claymores had thrown forward. Bobbie removed the shrapnel and she
cleaned and stitched the areas that needed it. She gave Shelly a
strong antibiotic shot and a pain shot. She couldn’t believe how
steady that Shelly had remained through it all.

Shelly had crawled over to her Mama
and was examining her. She had a solemn look on her face as she
looked at Bobbie.

“We need to get Mama out of
here.” She stated flatly. Katie’s pupils were far from
normal.

“I know Shell, she has to
have some increasing pressures, but how are we going to get her out
of here any quicker?” Shelly pulled out the map and her compass.
She looked at a mangrove tree and headed for it.

“Shelly, what are you
doing?” Bobbie whispered.

“I have to get higher,
Bobbie! I can’t see crap down here.” And Shelly climbed like a
monkey up the tree. Finally when she was almost to the top of the
tree, she had a visual.

She pulled out the map, compass and
her binoculars.

“Bobbie, is Mike back out
yet?” She whispered over the headset.

“Right here, Shell, what is
it?” Mike answered.

“Mike, we are about a mile
or two away from a mountain to the east. It looks like it has an
old road that runs up the side of it. If we could get Mama that
far, we might be able to get J.C. in to take her out of here. What
do you think?” She asked.

Shell leaned back and tried to stretch
out some of her sore muscles.

“It’s worth a shot. Mark
the map, Shelly, then come on down. We have to move! Be careful.”
He ran over to the tree to catch her as she came down. He and Alan
stood at the bottom of the tree and it seemed like forever before
he finally saw her feet coming down.

“Shelly, drop your pack.
We’ll catch it.” And without a word, the pack came down. Shelly was
only a few minutes behind it.

“Man, that’s higher than it
looks!” She wheezed as she dropped out of the tree. She gladly took
the water bottle from Mike and sat down. “Let me catch my breath
and we’ll get moving.” She handed Mike the map and pulled the
compass out of her pocket for him.

“We have to get Mama out of
here, Mike.” She whispered.

He glanced back toward Katie and shook
his head in agreement. Bobbie had told Mike about the stitches and
burst eardrum. “Shell…” He started.

She looked at him with a sober look.
“Did any survive?” She asked.

“The four guys you got with
the dart gun.” He admitted.

“How many are dead, Mike?”
She whispered the question.

“There were thirty down,
Shelly. You had no choice.” He saw the pained look in her eyes as
she got up. He watched her rub her hands over her face and then
stood looking off in space for a few minutes.

“Let’s move. Let’s get the
hell out of here while we have the chance,” she said as she grabbed
her pack and started putting it back on. Mike knew this was going
to be the beginning of more nightmares, as if she hadn’t had more
than her share of ghosts already. Maybe Jenn could help Shelly out.
Shell didn’t like to ask for help.

They all grabbed their packs and
headed east. The jungle was thick and the rain never let up for a
minute.

 


__________

 


It was slow moving through the thick
undergrowth of the jungle. The joy of a rain forest was simply that
it seemed to always rain. And since it happened to be the rainy
season, it poured. Slowly, they made their way through. After two
hours of very little progress, Mike motioned everyone to take a
break.

Shelly moved forward. “Mike, we’re
never going to get there! This is taking forever!” She was so
frustrated. Alan had picked up Katie and was trying to carry her,
but the jungle floor was thick. He would have to stop, clear a
space, and then move forward. They had to get Katie out of there.
Shelly looked at Mike and then looked at a large mangrove tree
several hundred yards ahead of their position.

“Honey, I’m going to make
my way up to there and get up that tree.” She motioned ahead. “We
have to see where we are and how much further we have to go. I’ll
see if I can get J.C. on the radio after I get up and out of this
mess, okay?” She started ahead.

“Mike, have Bobbie check
Mama over and put one of the oxygen bottles on her. We have three
left so let’s use one of them. Tell her to boost her with whatever
we’ve got, okay? I’m really worried about her.”

“I will Shelly—but damn
it—be careful!” Mike was frustrated because he was already talking
to her back as she went jogging through the jungle. He could see
short, tiny people had an advantage in the jungle. She didn’t have
to duck as much.

His back was killing him! She amazed
him. She had gone hours on no sleep and she still moved like she
was fresh and full of energy. None of them understood how she
managed that.

Mike hurried back to Katie. Bobbie had
already made her way back to Alan and Katie by the time Mike
managed to get there. “How’s she doing, Bobbie? Shelly thought we
ought to use up a tank of oxygen and boost Katie with everything we
have.”

“EVERYONE…Drop your packs
and take a break. Rest as much as you can. Shelly went ahead to go
up one of the taller trees and scout it out. Everybody hydrate and
eat a protein bar at least, okay? Try to get on some dry socks.
Check for blisters and let’s get them treated. Shelly calls this
jungle floor a Petri Dish—lots of germs guys—so be careful.” Mike
knelt down by Bobbie. “What can I do to help, Bobbie?”

Bobbie had pulled out the oxygen tank
and quietly handed it to Mike to get Katie started on some oxygen.
She knew they didn’t have time for an IV but she handed Katie a
bottle of water.

“Katie, drink this first.
Then I want you to get down a protein drink and another bottle of
water before we go again. I’m just going to give you a bit of a
booster shot here.” She cleaned an area on her arm and administered
the shot.

“Now, take this pill. It’s
just to help the headache to ease off a little bit. Keep drinking
fluids, Katie, it’s important.” Bobbie tried to look ahead to see
where Shelly took off, too. “Mike, where’s Shell?” With the busted
eardrum, Shelly had to be in pain.

“She’s up another tree,
Bobbie. She’s trying to get a fix on that mountain road and get
some idea how far we are from it. I think she’s going to try to get
in touch with J.C. as well. Our radios can’t get out from down
here. There’s too much jungle canopy to get out.” Mike tried to
shield his eyes from the rain and looked ahead.

He tapped his headset. “Sam, can you
go back up Shell at that tree? It’s raining so damn hard I’m afraid
she may have trouble climbing and keeping her footing.” Yeah, he
knew that she could climb like a monkey. But he would feel a lot
better if someone were nearby to keep an eye on her. A busted
eardrum could only mess up her balance, right?

“I’m on my way, Mike.” Sam
answered and followed Shelly’s path.

 


__________

 


By the time Samantha had reached the
mangrove tree, she was out of breath. They were wading in water at
this point and it made the trek like walking through quick sand.
She was panting.

She tapped her headset. “Mike, I’m at
the base of the tree, I don’t see her. Shell—Shelly, can you hear
me?” She heard nothing. “No answer, Mike…”

Sssssssssssssssssssss

The radio frequency broke up for a
second. “Sam.” Shelly whispered. “Sam, get your ass up this tree as
fast as you can move. Move it NOW! Mike, you guys need to get that
big camouflage net in Mark’s pack, get everyone in one huddle and
cover up. There’s a whole squad heading your way!” Shelly
huffed.

“Lord Mike, there’s at
least forty of them. You all blend in. Mike, flash a light at me so
I know exactly where you are and I’ll keep you updated, okay?
Sam—Sugar—they’re getting really close. Hurry up!” The urgency in
Shelly’s voice made Sam double-time it…even with her fear of
heights.

Mike flashed a quick mirror at Shelly.
“Did you see that, Shelly?”

“I got it, Mike. You all
get tight and out of sight. Sam, where are you?” Shelly asked and
she was straining to see if she was visible yet. The mercenaries
were only yards away at this time. She noted on her compass of
Mike’s exact location.

Sam stopped for a second. “Damn Shell,
how tall is this tree?” She wheezed as she looked up. She couldn’t
see the ground any more but Shelly wasn’t in sight yet
either.

Sam hated heights with a
passion.

Shelly finally saw a little movement.
“I think I see you Sam, keep coming until I tell you to stop and
then don’t move again until I tell you to. They’re really
close.”

“Okay.” Sam huffed and
tried to climb faster. Shelly had to be part monkey.

Sam had never been this high in a tree
before and she definitely didn’t want to look down.

“Mike, are you guys covered
up yet?” Shelly whispered.

“Yes Shelly, we’re under
cover.” He said.

“Okay, if they get too
close, I will throw a grenade in an opposite direction. Drop your
cover then and run this way. I will throw it northwest. You head
southeast. Hopefully—they won’t get any closer—just in case—Okay?
SAM, hold!”

Everything became quiet. No one moved.
It didn’t seem like even a lizard moved. The jungle became quiet as
they heard the steady slash of machetes heading their way. Shelly
leaned back against the tree and watched. She made out some English
and Spanish but there was a lot of the local dialect that she just
couldn’t decipher.

She understood that they couldn’t
figure out why the first patrol wasn’t answering their radios. She
smiled grimly. Won’t they be happy when they found out that they
had been outsmarted?

Shelly wasn’t happy about taking out
lives. She had no doubt that the mercenaries intended to kill
everyone on that plane. The people on that plane had been her
family. She had to protect them. It didn’t make this any
easier.

Shelly slipped her locket from her
shirt and gazed at the picture of Mike holding their babies. She
flipped it over and looked at the picture that held the rest of her
family. She could live with this. As long as they got her family
out of here, she could live with whatever they had to do. She just
couldn’t survive without her family.

“Shelly, I can barely make
out your transmission. Can you hear me?” J.C. whispered on the
radio. Shelly just couldn’t answer yet. “Shelly, if you can hear
me? Tap once if you can.” Shell quickly tapped once with the
locket.

“Are you in trouble?”
Another tap. “Can we help?” This time there were two taps. “Okay,
we’re listening when you can talk. Be careful.” J.C. listened as
they heard one more tap and then silence.

The rest of the command group gathered
around the radio. Their team was in the midst of a nightmare.
Things were heating up at the border with drugs coming in
constantly from, Honduras, Guatemala and Mexico.

Somehow, they had just landed in the
middle of the shit. J.C. glared at one of the guards that walked
by. He hated this place.

 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Finally, the mercenaries moved
forward. They were attempting to go in a straight direction to the
plane and not in the direction of the Mayan ruin. That was a good
thing. Shelly finally thought it was safe to talk to Sam. “Okay
Sam, come on up.” And she heard the movement start again below
her.

“Mike stay where you are.
So far they are headed at least three hundred yards away from you.
Let’s make sure they pass your location. Then, I’ll guide you to
the path that they just cut out, okay?” Shelly was smiling as she
reached down to finally give Sam a hand up.

She knew that Samantha was eight
inches taller and fifty pounds heavier than she was and she was
more than a little bit tired and scared. She held her hand for a
second.

“Grab a water bottle and a
protein bar. This is a good place to level out and take a break for
a minute.” She tapped her headset. “Mike, did you hear
me?”

“Yeah Shelly, I hear you.
Keep us informed. We aren’t moving.” Mike didn’t want to tell
Shelly that Katlin had lost consciousness again. They almost had
gone through a bottle of oxygen. Bobbie really looked worried but
she wasn’t saying much so he wasn’t sure just how bad it was. “What
do you see from there?”

“Mike, we have maybe
another hour from this tree to the mountain road. I’ll get back to
you.” She crawled a little higher and told Sam to stay put. Poor
Sam…she looked exhausted and terrified.

“J.C. can you hear me?” She
found another perch about twenty feet higher than Sam’s. Shelly
said over her headset.

“There you are Shelly! Is
everything okay?” He asked.

“The jungle’s crawling with
mercenaries, Bubba. We need to get Mama out of here. We’re probably
a mile and a half southeast of the Mayan Ruin. Check your map to
see if that mountain road is on it. It’s about a half mile from my
position.” She said.

She was looking and thinking. If she
could get Mike and the others to cross over to the path that the
mercenaries had just carved, it would cut a lot of time off them
getting to that mountain. If they could get her Mama to the top of
that mountain, they could fly her out.

“I see it Shelly. What are
you thinking?” J.C. asked.

“If we can get Mama to
there—can you get her, Bobbie, and Joshua out of here, J.C.? Mama
has a head injury. I don’t know how she is doing now but when I was
back where the others are—ah hell—her condition is deteriorating.
Her balance is off and she is in and out of consciousness. Her
pupils are unequal and sluggish. She has to have some increasing
pressure and she needs to be in the hospital. J.C.” She took a
ragged breath and asked; “How are Daddy and Andy doing?” She needed
to know. She was so worried that she didn’t get everything and that
complications had set in. Out here, you worried about
everything.

“They’re holding their own,
Shelly. Both guys are conscious. The last report we got two hours
ago was that they were critical but stable. Shelly, where are you?”
He asked. He could hear her so clearly now.

Shelly laughed; “Bubba, I’m so high up
a mangrove tree—the howler monkeys are looking up at me! I had to
try to see how far we had to go. Down below the canopy, you can’t
get out on the radio or even begin to judge distance. It’s too
confusing. Then the patrol came. So, what do you think? Can we
chance taking them out if we get them up that mountain
road?”

J.C., Hawthorne and Sally were looking
at the map. Matt had just came back from the tower and he heard the
end of the conversation. He grabbed the mike.

“Shelly, you all get them
there and we’ll try to get them out. Just let us know when you are
in position, okay?” Matt was frustrated. According to the local
police the mountain was too full of combatants. They weren’t
willing to lose any more men.

“Okay Boss, we’re starting
back down. We won’t be able to get hold of you again until I climb
another tree or we reach the top of that mountain. Keep your
fingers crossed—over and out.” Shelly started crawling back down to
Sam.

“Hey, did you get your wind
back yet?” She grinned at Samantha. At least Sam had gotten her
color back. Shelly thought a lot of Sam. Alan and Sam had been a
great addition to their unit. Atlanta’s group was well known for
getting the job done.

“Yeah smartass, I don’t
know how you do it, Shelly. Aren’t you afraid of heights?” Sam
asked. Her knees were still shaking.

“I’m terrified of heights!”
Shelly admitted. “I have a habit of just not looking down below the
next foothold. I am a real chicken, Sam. That’s why I’m grinning. I
look at your face and see what’s in my heart.” Sam had handed her a
bottle of water and Shell took it gratefully.

“Matt says if we can get
Mama to the top of that mountain, they’ll lift her out.” She
relayed that information to Mike.

She looked through the binoculars and
a huge grin came over her face. “Yes! Finally, we have a break.
Mike, you all wad that cover up. Cut southeast by ten degrees and
you’ll find their path about three hundred yards from your
location. We’ll stay here until you find it and then we’ll climb
down and meet you ahead on the path. J.C. will come and get Mama as
quick as we get her up the mountain. How’s she doing,
Mike?”

“She’s unconscious, Shelly.
Bobbie is working with her. We’re headed out now.” He motioned for
everyone to move.

“Bobbie, what’s Mama’s
status?” Shelly asked.

Bobbie stopped for a minute and took a
deep breath before she answered. She had not been able to rest
much. She was worried. “Shell, pressures are increasing. Her blood
pressure is up; pulse has increased. I used what we had. She did
drink two bottles of water and ate half of a protein bar before she
passed out. Alan is carrying her and the guys will trade off as
they get tired. She’s stable for now. The sooner we get her out the
better. Shelly, you know that.” Bobbie was right behind
Alan.

She was really getting concerned over
Katie’s worsening status. Bobbie loved this lady more than she ever
thought possible. There was nothing about Katlin Alley not to
admire. She had raised two beautiful, talented and intelligent
daughters while becoming a well-known artist and writer. She always
gave you her undivided attention, no matter how rushed or burdened
she might be at the time.

Shelly and Katie were so close that if
they lost Shell’s mother, her best friend would never be the same.
After Katrina died (Katie’s twin sister), Shelly and Katie become
closer than mother and daughter. It was almost like Shell had
stepped into Katrina’s place.

“Yes, I know Bobbie. I’m
not second-guessing, Sugar. I’m just worried. Daddy and Andrew are
listed in critical but stable condition. They are both conscious.
We’ll get you guys out of here as soon as we can. Take care of my
Mama, Bobbie. Please take care of her.” Shelly couldn’t stop the
sob that came through her voice that time.

It was their babies’ first birthday
and they were in the damn jungle. She had a little right to feel
sorry for herself, didn’t she? Shell missed home and she missed
their babies. There were times that her Mama and Daddy couldn’t be
there when Annie and she needed them. Now, she understood how much
that had to have bothered them.

Bobbie stood still for a minute
because it dawned on her where her best friend’s head was… “Shelly,
we’ll have another party when we get home, honey. It’s going to be
okay.”

Shelly wiped her cheek and shook it
off. “Yeah, I know. Mike, you’re almost there. Can you see
it?”

“Yes. I see the path.” Mike
said.

“Okay, turn left. We’re
climbing down now. See you all ahead!” Shelly motioned for Sam to
let her go ahead of her. She knew it would make Sam feel better if
she could see her instead of concentrating on further down. They
quickly headed down.

Sam was amazed how much easier it was
going down and actually following someone. She just followed where
Shelly stepped and she wasn’t near as terrified. Thank God. When
they were in cadet training, they all marveled over how Shelly
could fly up the wall and over obstacles that they all stumbled
over. Not one person thought that her size would be an
asset.

She had to jump to get most of her
handholds. Yet, she never complained and never expected any special
consideration. Shell was the toughest agent that Sam and Alan had
ever met and they were glad that she was on their team and they
could claim her as family.

Shelly had finally reached the bottom
and jumped. She pulled off her pack. “Sam, drop your pack and I’ll
catch it.” She did so gratefully, because it was heavy. Sam wasn’t
far behind and she was smiling this time.

“It isn’t so bad that way
is it?” Shelly asked her.

“Nah, but do me a favor,
don’t ask me to do it again anytime soon, okay?” Sam said. She
reached for and slung her pack back on and was soon right behind
Shelly running through the jungle. She had no idea where Shelly got
all of this energy. As Sam ran to keep up she had a picture of
Shelly as the energizer bunny and was laughing by the time she
caught up.

Shelly stopped and turned around and
looked at her. She had to grin because Sam was doubled over and
laughing hysterically. “What, are you losing it on me,
Samantha?”

Sam ran a hand across her face and
smiled. “Maybe Shell.” Sam giggled. “I was just thinking about the
rabbit, you know, the one with the drum. He keeps going and
going…”

“The Energizer Bunny?”
Shell asked. “Why?”

“Because—you nut—that’s who
you remind me of. How the hell can you keep going on fumes, Shell?
You haven’t had a nap!” Sam asked her.

Sam looked into her friend’s face and
saw the bloodshot eyes and dark smudges. Yes, it was getting to
her. Yet somehow Sam knew that if she had to, she would go nonstop
for another couple of days to finish the objective. Shelly amazed
Sam.

“I don’t know. I just have
to get Mama out of here. I focus on the objective and hopefully, my
face won’t hit the dirt before we’re done.” She
admitted.

“We should just about—here
we go—here’s the path. I think we beat them. Take a break, Sam.”
Shelly pulled off her pack and sat on it after trying to stretch
some of her bunched up muscles.

She had been up that tree quite a
while before Sam got there. She was getting sore. Probably getting
slammed from the explosion hadn’t helped much either. Plus, the
butt kicking she took from that one guy. She realized that she hurt
for a reason. She hadn’t taken time to think about it.

They both sat drinking their water and
munching on protein bars. It felt good just to sit down for a few
minutes.

Shelly heard something and she held a
finger up to her mouth. She motioned Sam to the left of the path
while she went into the undergrowth to the right.

Two mercenaries were headed their way.
Shelly took down one and Sam got the other. No tranquilizers this
time. They couldn’t be waking up any time soon. They pulled them
back into the jungle away from the path. Then they heard their
group coming.

Shelly tapped the headset. “Slow down
and be quiet, Mike. We just took out two guys on the path. We’re
going to check ahead for more.” She and Sam strapped on their packs
and started forward. Shelly looked over her shoulder and saw
Charlie and Darla about two hundred feet behind them. She gave them
a ‘thumbs up’ and continued on.

They all moved quietly and quickly. It
took forty-five minutes to reach the base of the mountain and
Shelly found a small cave. “Mike, bring them on up. We’ve found a
cave that we can protect our unit while we scout the
area.”

“Okay, Shelly, we’ll be
there in about ten minutes.” He said.

Shelly looked at Samantha. “Sam, stay
here and take my heavy pack. I’m going light and scouting up the
road. Wait on the others and radio before anyone else heads
up.”

“Shelly, shouldn’t you wait
until someone can go with you?” Sam asked.

Shelly looked at her watch and then
pointed up. It was almost five o’clock. “It’s going to get too
dark, Sam. We need to try to get the civilians out tonight. I don’t
think we can wait, do you?”

Sam didn’t like it. Shelly was
right—she just didn‘t like her going alone. “Be careful
Shelly.”

Shelly dropped her pack and took off
running. She would run, stop and scope out the area. Then she would
take off running again. Sam watched her until she was out of sight.
It was a tall mountain and it was going to be a hell of a climb. It
was rutted and steep.

She finally saw the rest of the unit
headed her way. She radioed Shell and Shelly gave her an all-clear
sign. She stood up and waved them toward the cave and they sprinted
toward her. One by one, they made their way in and dropped their
packs.

Mark carried Katie over to where Darla
had hurried and stretched out a sleeping bag for her. Mike and
Charlie ran up to Sam. “Where’s Shelly?” Mike demanded.

“She’s scouting ahead,
Mike. Shelly wants to get her Mama out of here tonight and she was
afraid we would run out of daylight. She wouldn’t wait, Mike. She’s
worried about Katie.” Sam knew they were all tired and
grouchy.

The unit worked well together. Mike
just needed to calm down and think a minute.

“Okay. Understood. Everyone
grab some rations and hydrate. Switch to dry socks again. Man, I
feel soggy.” Mike stood back outside the cave and looked upward.
“Damn it Shelly, what are you doing?” He fussed as he took off his
pack and removed fresh socks. He had never felt so water logged in
his life.

 


__________

 


Shelly was half way up the mountain.
She had already taken out two of their guards. She had a feeling
they had a major drug business going on and they were going to end
up having to do a lot of damage before they had the opportunity to
get her Mama out of there.

Shelly ducked, lost her footing, and
rolled behind a boulder when she heard a noise from higher on the
mountain. Without a second thought, she took down another two
guards were coming down the road. She smacked the side of her head
on the boulder and stayed tight and waited for anyone else to show
up.

Shell decided to stay still and let
her head quit banging for a minute. Then she noticed it. Shelly saw
a small opening and went to check it out. She was pretty sure the
biggest of their guys could make their way into it.

She flipped on her flashlight and
entered. The small opening went into the mountain almost fifty feet
and then opened up into a huge chamber.

It had running water, an underground
lake, and a lot of flat surfaces.

What was even better was the fact that
there were no bad guys. Shelly smacked on a couple of her glow
lights and tossed them around. Shelly hurried back
outside.

She got to the edge and radioed.
“Mike, what’s your status?”

“We’re down at the cave,
Shelly, where are you?” He was glad to hear her voice.
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