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My decision was almost made until we received that call…
Six of my team was pinned down in the middle of a Mexican hell.
Still, I could hear that little voice…
I had a nightmare—someone was going to end up giving their all…
Every time I went into a battle, I knew the odds all too well…
This time, it was my ‘heart’… I had no other choice…
Prologue
Michelle Brooke was an FBI agent for the Atlanta office. Her husband, Michael, friends and her boss were in the war of a lifetime not far from Cancun, Mexico.
Shelly had decided to resign and go back to her medical field. She had been hurt repeatedly in the past three years. It was like God was telling her that she just wasn’t cut out for this line of work.
She had been healing for four months on their island in Belize. Her parents’ island was only a mile away and somehow this place healed your soul. Her twin babies ran on the beach in total abandonment. In spite of serious injuries, Shelly had healed—at least physically. Her babies would be two years old in three weeks. They missed their first birthday when they were in Guatemala and Shelly just didn’t want to continue living this way. Her family came first.
She had another career field that wasn’t so dangerous. Everything pointed in that direction. Go do your residency and finish being a surgeon. Get a real life. That made sense.
Invariably, when we think we have made the perfect decision, someone changes it for you. Her letter of resignation was on her laptop but instead of sending the darn thing…she hit ‘save’ … Four months of healing, pain, and reflection—down the tubes.
Her husband, friends, boss and fellow agents were pinned down in the middle of the war zone. Shelly did the only thing that she could. She had to follow her heart and her heart was in Mexico. Her husband and the father of their children—was in Mexico.
CHAPTER ONE
Shelly hit the beach at Tranquility Cove running. She ran to the supply building and started taking out equipment.
She hadn’t thought. She didn’t ask Charlie who had been hurt. What about Mike? Was he okay? Was it Sam, Darla, Charlie, Matt, Sally? Who was hurt and how bad?
Shelly’s chest ached and she rubbed her sternum out of habit. She shook her head and started methodically grabbing the weapons and supplies that they would need. She wasn’t as equipped here as they were at home.
At their home in Oakridge, their basement had been made into a secondary headquarters. It had everything. Here? They were going to have to wing it.
“Shell, wait a minute!” Katie and Maggie came running and the guys were close behind. Katie saw that Shelly had already lined up duffle bags and medical supplies, litter poles, rations, weapons and at the moment she was tying her boots. “Are you sure about this?”
“Mama, I didn’t ask who was hurt!” Shell cried. She was such an idiot for details normally and she just wasn’t prepared to go through this all over again.
Maggie was trying to get her breath. “Hawthorne is headed to Cancun; we should get there close to the same time. They are getting a command helicopter to take everyone in and base it out of Corazol, Belize.” Maggie was stripping and changing just like the rest of them. “Who’s flying us to there?”
“Daddy and I will.” Shell said and looked up to see Tom smiling at her.
“You bet we will, Sugar.” He turned to the others. “Load up the seaplane and let’s get moving.” Everyone grabbed bags and headed out.
Shelly ran full out to the plane and was already starting engines and starting her flight check by the time Tom made it to the plane.
__________
Katie and Maggie sat in the back and familiarized themselves with everything that Shelly had packed. It was getting dark and it was going to be hard to get dropped into Mexico and find the team without drawing any attention to their small unit.
Shelly climbed to the back and quickly checked parachutes and diving gear. “Shelly, what are you thinking?” Maggie asked.
“Well, I’m thinking. If Daddy could drop us off close to the position and then fly on to Cancun, we might be able to get to them pretty quick. Maggie, what if you and I take the Seals and the others escort Hawthorne in? We already have one boss in harm’s way; I don’t think that they will want Hawthorne anywhere but the command post.” Shelly smiled.
“Drop us in the water?” Maggie asked.
“Yeah, probably…Let’s see what Charlie says, okay?” Shelly climbed back up to wait on Charlie’s call. Finally, they received a call five minutes later than schedule.
“Charlie, is that you?” Shell asked. “This is Destiny Charter One to Unit one. Unit one, do you copy?”
“Destiny…SHELL…are you in the air?” It was Mike’s voice this time.
“Yes Michael, we’re thinking about dropping close to your location; what do you think?” Shell listened. The others gathered around. “Okay Mike, we will land five miles short of Cancun and let Dad go in and get Hawthorne. We’ll swim in and go directly north, correct?”
She quietly looked at the horizon. “Mike stay where you are. We will make it to you. We’ll carry what we can. Please stay safe. Destiny Charter One out.”
Shelly climbed back in the back and grabbed a wet suit. The others followed suit. Maggie was trying to dress and Katie was helping them.
Finally, Katie said it out loud. “Okay, I’m going in with you.”
“Mama, we’ll be okay.” Shell said quietly.
“I have no doubt of that but we need to go in pairs, right?” She asked.
“Okay, Mama is with me then.” Shell said. It didn‘t make sense to waste the time arguing about it. When Katie made up her mind, you were wasting your breath if you tried to change it. Besides, she was an asset to the team.
“Maggie, you should pair with Jerry because you are close to the same size and then Roger and Lee can pair up. Skills and size should be about equal then…Fair enough?” They all nodded and got set.
Shelly ran back up to the front of the plane.
Tom knew that all of them except Katie had done this kind of jump and he looked at his wife. “Are you up to this Katie?” He demanded.
Katie nodded. “I’ll follow the others lead.”
“We’ll send the first teams out and Mama and I will go last. Fast and quiet guys, team, they may have people on the beach.” Shell got the raft and the equipment bags with the waterproof bags and beacons.
“Okay, let’s do this.” Shell yelled over the engines. “Lee, go now. Roger, go now. Jerry, go now. Maggie, go now. Mama, go now…Later, Daddy!” And with that, Tom’s daughter stepped out with her equipment and disappeared.
Tom shuddered and swerved around. He couldn’t see anything in the blackness. He continued on the Cancun, hoping that they were all okay.
__________
Shelly popped up and looked for her team. Katie wasn’t far away and they both swam toward Maggie. Soon the others joined them and they grabbed equipment and swam to the beach.
As they hit the beach, they grabbed bags and ran for cover. Two stood watch while the others changed quickly and put on equipment. Shelly and Katie took over watch while Roger and Lee got changed.
They condensed their equipment down into backpacks, flipped on the night vision glasses and followed Shelly into the thick jungle. Sign language and silence was all that they used as they did their stealth insertion several miles into the jungle, traveling west and hoping that they would be really close to their team by daybreak.
It was hot and steamy and Shell knew she was going to have to give the team a break soon.
Shelly saw a small house ahead. She looked close and ran a circle around the area to make sure that it wasn’t inhabited. She motioned to the others to wait while she ran at a crouch to the back door. Shell cleared the three-room shack and bathroom and then motioned the others inside. They risked one small candle after some heavy blankets blacked out the windows.
Katie was getting out water and protein bars and passing them out.
Shell sat at the opening in front and Maggie covered the back door. They all had on headsets and Shell tried to get hold of Mike again. “Unit one, this is unit two, please come in.” She waited. “Unit one, this is unit two. Please come in.”
“…Shell?” It was Sam and she had moaned Shelly’s name. “Shell, is that you?”
“Yes Sam, what is your status?” Shell asked.
“We’re still pinned down. Matt and Sally have gunshot wounds. They look pretty bad, Shell. I have a leg injury, Mike has a knee injury, and Charlie and Darla have bullet grazes on the shoulder. It’s crazy Shell.” Sam sounded bad.
“Sam, this is our location.” Shelly quickly gave her their location. “How close are we?”
“Close…I think you are maybe about a mile from our location. You guys were moving! Thank God, Shell. They are all around us. What’s your number?” Sam asked worried.
“Team is six, Sam. Stay tight. We’re en route—Unit two out.” Shell turned around. “Break’s over guys, let’s move.”
They quickly followed. It was so quiet—which for a rain forest or jungle was rare. People had to be close for things to be this silent. Shelly stopped and scanned repeatedly as they got closer and then she saw them. There were ten combatants in a half circle around her team’s position. They were creeping in toward the injured team steadily.
Shell quickly motioned her team out and to wait on her count. They quickly whispered when they were in place.
Shell whispered; “On three—one, two, and…” Ten combatants fell in unison and they scanned and crawled in toward the cave that their team was pinned down in.
“Quick guys—drag those men in here and cover them up. Swipe whatever gear you can. Make it quick, okay? We only have a couple hours until daybreak.” Shell looked around to see their battered team members and she saw Mike lying against a boulder. “Who needs what first, honey?”
“Hello Beautiful…” Mike said weakly. “I think Matt and Sally are the most serious. Let me…” He attempted to get up and staggered back down.
“No, stay down and rest Mike. Maggie, give him a pain shot and an ice pack on this knee, okay?” Shell quickly moved to Matt and Sally. Both had head wounds and Matthew had been shot in his right arm. Sally’s right shoulder still had a bullet.
Shell looked down at them and dropped her gear. “Let’s hurry and patch these folks up, Mama.”
It took two hours to do the field surgeries. The wounds were clean and unless infection sat in, both patients should be okay. Sam’s leg had to have a bullet removed and Shelly cleaned and bandaged it quickly as soon as it was sutured. Darla and Charlie weren’t in too bad of shape and Mike was grinning. The Demerol had done its job and he wasn’t feeling too much pain.
The wounds weren’t too serious but getting them out was not going to be easy. If they airlifted them, it would be noticed. If they carried them out, it would be a challenge. Shelly slid down by Mike and told everyone to take a quick break.
It was almost daybreak and she had to think clearly.
“What happened?” Shell asked Mike.
“Ah Shell, they dropped us in and all hell broke loose. They were shooting before we hit the ground. We ran this far.” Mike moaned. “It was like they were expecting us. I swear they still have contacts in the department.”
“A lot of departments are involved in this Mike, what was your assignment?” Shell asked as she checked out Mike’s knee.
“We were to find the location of their main operations.” He quoted.
“Well that’s a rather broad assignment, now isn’t it?” Shelly grinned.
“They are just a bunch of idiots in suits, Shell.” Charlie growled. His head was lying in Darla’s lap and Darla was leaning against Katie’s shoulder.
“I have an idea.” Shell was up and running back in the direction that they had came. Mike shook his head when Katie jumped to her feet.
“Sit down, Katie. She’ll be back. She’s quicker alone and she won’t listen.” He growled. “I was so hoping that she would give this up.”
“She was going to, Mike. She wanted to contact Dr. Abbot about her residency.” Katie told him quietly and Mike moaned.
“Great, then we drag her back into the shit!” He fumed.
“It’s always going to be something, Michael. You know that. If it wasn’t this, it would be something else. You can’t blame yourself, honey. This is something that Shelly has to decide and act on.” Katie was sorry that she hadn’t had time to completely make up her mind. This time, she was sure that Shell was going to give the FBI career up.
__________
Shelly ran hard and light. She made it back to the shack where they had taken their break and eased into the back door. She swept it again. Then she went back into the bedroom. She was sure that there was a fake wall in this place between the bedroom and the bathroom. The closet was shallow but—yes—there it was!
Shell unlatched the shelf and pushed the wall inward. She had entered a cave system but right where she entered it was a room that hadn’t been used for a while. It already had a table, chairs, lanterns and cots, and was a much safer place to hide than up top. Shell lit a lantern and then quickly went back upstairs, closed the wall back and ran back to the cave.
They heard her coming, fast and low. Shelly whispered before she entered the clearing. “Just me guys, get ready to move.” By the time she was there, the litters were together and everyone was getting ready to move out.
“Okay, we’re good. We have to hurry, okay? There was a false wall in that shack where we took a break earlier. I thought it looked kind of weird, so I went back to check it out. It leads to a cave system. There’s a room downstairs with cots, table, chairs and a tunnel leads from it. We have to get to cover and I think we have a better chance there. What do you think?” She huffed.
Everyone nodded in agreement. They were sitting ducks at their present location. They wouldn’t last an hour.
Shell looked around. “Maggie, lead them. Mama and I will take the tail, and clean up our mess and try to cover our tracks. Hurry guys, they’re going to come looking for these men.” They all ran while Shell and Katie cleaned up the mess and drug some brush to cover their tracks.
The others waited until Shell got there and she ran ahead of them and opened the wall. Katie and Shell cleared in front of them as the others carried down the wounded. Maggie shut the wall solid and headed down after setting a quick trap for any intruders, they would hear if the wall moved.
Matt and Sally were placed on cots and the others managed to set up a small cozy area to get comfortable in. It was daybreak and the enemy would soon be surfacing. Shell went ahead and flipped on her night goggles.
Shell scouted ahead down the tunnel and she found supplies stored but they all looked fairly old. This place had been here awhile.
She went far enough that she felt it was safe to rig a flash bang grenade. She marked the floor ten feet in their direction with a reflective paint stick. Any of their guys walking back would be warned of the flash bang grenade rigged ahead.
Hopefully, they were in a safe place for now. She quickly ran back and collapsed on one of the chairs.
“You haven’t lost your touch, Sugar.” Katie grinned at her and handed her a bottle of water. “I think we may be safe here for a while.”
“With any luck, we can stay here for as long as we need to. I’ll run up later and see if I can get up a tree and radio Hawthorne and Daddy. We can’t get out from down here. I just knew that it wouldn’t be safe to carry these guys out right now. Are they trying to wake up yet?” She asked.
Shell walked over and climbed on the cot with Mike. Katie smiled at her. Shelly had missed her husband.
“We’ll watch them for a while, honey. Take a nap.” Katie was grinning at her and she knew something ornery was just about to come out of that pretty mouth.
“Cool. Would you all turn your head for a minute? I need to make out with my husband.” Shelly leaned down and kissed Mike. “There’s a dusty little cavern two doors down, honey…”
Maggie shook her head and laughed. “Shell, knock it off and get a nap.”
Shelly frowned at her and then grinned at her Mama. “Mama, when did Annie join us? I swear that sounded just like Annie—not a newlywed!”
“…Shell?” Mike looked up at her and grinned.
“Yes?” She smiled.
“Nap time, Sugar!” He laughed and the others were cracking up at the pouting bottom lip on Shelly’s face. Mike pulled her down beside her and whispered. “We’ll check out that cavern later.” Shelly buried her head against Mike and fell fast asleep.
__________
Everyone fell asleep from exhaustion but as soon as Shell heard a light scraping sound, she woke and put her hand over Mike’s mouth. She pointed upward and he nodded. Shelly climbed the stairs and sat at the landing, waiting.
She could hear people milling around in the shack. This might not have been a good idea.
Katie crawled up to sit across from Shell. Both had silenced weapons ready. The combatants never attempted to check out the closet. They were probably searching for Mike’s team. Shell had a feeling that everyone might not know about the tunnel system they had stumbled on.
A half hour later, the enemy left the shack and all was quiet. Shell followed Katie back down into the room. Everyone’s eyes were open—even Matt and Sally’s. That was just a little too close.
Shell made it over to her teammate and boss. “How are you two doing?” She asked as she checked their bandages.
“We’ll live. Where are we Shell?” Matt moaned. Shell explained how they had found this place and as quick as they patched them up they had hurried to check it out and get them down here before daybreak.
“You saved us, Shell.” Sally moaned. She just knew that she was going to wake up dead. Well, she was somewhere underground, but at least she was still alive.
“I don’t know about that one, Sally. We’re okay for the moment.” Shelly checked their vital signs and their pupils. “We have rations. You two get cleaned up and eat something. Don’t push it. Let’s get your strength back, okay?”
Shell leaned over and kissed them both on the head. “Y’all scared the crap out of me! We’re supposed to be having a party, folks.” She grinned as she went around and checked the others injuries. It was amazing that they were in this good of shape. They had been dropped in the middle of a war zone.
They helped Matt and Sally to the table and worked on making a decent meal. Jerry took watch up by the door and Lee went down the tunnel to keep a look out. He carefully looked for the florescent X that Shell drew ten foot in front of the flash bang grenade and then he stopped and backed up to get comfortable.
He hated these rat holes. Every country had them. Afghanistan was full of tunnels and caves, and Iraq’s mountains were just as bad. He hated tunnels. Yet this one—might just save their lives.
The Brooke girl was good. She seemed like a veteran and she led with authority and without hesitation. He had no problem following the littlest agent. Big Mike had told them the story behind her latest time off work. It was hard to believe in Angels but there wasn’t any other way to describe what had happened. She had sustained enough injuries to kill a couple of healthy men twice over and yet here she was, fit and running another op as though she had never taken a break.
__________
“Matt, what was the real goal? Why did they drop you here?” Shelly asked bluntly. She was sitting across from Mike on the cot and picking at her rations. She couldn’t make sense of this operation yet.
“Well, they think this is the heart of the organization, Shell. You see there are eight houses—nice houses—set up in a perfect octagon up top. They believe that they were built over a huge drug, arms, and training facility.” Matt said.
“You mean like a cavern or an actual bunker?” Shell asked.
“They believed that it could be both.” Matt said.
“We needed a damn army.” She said bluntly.
“Then we would be at war, Shell. They are trying to do this quietly.” Matt said.
“Matt, it’s all over the news! How the hell can we be ‘quiet’?” Shell fussed.
“…Beats the hell out of me, Shell,” Matt admitted. Shell and Matt looked at Katie and flinched when she rolled her eyes at their language.
“Okay, this may have been one of the original tunnels until they built a bunker. There are supply rooms that things look years old in but we can see what we can salvage, I guess. If one of these tunnels does lead to their bunker, the wall is probably concreted over to block it….unless they just left it as another way to escape. Man, you realize that we are a little bit of nothing in a hive of killer ants. Don’t you? This is nuts!” Shell griped.
She looked at her mother. “Mama, I want to get you and the wounded out of here. This is no place for civilians. Hell, this isn’t a place for us. I think they have all lost it!”
“Calm down, Shelly. Let’s wait until we can get up top and see what’s happening, okay?” Maggie said quietly. “I don’t like it either, Shell, but we won’t be able to move anyone just yet. We’ll figure it out.”
Shelly stared at her for a moment. “DEA ran a lot of these details into Mexico, Maggie. Do you know anything about them?” Maggie had been DEA until she transferred to their office. After they got over their instant hate and wanting to beat the crap out of each other, Shelly and Maggie became really good friends.
“I know enough to know to be terrified. These guys are the meanest bad guys in the world. They don’t just kill you; they torture you and kill you piece by piece. There is suppose to be a bunker and you’re right, this is probably part of the original tunnel system. We can run details back and see where the tunnel leads, but you probably have found the safest place that we can be in for now. Chief, there are hundreds of men in on this operation. Shell’s right. This should have been an army operation. We don’t have enough men.”
“There’s already a war going on; Puerto Rico, Panama, Cuba, Mexico, and mercenaries from other countries. This is not just the Mexican Mafia, okay? This is a bunch of the drug lords, pissed off and fighting. A lot of civilians are being killed and it is coming across to Texas and infiltrating the states. It has to end here. If we don’t stop it on this side, every city in the States will be infiltrated by all of the drugs and weapons and it will be open season on our own streets.” Matt looked at the ceiling.
“Hell, they don’t know how we are going to do it; they just said to get it done.” He growled.
Shell got up and walked down the tunnel and Mike wasn’t far behind her. Katie just shook her head when Matt wondered if he should follow. “She needs to sort this out, Matt. Shell knows this isn’t your fault. Let’s just give her time to think.”
Katie knew that Shelly had a good grip on reality. She was trying to figure out a way around reality—just to get them out of harm’s way. It didn’t look possible.
__________
“Shelly?” Mike squinted into the darkness and wondered where she’d gone.
“In here, Mike.” She whispered.
He went in and lit a lantern. “Ah, supplies,” He grinned, “are you okay?” He asked and grinned bigger when she climbed up on some crates and held out her arms. He quickly went over and put her arms around her.
“Honey, I’m sorry we drug you guys into this. We didn’t plan on being called in.” He whispered into her hair.
Shell wrapped around him and rested her head on his shoulder. “I would march into hell to get you back, Michael. You ought to know that by now.” She said quietly. “We’ll figure this out, AND, we have to be at the twin’s birthday party. I don’t want to miss their second one also, darn it.”
Mike held her close and sighed. “I don’t want to miss that either, Sugar. Plus, I had all of these plans in my head…”
“What kind of plans did you have, Mike?” She grinned as she looked at him.
“Like taking off on the wave runners to that little sand bar and watch the stars and the moonlight. Maybe take a bottle of wine and a picnic basket and a blanket and spend the night there. You know; just you and me, Adam and Eve.” He was grinning.
“Naked?” Shell asked.
“Well yeah, Adam and Eve didn’t wear clothes.” He said seriously.
“Mike, that’s not too far from Mama and Daddy’s island.” She reminded him.
“Yeah well, it would be dark and everyone would be asleep…” He whispered.
“Hmm…You’ve been thinking like me for a while now. Haven’t you?” She asked and grinned.
“Yep, and I was so looking forward to playing out my fantasies on that beach.” He did look pretty disappointed. “We could pretend…”
“Yeah, we could. However, we have a lot of people that might get embarrassed if they just happen to go see where we took off to,” she said and laughed.
Mike stared at her. She was beautiful. She did not need to be down here, she needed to be on the beach with him. “We could run away…” he said and grinned.
“Later, darlin’ we will come back here and pretend that we are at the beach, okay?” she asked and smiled. She hugged Mike close. His football knee was acting up but otherwise he had not been harmed. She was so thankful to be able to just hold onto him for a little bit. “We’d better get back.”
“Yeah, I know it.” He griped and they headed out. He laughed as Shell started walking away and then turned and ran and jumped back into his arms. He met her mouth with his and sat down the lantern.
“Lord, it’s good to hold you again, wife,” he whispered.
__________
Shelly went running to the back and whispered to Lee; “It’s just me, Lee. I came to relieve you and move the flash bang forward a bit. You need to go get something to eat and take a break.” Shell saw Lee leaning on the wall with his forehead.
“Are you okay, Lee?” She asked.
“…Memories, Shell, really bad flash backs that drive me nuts.” He said in a hoarse voice.
“Sit down a minute, Lee, and talk to me.” Shell took time to sit down and face him. She handed him a bottle of water and a protein bar. The man broke out in a cold clammy sweat and his hands were trembling.
“Ah, you know, Afghanistan was not for anyone with a heart. I guess I keep reliving it.”
Lee said.
“There’s always one that sticks with you.” Shelly said softly. She hadn’t been in the military but her Daddy and her brother-in-law had been. She knew a lot of what they had gone through and unfortunately, her team had lived in their own ‘war zones’ within the United States, Guatemala and Belize—even Mexico.
“Yeah, you’re right. Well, you know tunnels. I heard that you all had your share of those in Guatemala. Right?”
Shelly nodded and let him take his time to tell her about it.
“Well, you know that our government had that whole drama of trying to take out Bin Laden. First, they said he was in this cave system and then another and another… It went on forever. The jets would drop bombs—daisy cutters—bunker busters—you name it. Then we had to go in and sort the mess. There was never a freaking Bin Laden—but kids—Shell. Little kids, women, pregnant women, old people—it was the worst detail of my life. Yeah, we got some of the bad guys but the expense was a monumental. Then, the suits decided that we had to go in and do sweeps and recon before they bombed the cave systems because they were getting a lot of bad press. So, that is what we did. I lost so many men, Shell. The Afghanistan people were raised in those caves and they knew every inch of the mountain. Jerry, Roger and I were the only ones in our whole Seal Unit to make it out alive on the last one. We had injuries, but it was a miracle. I came out limping and bleeding and so did my buddies. We were carrying out three little kids. All of us collapsed, and the medics came running. Just before we were loaded onto the helicopter we heard three gunshots. Some idiot shot all three kids. They said they wouldn’t have survived anyway.”
“Ah Lee, that’s awful. I knew it was bad but I had no idea how bad. I had heard a lot of rumors about too many civilians going down but I didn’t realize…” Shell’s voice trailed off. She realized that there was nothing that she could say that could ease the man’s pain.
Shell carried enough deaths on her own hands. If they had been women and children—innocents—she would be just as burdened as Lee. “Lee, go try to eat and take a break. Why don’t you take the steps on your next duty, okay?”
“Thanks Shell. For the record, I think you’re pretty damn brave to be back out in this after what you just went through,” Lee said quietly.
“My unit is my family, Lee. You know how that works.” Shelly told him quietly and he nodded and headed back towards the others.
Shelly sat and thought about what Lee had said for a few minutes. She hadn’t really wanted her family to know just yet but she had already called Dr. Abbot to get him to set up her residency in Atlanta. Shelly finally realized that she couldn’t handle this anymore.
In many ways, it had been a sad decision but when you have two babies that need you and you were putting them through the terror of both of their parents being in a dangerous profession, it ate at your gut.
Mike didn’t get ‘really’ injured. Shell always got hurt and it was getting worse with each mission. She wasn’t big enough—tough enough…something was telling her that she wouldn’t survive the next hard mission. The feeling was strong and this was something that she had to quit putting her family through.
Shell shook her head. “Admit it idiot, if not this mission it would be the next.” She was a special agent and it was probably going to kill her. She wished that it didn’t matter to her so much. It wasn’t just a job it was part of who she was.
Shelly flipped on the night vision goggles and eased her way back into the tunnel. She made little markers on different caverns and marked her path as she went. So far, the tunnel looked old and unused.
Shelly wore a distance counter and she checked to see how far she had come. After almost two miles in, she came to another room. It was a lot bigger than the one that they had set up in.
Shelly moved quietly as she scoped it out. This use to be a major bunkroom—this was amazing. Was all of Mexico undermined in tunnels and caves?
Shelly eased up the stairs and listened. Nothing but quiet in the first room, so she eased her way in and shut off the goggles. There was a little light down here but it was obviously a basement and a wine cellar. Shelly saw several weapons stashed and decided she’d discretely ‘borrow’ some of their good stuff.
This was far enough. She had two heavy duffle bags and a heavier backpack. It was time to get back and the next time out, she would bring a detail.
Shelly eased back through the back of a wine rack and gently put the shelf back into place. She was down the steps and headed back the tunnel at a dead run.
She stopped long enough to set up a flash bang grenade on their side of the huge bunkroom. That would give them plenty of time to get out of their bunker and headed into the jungle before the mercenaries got to them.
Then she ran flat out until she began to tire. She slowed down about six hundred yards from their bunker and walked briskly toward her team.
__________
Shelly made her way into the room and Katie stared at her. Her daughter was covered with sweat and dust. She was carrying a load that Katie was sure that the men would have had trouble carrying. Lee and Roger jumped up to remove the packs while Katie grabbed Shell and sat her down with a bottle of water.
“We were just about to go looking for you, honey. What took you so long?” Katie asked as she drenched a couple of towels for Shelly to clean off with. Then, she helped her strip down to shorts and a tank top to cool out.
“Sorry, Mama...” Shell turned to her team. “Look, I used the counter and I checked out the little cavern rooms as I went. The rooms have similar untouched supplies like the ones on this side. I went almost two miles down the tunnel. I found another huge bunkroom. You could put ten rooms like this one in it, okay? I eased up the stairs and listened for quite a while before I got brave enough to ease out. It leads into a basement and a wine cellar combination. It didn’t really look used too much but I borrowed a bunch of their goodies and then covered my tracks. There was so much in that basement and I borrowed from different stacks so, unless someone goes down there with an inventory sheet, they aren’t going to miss this stuff. I put a flash bang on this side of their bunk room just in case—it should give us plenty of time to get out of here and into the jungle before anyone gets to this location. I brushed the dust to cover my tracks and headed back. If we go again, we should go as a detail late in the night.” Shell downed the bottle of water. She was starting to feel a little more human.
“You took a chance, Shell.” Matthew said quietly.
“Not much of one, Chief. I watched close for any kind of change. You know, like the layer of dust changing, new supplies, use of the bunkroom—none of it has been used for a while. And I listened for quite awhile before I eased out into that basement. We needed to know how close the enemy was. They aren’t that close. Matt. That gives you and Sally time to heal.” Shell told him.
Matt looked at his smallest agent that evidently hadn’t ‘lost it’ during her four months of recovery and wondered what they had dragged her into this time.
Mike had told Matt that he asked her to seriously consider giving it up. Mike had even talked about going into business with his Dad and getting out of the unit. He couldn’t blame them. They had been through so much since Shelly left the academy. Actually it started way before that when Katie had been kidnapped. He just hated losing the best two agents that he ever had.
“Okay, you’re right. I’m being over protective.” He griped but conceded. “We need for two of you to go out when you try to get in touch with base, okay?”
“That’s the plan, Sir.” Shell grinned. She went over and lay down beside Mike on the cot. “Hello handsome.” She said and kissed his cheek.
“Hey beautiful...” He smiled and pulled her close. “I didn’t think you could keep too many clothes on for long.” She looked really good in tank top and shorts. Shelly had a beautiful tan. She was smiling at him.
“Yeah…Well husband, clothes may end up being a problem. You have two heathen children now that have gone native. Mama and I are having a heck of a time keeping bathing suits on them. At least I wear my bathing suit.” Shell grinned at Katie.
“Mama, do we need to tell Mike what his son is up to?” Shelly laughed.
“Are you talking about fishing in the Koi pond—or urinating on the flowers—or mooning Bobbie?” Katie rattled off. Everyone was laughing and Mike groaned.
“What have you been teaching our son, wife?” He growled.
“Honey, Caleb is impossible to keep up with. Daddy and Josh have tried even. We had one professor come out from the city that was to be testing IQ’s, right? Trina was a little angel. He was so impressed with her. Then he tried to test Caleb. Of course, our son is smart and he knows it but he isn’t as patience as Catrina. The professor asked Caleb repeatedly to calm down, hold still, pay attention—until Caleb was just plain mad. Mama and I walked in a little too late. Our son was livid. What was it he said, Mama?” Shelly was laughing and Katie was shaking her head.
“I’d rather not repeat it. I think we will end up with another test person next time.” Katie said sadly. She was grinning though.
“What did he say to him?” Maggie asked. She just had to know.
“Well. Caleb stomps his foot, spits on the floor and tells the man; “Bite me!” And starts to stomp out and turns around and asks; “Why don’t you send someone out that already knows the answers to your questions so you will quit boring us with the same old shit!” Shelly laughed at Mike’s face.
“I know. We ran in, got after him and tried to make him apologize before he was sent to his room for a time out on the bed without toys or Buddy. He finally goes over and looks at the professor with a scowl and says; “Sorry Mister, I am just use to being with smarter people that know most of the answers already and I got tired of answering them. If and when you come back, please be better informed or at least bring something that will be a challenge for both of us. I will try to be nicer.” Shelly was grinning.
“Then he looks at us and says; “I’m sorry that I have not learned patience for these people yet, Mama. I will go to my room and think about it.” And stomps to his room and shuts the door gently. I found him there an hour later and asked him if he had figured out how he could have handled that situation better and he said; “Yes Mama, when you are dealing with dumb people you have to be patient and answer their questions so they won’t seem quite as dumb the next time.” Shelly was grinning and even Katie was cracking up.
“He’s never going to learn, is he?” Mike groaned.
“He’s all boy and genius, honey. They aren’t even two yet and he doesn’t understand why everyone else isn’t just as smart as they are.” Shell grinned as she curled up against Mike’s side.
Everyone laughed with the family. Caleb was a challenge. He bored easy and he had no patience for anyone except Catrina. She was his calming factor.
Shelly dozed off and Mike held her close. He thought about their children and how beautiful they were. Somehow Shelly could slip off her special agent shirt, and change into her Mama shirt and handle both with ease.
She was a natural mother, wife and homemaker. Shelly was one of the most gifted artists that the states had to offer and her medical skills had saved their unit in more than one confrontation. He was a lucky man.
Shell glanced up at Mike’s handsome face and realized that he was awake. He looked troubled. She looked around and saw most of the rest of the team was asleep. Katie was taking care of Sally’s bandages but other than that, they were all resting.
“What are you worrying about, Mike?” Shelly whispered and Mike leaned down to kiss her. Shelly crawled over him and against the wall to cuddle up closer to his neck. “I sure have missed you, Mike.” She whispered.
“I’ve missed you too, Shell. I wish I hadn’t pulled you back into this. You look better than you have since you started at the academy. I’m sorry, Shelly.” Mike whispered. He pulled her close and held on. It hurt to love someone this much.
“Mike, it isn’t your fault. I would have come as soon as I knew y’all were trapped anyway. You know that. I thought I had made up my mind, Mike. I really did. But you know as well as I do, when your team is in danger, all of the logic is out the door and you are running to help. These guys are our family also, Mike. I had to help.” Shelly admitted.
Mike shouldn’t feel bad about her decision to come. She hadn’t hesitated and she wouldn’t in the future. Surely, she would know when she was done. She just knew that right now, she was a special agent.
Mike looked at his wife quietly. He didn’t think that he could love her any more but every time he saw her, he just fell a little deeper. “Be careful Shell, I can’t stand to lose you.” He whispered.
“That’s exactly how I feel, Mike. So, we back each other up and get our team out of here, right? Then we go to the islands and take the wave runners to the sand bar and…” Her voice faded as his mouth covered hers and she held on for dear life.
“…I have missed this…” She whispered and melted in his arms.
CHAPTER TWO
Shell felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see her mother. She nodded and gently climbed over Michael to talk to Katie away from the others. Maggie had joined them and they walked back the tunnel to talk.
“What’s up, Mama?” Shell yawned and checked her watch. “Oh, time to get moving.”
“Yes, how do you want to do this, Shell? The men are exhausted and we could have Lee and Roger watched the others while we go up and contact base.” Katie asked.
Shelly looked at her for a moment. She held up her hand for them to stay there and hurried back to get Lee and their equipment. She quickly ran back with Lee right behind her.
“Okay, Lee, we need to go up top. I’ll need you in the house as look out and then one of your guys here in the tunnel and one at the stairs. The others need to rest and Mama just saw to their injuries and gave them pain shots. Mama will take the front of the shack and you will take the back. Maggie and I will find a tall enough tree and both of us will go up. Maggie will just go up high enough to keep watch and stay off the ground and I will go up as high as it takes to get a signal. I think there is a really tall mangrove or some sort of tree, about fifty feet from the shack. We’ll stay as close as we can. When we tell you to take cover—do it. Go back into the bunker and wait for us. We’ll announce ourselves by saying; “Honey, I’m home free.” She looked at the others who had been dressing and listening.
“You have to be super quiet, guys. We can’t bring them down on us until these guys can move. Sally and Matt wouldn’t make it and Mike and Sam would have a heck of a time walking out. Let’s give them time to heal.” They all nodded and dispersed.
Alan limped back and caught Shelly by the arm. “What’s happening?” He demanded and Shelly explained.
“Alan, I need you to keep a really close eye on Sam, okay? The others have injuries that could go either way but Sam’s headache and lack of orientation is worrying me. Plus, you have to remember these are ex Seals, okay? They have dealt with a lot of trauma and still carry a lot of it with them. If all hell breaks loose, I need you, Mike, Darla and Charlie ready to take over quick, okay? I’m not saying that they’ll fold but you know what posttraumatic stress can do to you. I’ve been there and I’m not sure that it couldn’t be triggered again. I need you, Bubba. When we detail into that basement, I need you guys to go with me, okay?” Shell knew that Alan was not happy with her trusting the Seals so freely.
There was something about Lee especially that she related to. They had to utilize them to get this job done and they were still way under manned.
“You be careful out there.” Alan growled. Shell flashed him a wide smile, and tiptoed and kissed his cheek.
“Ah, get out of here before I tie you up and go myself.” He griped.
Shelly grinned and lightly ran up the steps where Maggie and her Mama waited on her. The guys were in position.
__________
They entered the closet quietly and together they swept the house room by room. Nothing had been disturbed. Shell eased outside and saw the ladder. She motioned to the others. “Mama, why don’t you and Lee take positions on the roof? Do the same—front and back—but stay off the ground and keep low to get a better look, okay?” They all nodded. Maggie and Shelly covered them until they got to the roof.
Lee scanned the area; “All clear, unit one.” He whispered.
Katie scanned her area; “All clear.” She whispered.
Shell smiled. “Kay. Unit two is headed up a tree.” She and Maggie ran full out to the large ugly tree. It was scary looking in the dark.
Shelly quickly climbed the tree and waited on Maggie. Maggie was eight inches taller and seventy pounds heavier than Shelly and it took her longer to get to that first perch.
“Kay, Maggie. Stay here.” Shell climbed so high that Maggie couldn’t see her any more. She couldn’t even hear her.
Five minutes later, Shelly radioed; “Unit two in position. I have a good signal.”
“Base one this is unit two. Come in.” Shelly whispered. “Base one this is unit two. Come in.” She repeated.
“Unit two, this is base one. What is your status?” It was Hawthorne.
“We have injured, Base one. They have been treated and moved to a safe location. We are unable to take them out of here yet.” Shelly said.
“Where are you staying?” Hawthorne asked and Shelly was quiet. This was not a correct question to be asking over the airways. “…Unit two, where are you staying?”
“Base one, I cannot tell you that at this time.” Shelly said flatly. They had Hawthorne.
Crap, they probably had her Daddy too—maybe Mark and the rest of them that came with them. “Base one, what is your location?” She countered and then she heard the Spanish in the background.
Yep, that’s what she thought.
“Special Agent, we have your so called Base Unit. Why don’t you surrender and make this easier on everyone?” This was not a Spanish accent. It was Australian.
Shelly remained quiet for a few minutes…Finally and regretfully, she turned off the radio.
In her earpiece, she whispered. “Base one has been compromised guys, we’re on our own. I will try to get as much on this laptop as I can before I come back down. Don’t use your radios.” Shelly whispered.
Damn it. Nothing is ever easy. They had to have nabbed them in northern Belize—if they ever left Cancun. They could have even moved them nearby.
Shelly stayed up the tree for ten more minutes and gathered as much data through their home’s secondary command center.
She finally whispered. “I’m coming down.” And started the slow decent downward.
Shelly went around Maggie and smiled. “Follow me down, Maggie. Ask Sam, it’s easier that way.” Maggie nodded and followed quietly.
Shelly had to have been a tomboy growing up. It didn’t matter that she looked little and feminine. She was solid muscle and tough as any agent Maggie had ever worked with.
Shelly waited for Maggie and then they helped the others down from the roof. They covered their tracks and it was starting to pour down the rain. They all stood out in it for a while. It felt good to get some of the grime off. Shelly grabbed a big kettle from the kitchen and put it at the end of the downspout. It filled quickly and the others found some jugs to fill as well. They could at least wash and help their unit clean up.
Shelly tapped on the closet; “Honey, I’m home free.” Jerry opened the wall and they all went down the steps together.
The others grabbed the water and handed them a couple of towels. All of them stripped down to tank tops and shorts again. Shelly gladly accepted the water bottle that Darla handed to her and she sat down on one of the chairs. They were all looking at her.
“Okay. I did get out on the radio. I’m not sure where Hawthorne is or how many men that he has with him.” Shelly rubbed the towel over her hair.
Her blonde curls were everywhere—they went nuts in humid rain and Shelly just shook her head free. It wouldn’t help to try to do anything with her hair. It was hopeless here in the rain forest area. Why bother?
“What happened?” Mike asked her.
“It took a little bit to get in touch with the Base but Hawthorne sounded—off—then he asked where we were hiding. I know. We never asked for locations that way. I refused to give the location and I heard Spanish in the background but then an Australian came on and tried to get us to surrender.” Shell took a drink.
“I got off of the radio and had the others shut down so they couldn’t put a locator on us. I didn’t think they could out here—well, maybe me, because I was pretty high up—but I didn’t want to take the chance. I don’t know who Bud has with him.” Shelly looked at Katie.
“He probably has Daddy and Mark; Maybe Smitty and Jones and some of the other instructors from Quantico. I doubt that they are at the helicopter and I doubt that they are anywhere that they might be able to help us. Can we get to them and help them? I don’t know, guys, I just don’t know.” Shelly got up and went to retrieve her laptop out of her backpack.
“What took the longest time was accessing our second command post for information. This is as much as I dared to try to get this time out. I put a bug in to DEA but I didn’t give them our location either. We are not going to get a whole lot of help here, folks.” Shelly said quietly.
“They are supposed to be looking for the base helicopter and leaving more details for us to check for in a couple of hours.” Shelly saw the tears in her Mama’s eyes and she went over to hold her close.
“They might not have Daddy, Mama. We just don’t know. When the DEA leave the next message, we’ll have a better idea if they got the helicopter and what happened to our plane and Daddy, okay?” Shelly leaned over her mother and put the laptop out for Mike.
“Open the file location on the right; I stuffed everything in there, Mike.” Then she sat down and held her mother in her arms. She felt sick too. Katie knew that they had her husband just as well as Shell did. This whole premonition crap really stunk sometimes.
Katie, Shell, Annie’s twins and their own twins all had this—extra instinct—that all of them wished sometimes that they didn’t have. Okay, they might be sorry by taking Tom Alley. He was a retired Air Force fighter pilot that had been in more than one hand-to-hand scuffle. He carried J.C. out on his back and fought their way to the border in Afghanistan. He rescued soldiers from a hot LZ and came back wounded but with all of them alive.
Her father wasn’t your normal airplane jockey. He and the pilots that worked with him were all veterans and skilled.
Then, Shelly realized, the numbers of the enemy was more than any of them had dealt with before. Without a base unit and not knowing who in the law enforcement agencies had been compromised, chances were a little slim for all of them.
Mike studied the material that Shelly had gathered. Matt and Sam joined the rest of them. Sally was still pretty out of it. Alan held on to his wife and Sam kind of leaned against Shell.
“Hey Sam, sit here Sugar.” Shelly jumped up and went to sit on Mike’s lap, then put her arm around her mother and drew her close to them.
“Okay then.” Shell said. “This is the way I see it. Two miles to the first house. Right? With that big of a basement and wine cellar, that has to be one of their haciendas that outline the underground bunker. We are at the closet one to the shoreline, correct?” Shelly hopped up, and ran and grabbed a black board and a box of chalk from the first storage cavern that she had found earlier.
She hurried and set it up. “Okay, if we are the first one at the southeastern point, there is a possibility that they have them as hostages in this villa that the tunnel leads into. If not, we could possibly look at their Intel during the night and find out where they might be holding them. We’ll take one area at a time and we’ll try to stay underground as long as possible. We can check the first one out tonight. Then we are going to have to work one at a time until we find them.” Shell went back and sat on Michael’s lap. Mike had his arm around Katie.
“Are you nuts?” Jerry finally asked.
“That goes without saying.” Shelly snorted. “Look, we won’t take any more chances than we have to. And No, we will not be able to take out the big operation. But I won’t leave my family or our fellow agents behind, Jerry. You want out? We’ll risk someone taking you to the ocean and you better keep moving because if you get caught and spill our location, you will have me dead on your ass, mister.” Katie reached out and touched Shell’s set jaw.
She knew how committed her daughter was but these boys had already been through more than one hell.
“You’re right, Mama. Okay guys, I’ll escort you back to the raft and you all can leave. I understand. This is not your fight.” Shelly said and got up to pick up her equipment.
“I’m not going anywhere.” Lee said quietly.
He stood up and looked at Jerry. “Listen, Jerry, you said yourself that what we were doing over there wasn’t helping anyone; that we were just killing innocents. Okay man, here is our chance. These drugs, arms and mercenaries are going to be walking over the border and taking over the streets of the country we fought for. You want to make a difference? This is the opportunity to do just that. We’ll take out as much as we can along the way, Buddy, but we will make a freaking difference by the time we are done.”
Roger looked from one of his friends to the other. He put his hand on Jerry’s shoulder. “If you want to go, man, go ahead. I’ll help you get out but I’m coming back. I have to try to make a difference. Uncle Sam taught us all of these skills and it’s time to use them on something that actually could make a difference.”
Jerry stared at the wall for a moment. He wasn’t a chicken. He was just tired of war. He looked at the little agent that they had heard so many stories about, her husband, who was a living legend in the Bureau already, their tight team and at Katlin Alley—a lady that would do anything to help anyone. He knew Tom Alley well and respected him. Hell, he respected every person here. It was nuts. There were hundreds—maybe thousands—of mercs here fighting it out between themselves.
“We are all crazy as hell, you know that don’t you Shell?” He asked with a smile.
“Yep, we sure are Jerry. We love our people and we love our country. I figure that ought to have enough good points with the man upstairs that he might just send us some help.” Shelly grinned.
“Are you with us, Jerry?” She held out her fist and one by one; they all tapped fists in unity. “I’d say these lousy gun tottin’, drug pushin’ and a poppin’, jerk wads are in for the fight of their lives.” She was grinning huge now.
“You see, I have a plan…” Shelly said, then hopped up and wrote down: Cuba, Panama, Hispanic, Australian…
“Shell, what are you doing?” Mike asked.
“Think about it. They don’t know where we are, right? And they are fighting among themselves. So, if we make it look like the Cubans fought the Aussies and the Mexicans fought the Puerto Ricans and the….” She was grinning when everyone caught up.
“There you go! We can cause so much damage by just popping in and out and getting the inner alliances second-guessing each other. They will just kick the crap out of each other. They’re already pissed, right? Let’s stir it up some. Charlie, you can get the Mexicans going. Maggie does a heck of an Aussie imitation… Let’s sweep one hacienda at a time by staying in the outskirt tunnels as much as possible. When we know Hawthorne’s team is not in that hacienda, we’ll turn one cartel against whichever cartel in that hacienda …and so on…” Shell was grinning.
Jerry looked at her in amazement. “Why didn’t I think of that?” He grinned.
“Mike’s father was watching the last news announcements before we left and they said that no one was allowed to enter or leave Mexico at this time. The United Nations has actually declared a state of containment. So the shores, airways and all borders are being heavily guarded until this is contained. So whoever is here, cannot expect to be bringing in more reinforcements. Sure, they’re going to try. They have tunnels everywhere. But, the numbers still will be significantly lower than what they would need if this broke into one massive internal war.” Jerry was grinning. “Mike, I think you married a genius.”
Mike grinned. “Yes, she’s pretty smart. But when you are little and always fighting people bigger than you, you tend to out strategize your opponent.”
Mike laughed as he kissed his wife. “Bubba, they ain’t a goin’ to know what hit ‘em.”
__________
They all ate a quick snack and took a full detail. Katie was left this time to take care of Sam, Sally and Matthew. She had the most medical experience. Shelly knew that she would be upset so she got another earpiece out and put it on her Mama.
“I need you here, Mama. You should be able to hear a lot of what is happening. Okay? We’ll sweep quickly and then we’ll get back here before the war breaks lose.” She told her. Katie grabbed Shelly and hugged her tight.
“I love you, Mama. You need to really listen for that door up there. Okay? If you hear anyone open that wall, you call and head our way, okay? Here are your weapons. Mama, Sally might not be able to go but if you have to, you leave her with weapons, okay?” Shelly looked at Katie seriously. “Mama, try not to think about it. But if you can’t get Sally moving, you have to leave her behind. If you can get everyone at least to the fourth cavern down on your left after you call, we can get back in time. Just act, Mama, you will do what is right.” Shelly kissed her forehead. She hesitated for a moment and Matt nodded at her.
“We have this. Go Shell. Be safe.” Matt told her. He and Sally had been moving some and he had decided that he would be ready to help Katie as well. Sam was already sitting up and looking better.
__________
The team jogged down the tunnel. They entered the next cavern pretty quickly. Shelly held up her hand and they stopped while she disabled her trap. She stopped long enough for all of them to get oriented to the huge bunkroom. Maggie hurried to a locker and loaded another duffle bag with weapons, ammo and explosives. She sat them in the tunnel so that they could grab them on the way back.
Shell grinned at her and eased her way up the steps. Shell eased the door open and they all listened for a few minutes. It was just as quiet as before, only darker. The lights upstairs were off and the people in the house were sleeping.
Alan and Maggie paired up and Mike and Shelly led as the team went two at a time, back to back. They all had silencers on their SIG pistols and all had on night vision goggles. The mercs in the house; heard nothing. Room by room, the enemy was taken down.
Each unit whispered ‘clear’ and moved on. By the time they had swept the whole house, thirty Cuban mercenaries were killed. They’d been double tapped, execution style, clean and neat. Just like any of the cartels would have done it.
Now, they had to find some Intel. Mike and Shelly quickly accessed the computers. Ah, so the Cubans and the Panamanian group were going at it… interesting scenario.
Shelly carefully copied the threat in the email that the Cuban leader had received by the leader from Panama. She placed it on the leader’s desk and started an email to the Mexican Mafia in the same manner that the Cuban leader had emailed him earlier.
It stated. “Threat is real; they are outside our parameter and have cut off phone lines. I’m trying to get this out…we need help…we need it now…” And she left it at that.
They set the charges and everyone ran to the basement and had the wall ready for her. Shelly hit ‘send’ and raced down the steps.
They ran full out and Shelly grabbed the duffle that Maggie had filled and didn’t break her stride. They gave themselves ten minutes and they were almost back to their bunkroom when the explosions went off.
They tried hard to set them up so that more of the other side of the house would be destroyed and not so much toward the tunnel. With any luck, they might be able to still use this basement one more time to access the next spot.
Whatever; It was done. It sounded like bombs going off but other than some dust blowing around, the tunnel held like they had planned.
Shelly ran into the bunkroom and slid to a stop. “Hey Mama…!” She grinned.
Katie had jumped up with a gun pointed at her daughter. “It is okay, Mama it’s just us.” Katie was so glad that she wrapped her arms around Shelly and cried.
“It is okay, Mama. We are all okay.” Shell comforted her. “We’ll have to lay low for a while now. Let’s see what we stirred up, okay?” Shelly went over and put a packet of Intel on the table. “This is as much as I could get, Chief. Plus, the helicopter and Daddy’s plane are both in Cancun. But, there is chatter on that…” She pointed at the paperwork. “That they were moved to one of the villas.”
Shell gladly stripped her weapons off. Sam was easing Alan’s equipment off as well. Shelly looked at Sam and grabbed a penlight to check her eyes. “Hey, you’re looking better, Sam. How do you feel?”
“Better. The headache isn’t near as bad. You need to check Sally though.” Sam whispered.
Shelly went over and checked Sally’s vital signs. She quickly changed her bandages and tried to assess what she might have missed.
“Sally, can you hear me?” Shell asked.
Sally moaned. “Yes Shell, I’m okay. I’m just really tired. Did you get them?” She whispered. She was pretty fond of Hawthorne and Mark. She had worked with them pretty extensively in a couple of operations now.
“No, I know they aren’t at the plane or the helicopter and that they are at one of the bunkers. That’s the best that I could do for now, honey. Thirty mercenaries are down and we have them fighting. We’ll keep going until we find them, okay?” Shell brushed her hair away from her face.
She gave Sally a pain shot and a stiff shot of antibiotics. Sally had never been wounded like this before so it was hard to judge her pain tolerance. She could be really hurt or the injury just hurt like heck. She did take a couple of bullets. Shell sat and went over what she had done in her head. No, she had got it all. Shelly examined her again. Sam came over and helped her strip Sally down while the guys looked away.
“I’ve got it. Okay Sally, we are going to tape your ribs. You have a graze right here on your right side, just below your breast, okay? I’m going to clean this up and bandage it and then we are going to put a comfortable wrap to help stabilize here.” Shell talked and Darla and Sam held her steady while Katie and Shell cleaned, dressed her wound and wrapped her ribs. It was in a location that it was actually pretty easy to stabilize. Her vest had taken the blunt of the bullet wound but didn’t stop the fracture that happened.
“Now, how does that feel?” Shell asked her.
Sally stood up with help and moved around. Yes, she was still limping, but she could breathe and move without constant sharp pain.
“Oh yes. Thanks Shell, this is much better. I didn’t know I got hit there too.” She grunted as they helped her dress again.
Shelly grinned at her. “It’s not a place we like to flash too much, huh?” She shook her head. “Sorry Sal, I missed it. I shouldn’t have—but I missed it.”
“We all did, Shelly.” Katie said quietly. It was a good thing that Shell constantly questioned things. Sally wouldn’t have been able to keep up without that area being supported. At least she had a chance now.
“Okay guys, you can turn around. Thanks.” Shell said.
She gave Sally another shot of pain meds. “You need to just breathe, kiddo. We need good air exchange or you could get pneumonia. You’ve been holding your breath, right? Uh huh…So, now ease back down and just concentrate on taking the deepest breath as you can. We’ll make sure your lungs are clear.”
Shell listened as the extra pain shot took effect. “Try to breathe a little deeper, Sally.” She encouraged her. “Okay, you do have some fluid.” Shell went and got a shot to help get rid of the fluid and another shot of antibiotics.
“Now, just rest and breathe easy. Let’s prop you up. There you go.” Shell said and patted her shoulder.
__________
Mike followed Shell down the tunnel. He knew that she was beating herself up for missing one of the injuries. She was a perfectionist. None of them really understood it but Shell felt responsible.
“Hey Shell, what’s up?” He asked and she turned around slowly. He saw the tears and held out his arms. He held her close and let her let go for a second.
They hadn’t found Tom. Shell was so hoping that she could grab her Daddy and her team and get them all out of this place. They all were hoping for that. “We’ll find them, Shell.”
Shelly looked up at her husband and frowned. “I was just hoping…”
“Yeah, we all were.” He grinned.
“Damn it, Mike...” She griped.
“Wanna take out some of that frustration on a lonely man?” He smirked and she looked at him and laughed. “Hey, it was worth a shot, wife!” He said and grinned. He almost didn’t catch her when she ran and jumped into his arms.
“Whoops, excuse us!” Sam giggled as she and Alan walked up behind Shell and Mike.
“Um. Sam. Two rooms down on your right.” Shelly whispered. The other two were laughing as they headed that way.
“Mike, do you think we have enough rooms to go around?” She giggled.
“Not if you keep giving them away, wife.” He growled and carried her into the room behind them. “We need one of those ‘do not disturb’ signs.” He grinned.
“Ssssssssssssss….Shell, someone is at the wall.” Jerry whispered and they all about ran into each other in the tunnel.
“Sorry…” Mike and Alan bounced off each other and they were way behind Shelly and Samantha. “Damn it.” Neither of them was very happy.
Mike looked up to see that Shelly was already at the top of the stairs and ready. The door slid open and Shell held her SIG under the man’s chin, then grabbed him by the hair and jerked him away from the opening while the Seals went out. Then Mike and Alan followed them to clear the house again.
Shelly dragged the little Mexican down the stairs and dumped him in the floor. She stripped him of weapons so fast, that he didn’t have a chance to even go for the knife in his boot.
As soon as the weapons were stripped, she duct taped his mouth and stripped him down to his boxers. Within two minutes the man was standing in the middle of the room shivering in his underwear.
Mike and the others came back down. Charlie looked at Mike. “Daaaammnn, ESE, your woman’s fast!” He said with a little more admiration than was necessary.
Mike walked over and winked at Shell. “Gonna have to be quicker around here, huh Sugar?” He grinned.
“Okay.” He turned to the others. “This guy was alone; there is no sign of anyone else anywhere around. I’m not sure what he was doing here but we found that he brought food and weapons. I’d say that he had decided to lie low before all hell broke loose.”
Mike was passing around the man’s tacos and burritos. “He must have known that we were getting hungry, huh?” They were all grinning. “He’s all yours, Charlie.”
Mike went to sit with Shelly while they ate their burritos. “I have a feeling a lot of them are going to be trying to hide. I bet this guy was here before the main bunker was built and not all of them know that this is down here. Is that right, burrito man?” Mike asked him, but the man wasn’t talking. He looked terrified.
Charlie took over. He made sure that he grabbed a couple more burritos and tacos, then took the man over to the corner and sat him down to interrogate him. Darla was with him. That was a scare. If they had tracked them down, it would have been bad.
“When do we check the other end Mike?” Shell asked.
“We have to give them time to check the place out, Shell. You know they are all going to want to look. We have to give it until dark again, okay?” Mike knew that she was anxious. He was too.
Her father, Bud and Mark were all in danger. They couldn’t risk everyone for them though, they had to be smart so that they could bring everyone back out alive.
“I know. You want me to go back up before daylight and see if DEA’s left anything for us?” Shell asked.
She felt bad but she had a feeling that the leak had come from DEA and she was afraid to have them in on their operation.
Maggie stood up and carried a chair over in front of Shelly, then sat down. “Shell, I know this may sound wrong but I don’t trust them. Why would we never be allowed to infiltrate and take them out over here until you all came into Guatemala to get your folks out? Why would the cartels know that Tom and Bud were coming into Cancun if there wasn’t a leak at DEA level? If we could get hold of Gabe Norton, maybe, but Shell, the only ones that I truly trust are the ones we have right here.”
Shelly reached out and placed her hand on the side of Maggie’s cheek. She had tears in her eyes and Shelly knew that this had to really hurt Maggie. Her whole life was DEA before Guatemala and it was probably then that she had started doubting them.
“Thanks Maggie.” Shelly told her. Shell looked at Matthew quietly. “Chief, I’m with Maggie on this one. I know there aren’t enough of us but all we can do is try. We have twelve people and Sally should be good enough to help. I think we chill until nightfall, pump this guy for what all’s he’s worth and then go see if we can find another way to the next hacienda.” The others nodded.
Matt looked at his team. “You’re probably right. We’re in the crapper now. It’s hard to tell the good guys from the bad. Shell, I still need to be able to get in touch with our president. How do I do that from here?”
Shelly walked away for a few minutes. Then she came back. “We send a coded message to your brother Mitchell. Since he is the Secretary of Defense, he can relay the Intel to the president. They know that we are in under deep cover. We can’t let them find a direct route to our president, sir. Next hacienda, I will use our laptop and send what I can. Alan can compose it, and you can dictate it. That’s the only way, Matt. We can’t risk a call and we can’t do a direct contact. It would be too dangerous for the president himself. They don’t know Americans are doing this damage yet. If they do, Man, all hell would break lose.”
“She’s right, Matt.” Mike said and the others were agreeing. It was awful to realize that they were on their own. They had always had a direct line to the man in charge. Now, that line had been severed.
Matthew agreed and then he grinned when Shelly held up something that looked vaguely familiar. “What do you have there, Michelle Brooke?”
“Um. Are you talking about this? Well Sir, it is contraband. I found them in the office before we blew it up… seemed like a real waste, Matt.” Shelly was grinning and the rest of the team sat back and laughed. Matt was licking his lips.
“They are Cuban, Sir.” Shell grinned. “Ah, what the heck, this is Mexico, right?” Shell took the whole humidor and sat it on the table. It was full of expensive—very expensive—Cuba’s finest cigars.
“Mike, that’s a good woman you have there, Son.” Matt grinned. He grabbed a cigar and headed down the tunnel. “I’ll just be a moment.” Shelly threw him a gun. “Oh yeah, I ought to be armed, huh?”
“Thanks Shell, he would have been a royal pain by tomorrow.” Sally grinned. “Now, what are we going to do with that guy?” She motioned to the man who was not talking to Charlie and Darla.
Shelly walked over to the little man and she felt Darla’s hand on her arm. Darla was beginning to feel what Shell was going to do next. It was uncanny but since the Guatemala incident that Darla was so determined to cover Shelly’s back, she seemed more in tune with what Shell was thinking. “Don’t hurt him yet, Shell. We aren’t quite finished with him.”
Katie watched quietly. She knew that Shelly was thinking about picking on this man but she wasn’t sure how far that she would go. Mike saw Katie’s look and he went over to talk to her.
“Katie, you might want to go for a walk with the Chief.” Mike said quietly.
“Why Michael…?” Kaitlin whispered.
“Because, one way or another that little man is going to tell us what he knows.” Mike told her. “Shelly is good at scaring the holy hell out of him, Katie. That’s her Daddy out there too, ya’ know? And she’s not in the best of moods right now.” He grinned as he remembered the string of cusswords that came out of his wife’s mouth when Jerry had interrupted their privacy with the appearance of this man.
No, she wasn’t in the best of moods at all. He should have waited a while.
“I’ll stay. It’s her job, right?” Katie asked cautiously.
“Oh yeah… And she is very good at it.” Sam whispered and went to sit by Katie. Everyone but Katie knew what was about to go down.
Mama was going to see her daughter in a light that she had never seen her before. She watched as Shelly’s face turned to stone-like composure and her eyes went from blue to black. She could see the muscles in Shell’s arms and back bunch with tension. Then Shell’s whole demeanor was a little too calm. It was almost frightening.
“Darla, are you getting anywhere?” Shelly asked her quietly. She stood with her feet apart and her arms behind her back in a relaxed position.
“Nope, not yet...” Darla saw the quick smile that flew across Shell’s face. That was one of Caleb’s favorite retorts.
“Do you need any help with this little man?” Shell asked.
“Well, Charlie is trying to convince him that he doesn’t want you to take over this interrogation but the man seems to think that Charlie is kidding him. See, he’s laughing at you, Shelly.” Darla grinned.
The man had made a big mistake. “Charlie keeps trying to warn him Agent Brooke—but he called you a midget.” Darla said quietly.
Maggie choked on her burrito. “Oh, he did not!” She laughed. Maggie had personal experience of calling Shelly a midget before she had been considered a friend. Shelly had beaten the holy crap out of her.
“Yep… Charlie told him that he was flat out stupid but…” Darla even stared when the silly little Mexican thought he could say it in English.
“MID—GET!” He laughed and pointed.
“Darla, I think it is my turn now.” Shelly said quietly.
The Mexican’s eyes got huge when Darla and Charlie shook their heads sadly and got up and moved, taking their chairs with them.
Shelly grabbed a chair and sat down in front of the man. “Speak English, asshole?” She asked him and of course, he shook his head ‘no’…
“Well, that’s good.” She grinned. “Because, we are going to take one of these chairs and put your sorry butt in that chair and tape you in and leave you in front of the Mexican Mafia’s cartel with a sign that says; ‘I’m a chicken shit and I was trying to hide until I was out of danger but the Americans found me and stuck me here with this here sign.” She was grinning.
“Wonder what they do to mercenaries that run, guys?” Everyone was shaking their heads. “Yeah, I heard that it won’t be quick, huh? Let’s see…”
In a flash, Shelly had a chair and the Mexican’s own knife with his hand spread out flat on the chair. “They would start with the first joint, then the second and then…” Shell’s hand moved the knife so quickly between the man’s fingers that no one was sure whether she actually cut him or not—he was crying and screaming like she had. The fear on the man’s face was priceless.
Shell just grinned and leaned back. “Damn, I missed! I must be out of practice, huh?”
She got up and got a bottle of water, then came back. “But when they get done with your fingers, they start with what? Your toes…? Like this?” She slammed his foot on the chair and repeated the blur of the knife.
Katie had no idea how she actually missed going that fast—where did Shelly learn this stuff?
“Then, maybe an ear…” She swooshed the knife by his ear and cut a long strand of hair. “Dang, Bubba, that sucker is sharp!” She laughed.
“Well, I know the next thing that they would do is to drench you in water and hook your balls up to an electric current…huh! Guys, we have no ‘lectric! Damn!” She looked around.
“Well, maybe in that case they would just cut one off at a time and then mail his pecker to his little senorita’ right? Okay then! Let’s get started on this first. The rest seems like too much bother and really messy. We can just cut this Mexican multiplier off and send him home. What da’ y’uns say?” Katie stared at her daughter and the Mexican was screaming under the tape.
Shell reached over and ripped the tape off of his mouth. “Do you speak English now?”
“Yes, yes ma’am. Please send someone else here. Please send Mr. Charlie back. I will tell you everything. Please…just please go away and send a man back. You crazy…” Shell had started to walk away but that stopped her. In two strides she had the Mexican up off of his feet, against the wall with her hands around his throat.
“Listen you little piss ant. They have my Daddy. I want to know where they have the Americans and I don’t care who you tell down here but by God, I will know where my Daddy is by the time they are done with you or I will be back to cut it out of your—YOU GOT THAT PRICK?” Shelly screamed in his face and the man wet his boxers.
She sat him back down, patted him on the head and walked back the tunnel.
“Oh. My. God…!” Katie said in a shaky voice.
She stared at Mike and he motioned for her to go after her daughter. Katie took off running. Shelly’s whole body trembled at the end of her session with that man and Katie thought that she was really going to kill him.
Every muscle in her arms, legs and body flexed and shook. Katie had never seen her so close to killing someone with her bare hands.
She found her with Matthew. Matt had sat down with his arm around his little agent. He saw Katie, got up, nodded and walked back.
He had seen Shell take a couple guys out in interrogation. She was flat out scary as hell but it did something to her every time.
She let all of her anger out and it was a wicked fury. She had broken every man that they couldn’t. They just never asked her to do it unless there was no other way. It really affected her.
Katie slid down beside Shelly quietly. She had never seen this side of Shelly. She had heard about it when she went against the odds at the island where Van Haven had taken Katie to but she had never seen her totally lose it. She had a feeling that she still hadn’t seen that yet but it was darn close.
“Shelly, are you okay?” Katie asked her quietly.
She could only imagine how Annie, Shelly’s older sister, would have reacted if she had seen what just went down. Katie realized that Shelly had tears flowing down her cheeks quietly. Kaitlin crawled in front of her youngest daughter and held her hand under her chin, forcing the girl to look at her.
Matt had left a lantern in the hall and even in the dim light, Katie saw the devastation there. “Ah honey, you had to find out where your father and your teammates were. It’s okay. You were doing your job.” She whispered and put her arms around her.
Katie ended up scooping Shelly into her arms and rocking her. Shelly did get to this point sometimes. She did everything one hundred and ten percent and she suffered from a lot of that even more acutely. Annie and Katie both had spent more than one night holding her and let her lose it so that she could get it back together again.
Shelly had been through hell in the past three years and it was catching up quickly. No wonder, she was ready to quit. This was destroying her.
“Mama, I felt like killing him.” Shelly quietly admitted.
“You weren’t alone.” Katie answered.
“Really…?” Shell looked at her in surprise.
“Ah honey, let’s face it, if I did what you did with that knife, that poor man would have been lucky to have one finger left.” Katie admitted. That still blew her mind. How did she do that?
“…An old trick, Mama. And no, you don’t want to know where I learned it.” Shell grinned. She was regaining control. She had nearly go crazy to get the prisoner’s attention, and it took a lot out of her when that happened.
“I’m sorry you had to see that.” Shell leaned into her Mama’s chest.
“Shell, I’m going to send Michael back.” Katie said smiling. Shelly looked at her funny and Katie laughed. “Honey, I’m afraid if you don’t have some time alone with your husband soon, we may all be in danger.”
“Mama…!” Shell laughed. “Um. You may have a point though.” She was grinning.
“Right here, Kaitlin. I was thinking along the same lines. Bar the door and let me hold my wife for a while.” Mike was smiling as he reached down and scooped up his wife into his arms.
“That little Mexican is so sweet and cooperative at the moment. You might want to take notes Mom in-law.” Mike grinned and stepped in the nearest cavern off of the tunnel.
Katie laughed as she headed back. Shelly had been too good. She did everything the doctors had told her to and she didn’t complain. She had counted on Mike being there that weekend. Not just for the party but to be alone and be together again. Katie entered the bunkroom, picked up the shotgun and sat in front of the tunnel.
“Well Sam, I guess disappearing down the tunnel is out for a while. Isn’t it?” Alan said and grinned as he held Sam in his arms and looked at Kaitlin.
“Yeah, Mama’s got the shotgun and she ain’t a goin’ let anyone get Shelly in any worse of a mood. Can’t blame her though, she can get downright scary…” They all looked at the huge eyes on the Mexican as he eyed Kaitlin with the double barrel shotgun.
Katie was dressed just like her daughter and had the same look on her face. Shelly and her sister Annie looked like their Mama’s clones.
Shell was an inch shorter and Annie was an inch taller. Katie’s hair was longer and pulled back with a clip. Annie’s hair was down on her shoulders. Shelly never won the war against her blond curls and somehow they just made her look even younger and cuter.
Asleep, Shelly still looked like an angelic child. Awake, her eyes told a different story. She had seen too much and experienced way too much for several lifetimes.
Deep down though, there was still a childlike innocence and goodness.
Kate just looked at the man and smiled. “I hope you have told them where my husband is mister, because when Shelly comes back, you may have a mother/daughter tag team on your hands.” Everyone laughed as the man spilled his guts while Katie held the gun on him with a wicked grin.
CHAPTER THREE
Andrew flew in with his little family. They brought Tina and Beth with them to Destiny Caye. They were planning on a few weeks in the sun and fun. It was time to relax, and Annie was going to get to spend a lot more time with her sister. Corey and Carey were anxious to play with the twins and have fun at the islands. Corey was extremely close to her Aunt Shelly and she was so much like her it was scary. Carey had the sweet, gentle disposition of her Mama.
They were like Annie and Shelly all over again. They even looked like Annie and Shelly—and Kaitlin. The females in this family looked amazingly alike.
Beth was Alan’s Mom. After the whole prison break and nightmare in the mountains, she had pretty much had it with the whole TBI (Tennessee Bureau of Investigations). She was tired of being left out in the wind and her life was in constant danger. Between the Tennessee State Police and the TBI, something was just wrong. Beth had taken a leave of absence and she finally had bought her a place in Belize and had gone home to get all of her affairs in order. She wasn’t going back. She needed peace.
At the last minute, they waited on Jennifer and Jordon. Jenn was Mark’s wife and Jordon was their almost four-year-old daughter. Jenn was a psychologist in Virginia and had been used a lot at Quantico for the Academy and agents that were sent back for some therapy from bad situations. Jenn and Mark had become very close with Mike, Shelly and their families. They seemed more like family than just friends.
And Tina—was just Aunt Tina to everyone. She helped raise Annie and Shelly, and then Corey, Carey, Caleb and Catrina kept her hopping. She was as much family as any of them and they loved her dearly.
The celebration that they had planned had been put on hold. A nightmare was taking place in Mexico and Annie’s sister and her husband and her Mama and Daddy were out there somewhere in the middle of a war zone.
“Okay ladies, we’ll park this thing at Destiny Caye and see what they’ve found out before we move it to the cove.” Andy looked over at Annie and held out his hand.
Annie grabbed it and Andrew held his hand to her face. “I know you’re scared honey, we have to trust your sister and Mike. They have the best unit in the Bureau.” Annie had been freaking out because there had been no communication.
“I know that, Andy. But—well— Shelly called me and told me that she was calling Dr. Abbot to see if he was serious about taking her on as a resident. You know, if she had got that far, she was planning to resign. Now, she won’t Andy. She’s going to keep going until—until she can’t go any more.” Annie stared out her window. “And there’s not a darn thing we can do about it.” She griped. Shelly had told Annie of her fears and that she had to give it up and think about her family now. Would this change all of that?
“Yes, there is. We pray for them and we make sure we’re there when they need us. That’s all that we can do. I love them a lot too, Annie. You know that. Tom’s not just a business associate; he’s a friend and my father-in-law. We’re going to find them.” Andy arched the plane in a gentle circle around the cove and eased up to the dock at Destiny Caye.
Andy helped the ladies off and tied off the seaplane.
The girls took off running to meet Caleb and Catrina while the adults walked slower. Big Mike, Ellen and Nikki met them on the dock. Nikki wrapped her arms around Annie and Beth walked along side of them.
Tina and Andy walked with Big Mike and Ellen. Mike’s parents seemed to stay pretty close whenever the kids were in danger. Nikki had been their medical officer on their yacht but now she helped with Bobbie and Tila in Belize and the surrounding islands as much as possible. Belize had some really excellent doctors now and the clinics that the family had set up were all state of the art.
Annie looked at Nikki and asked; “Where’s Bobbie Jo and Josh?”
“Bobbie was called out for an emergency delivery. She should be home soon.” Nikki said. “Of course, Josh and little Joshua had to go with her.” Nikki was grinning.
The little family was inseparable. Little Josh was a miniature of his Daddy. At seven months old, he was sitting up, crawling and jabbering all of the time. He had dark curly hair and big brown eyes. He was all smiles and dimples and the little guy was beautiful.
“Have you heard from anyone?” Beth asked.
“Not yet, but we were going to go in the office and see what we could find. We know about where they would have inserted but—well—we’ll see what we can see.” Nikki looked at her friend and then back at Jennifer who had just turned Jordon loose with the rest of the children.
Their gazes met for a moment. They had to keep Annie as calm as possible. Shelly, Mike and their parents were in a much more dangerous assignment than they had ever been in. They were in a war zone but somehow, Nikki was sure that Annie somehow already knew that.
They all hurried into the office and Annie was surprised that Parker and Tila were in front of the monitors. Tila had learned how to use the more sophisticated satellite system that Shelly had set up in here.
While she was on leave of absence, she had updated everyone’s computers—even in their clinics. Her computer knowledge and skills impressed all of them. Shell taught her skills freely and everyone had learned more than they could have ever absorbed in computer classes.
“Hey, Tila…!” Annie went over and gave her island friend a big hug. Hello Parker!” Annie loved this couple and they loved her Mama—a lot. Tila and Katie had become really close friends. She had worked on Van Haven’s boat because he paid for her college and she had agreed to work four years for him as his personal physician. Tila had told them that Jonathan Van Haven had been a good man before he became obsessed with Katie. Parker and Tila both had worked with him for years but then he turned into a monster and neither of them could get away from him quick enough.
They helped with Kaitlin’s escape and took care of her. They had protected her with their lives and the friendship that had started in a nightmare and continued to grow when the nightmare was over. Somehow, in the nightmare something good happened. Tila and Parker finally saw each other and fell madly in love.
Beth and Andy went to the computer. Beth hurried to access the second command post and then looked for a message from the unit. They had a special file that only the closest to the operations could access. Since Beth and Andy were continuously ‘holding down the fort’ they had been included in the whole ‘need to know’ thing.
Beth finally went through file, embedded in file, and embedded over and over again until she found a message from Shelly. The message read;
WE INSERTED FIVE CLICKS SOUTH OF CANCUN AND TRAVELED WEST THREE CLICKS. WE HAVE WOUNDED BUT ALL ARE STABLE. WE ARE SAFE FOR THE MOMENT AND NO ONE HAS FOUND OUR LOCATION.
DO NOT NOTIFY ANY AGENCY: DEA, FBI OR HOMELAND SECURITY—NO ONE. MISSION HAS BEEN COMPROMISED AND IF OUR POSITION IS FOUND, WE WILL NOT SURVIVE.
PLEASE BE PATIENT. WE WILL FIND OUR FAMILY. I WILL TRY TO GET MESSAGES TO YOU.
KISS THE BABIES FOR US AND KNOW THAT WE LOVE YOU ALL VERY MUCH.
SHELLY
Annie sucked in a breath and shuddered. Nikki put her arm around her and Tina held her hand. “Ah Shelly, you don’t deserve this again.” Annie cried.
“She’s in a safe place, honey. You have to give her a chance. Katie is with her and she and Mike will protect her. They won’t leave until they find Tom. You know that.” Tina had stepped in and she read it also.
Shell’s head was on her family—here and there. They were going to make sure they took care of the family here while she found the others and brought them out safely.
“I know Tina, but I was looking forward to her just working in Atlanta as a doctor and not always being in danger. She is a magnet for trouble.” Annie leaned against Tina. “Yeah, and she is the bravest person I know.” She grumbled.
No one had anything to add to that. Shelly would tell you that she wasn’t brave—that she was always scared. But if you watched her work, you would never know it. She was so coldly professional that it was scary sometimes.
“Okay, this is as close as I can get to that location.” Tila said quietly. They all looked at the monitor silently.
“Well, it is a war zone.” Beth whispered. “I would say our team took out that villa and…” Beth ran over and accessed the files that Shelly had gathered. “There’s the octagon that she is talking about. See that? There is a villa at each point—well—except that one that is blown up. The center is presumed to be a huge bunker of operations. There use to be an old tunnel system that isn’t in use any more.” Beth tapped the monitor for a second.
“That’s it! Shelly and her team have accessed those old tunnels and they are staying underground. That’s the only reason that they have survived so far. Amazing! Shell and her tunnels…!” Beth’s laugh was edged with a little pride.
Bobbie leaned against the wall and groaned. They all turned around to see Josh grab the baby and had Bobbie sit down. Annie was up quickly to see what was wrong. “Bobbie, are you okay?”
“Um. Yes, I am fine. Shelly hates tunnels, crawl spaces, dark places—and the poor kid is always getting stuck in them. Darn it Annie, I thought we had her convinced not to go back.” Bobbie cried.
“Family, Bobbie.” Annie said bluntly.
“Yeah… We all seem to keep getting into trouble and we keep dragging Shelly back in whether she wants to or not.” Bobbie turned to grab little Trina and Annie grabbed Caleb as the twins ran in.
“Hey Catrina, what’s the hurry baby?” Trina just clung to Bobbie quietly. This was bothering the twins a lot. They hadn’t been talking a lot but they knew their parents and grandparents were in trouble. “Babies, what’s wrong?”
“Mama’s in a dark place An—Bobbie.” Caleb had pushed away from Annie and stared at his mother’s best friend’s face.
“They are okay for now.” He added.
“We know honey. Mama managed to get a message out. She says that they are okay.” Annie whispered. They all smiled as Caleb reached out for his twin.
“It’s going to be okay T, Mama and Daddy will bring them home.” Caleb and Catrina held hands and wiggled down to the floor. “Now, let’s go convince Corey. ‘Kay?” That said, the two little blondes with curly hair and dark tans walked out of the office hand in hand.
Tina hopped up. “Okay, let’s take turns in here and go and try to get things half way normal for the children.” She headed out behind them.
Tina was just as worried but she knew that Shelly and Katie would want the babies to be the center of their attention right now while they figured out a way to get out of the mess that they were in.
__________
Mike had brought back a snack to their little cavern room. They had found sleeping bags and made it almost comfortable. Everyone was taking a nap. Mike crawled back on their makeshift bed and watched Shelly.
“Are you doing okay, Shelly?” He asked.
“Yep… I’m okay. I figure we have about an hour and then we will go up and see if we can find the next tunnel.” Shelly sat up and grabbed the cup of coffee that Mike had brought. “Ah caffeine…!” She grinned. Mike leaned against the wall and enjoyed just being this close to his wife. He had been back and forth to the islands over the past four months but it hadn’t been the same. He always had to go back and leave Shell and their kids at the island. It had been tearing them both up.
Shell’s injuries this last time had Shelly going into cardiac arrest—twice. When she caught that rifle bullet mid chest it should have killed her. That sniper’s rifle wasn’t meant for close up. The bullet penetrated the flak jacket and lodged in her sternum. The sternum shattered into pieces. Somehow, she survived that but even Shelly knew that she was on borrowed time. He hadn’t seen her hesitate but he found her staring off into space when they were out of danger. He knew that she was not happy to be back in the middle of this.
“I’m sorry, Shelly.” Mike whispered. He held out her arms and Shelly climbed into them. “I was going to encourage you to resign just like the rest of them. I was going to offer resigning myself. I thought I could work with Dad or something.”
“Mike, this is not your fault. When I find who got us into this crap, they’re going to pay for it. I know we’re crazy. We should want desk jobs so that we can come home to our babies every night and on weekends. We should want ‘normal’ but when there are people out here that need us, we just forget and go running to help.” She nuzzled against his neck. “I love you.” She whispered.
“Love you more, wife. Come on. Let’s get them going so we can find your Daddy.” Mike lifted her up and then just held on. “This is not that sand bar, Shelly.” He griped.
“No, it isn’t. But even hell would be paradise to me as long as you are there, Sugar.” Shelly laughed. “We can still look forward to our ‘happy place’.”
“You have a point.” He moaned and started picking up their things. “I guess it is time to get back to work, huh?”
“Yep...” Shelly grinned. “How’s our little Mexican?”
“Sound asleep for the moment. What do we do? Should we leave Sally and Matt with him this time and take Sam? Is she good enough to go?” He asked as they pulled on their boots.
“I think so. Sam will know if she is or not, honey. We’ll let her choose. Now, let’s go wake up our crew. Shell jumped up and held out a hand for Mike. “How’s the knee?”
“Better, I think. The knee brace seems to help.” They walked back to get another cup of coffee and met Katie. Sam and Alan weren’t back yet. Mike tapped his earpiece and whispered.
“It is time to go, troops.” They all grinned when Sam and Alan came dragging in and Shell and Mike met them with cups of coffee.
“Matt, can you and Sally watch this guy while we go find our next hideout?” Mike asked. Matt was looking better and Sally seemed to be improving now as well. “We can’t stay here much longer.”
They needed them to heal quickly and that wouldn’t happen if they didn’t rest for just a little while longer.
“Yes, we’ll lay low on this one. Alan, give Shell the message to send and all of you be careful. If you think you can take the next one down, do it. If not, come back and we will come up with another plan.” Matt said.
He took a chair over and sat in front of the Mexican. “We’ll be packed up to run if we need to.”
The rest of the team geared up and headed out. It was no problem to run as far as the large bunk room and undo the trap again. Shelly grinned when she saw that the stairs were still standing. She hurried up them with Mike right behind her. They eased the wine shelf inward and just barely had enough room for Shelly to squeeze through.
“Let me check upstairs real quick and then I will clear some of this debris. I’ll be right back.” Shelly ran up the next stairs and wiggled the next door open. She shoved and kicked enough out of the way to make sure they could open it enough for everyone to get through.
She looked around quickly. They had made a hell of a mess and there were still some flames and a lot of smoke. No one was near the building.
Shelly ran back down the stairs and cleared out the debris in front of the shelves so that she could help them open it wider.
“Okay Mike, come on through.” She whispered. It a matter of seconds, their whole unit was in the basement. Shell checked for her Mama and was happy that Lee was with her. She had them move up with them.
“Guys...” Shelly whispered. “There’s a lot of smoke and flame but I couldn’t see anyone. Let’s see if there’s another basement entrance. Mike, Lee, Mama and I will check outside and see if there is another entrance to the tunnel system, okay? Let’s split up.”
They all ran silently. The rest of the unit cleared what was left of the house and Shelly and her little unit checked outside.
In the middle of nowhere, Shelly saw what looked to be a concrete storm cellar. She ran over to check it out. It had to be another access tunnel. This would be a good place to jump to next. The others wouldn’t have too far to walk. Katie was with her. Lee and Mike guarded the door.
They pried open the entry that had vines covering it and the ladies eased in. The steps led downward and opened again to another bunkroom. Shell ran ahead and it was the same as the other tunnel system; old supplies and small cavern rooms off of the tunnel.
She motioned for Katie to follow and they ran back to Mike and Lee’s position.
“Mike, it is another tunnel system. There’s a bunk room at the base. What do you think? Should we get the others this far and set up before we search ahead?” Shell asked.
He nodded and Shelly motioned for the others to join them in the entrance. It was starting to rain again. “Sam, Alan, Jerry and Roger—I need you guys to bring the others and our equipment to here, okay? We’ll clean it up and get it set up while part of us scout ahead. Maggie, Darla, Charlie, you guys come with us. Let’s relocate the troops, okay?”
Everyone was in agreement and they dispersed to get the job done.
They left Katie and Lee to set up the next bunkroom. Lee was already scrounging through lockers and finding things that they could use. Katie was starting to clean up the area.
Mike and Shelly hurried ahead. They swept each cavern and all sides of the tunnel back to back. This was a routine that had become second nature to them.
Two miles down the tunnel they located another bunkroom. Both of them were smiling. Shelly eased up the staircase and pushed the wall gently. She held a finger to her lips and signed that it was a closet and she would check it out.
She wanted Mike and the others to wait. He hated to agree with her but he did throw a bigger shadow. He would wait just outside of the closet to back her up if necessary. Shelly nodded and headed out.
It seemed to Mike that she was too quiet but he waited and tried not to break silence. Finally, after thirty minutes, he could hear Shelly’s light run headed his way. She tucked inside and they pulled the wall back into place.
She headed to the tunnel.
“Shell, what did you find? Do we need to set up a trap?” He demanded.
Shell stopped in the tunnel. She handed some paperwork to Mike. “It was all I could do to not cut lose.” She said quietly as she took a drink of water. “Daddy, Bud, Mark and Smitty are chained to beds in the upstairs far north bedroom.” Shelly huffed.
“They are beat up bad, Mike. Smitty has been gut shot. They won’t last another day. We have to go back, eliminate everyone and then get them free and back down here to treat. We better plan this tight, honey, or someone is going to get seriously hurt. I counted forty. There’s a bunkroom that use to be a dining hall, I think. At least thirty mercs are in bunks there. Somehow we have to get everyone out of upstairs, eliminate the enemy up there and then part of us take out the bunkroom and the rest need to get the wounded down the bunk room. Mike, we can’t mess this one up. There’s no room for error.” Shelly leaned her head against the cool tunnel wall.
“What else, Shelly?” Maggie asked as she and Darla moved to her side.
Shelly looked a little sick… “What happened?”
“There’s a nursery.” Shell said bluntly. “I interrupted a fight, guys. Evidently, a new baby belonged to one of the help. The Panamanian crime lord was more than a little pissed. By the time I got there, he had shot the woman and the man. We have three very small children and a newborn.”
“Oh shit.” Maggie whispered.
“Yeah, we need a chloroform to knock out the little ones and pray the baby keeps quiet until we get it back down here. We have to take the top out first.” Shelly had tears in her eyes. “Let’s go grab more help and get this done. There are four children and four hostages. No matter how we do this, it isn’t going to be pretty.” With that, Shelly ran full out to the bunkroom and was praying the others were set up.
Everyone was just coming down the stairs as Katie and Lee met Shell’s group with guns pointed at them.
“Mama, I’d rather you shoot me before I have to do this next sweep.” Shell said. There were probably over fifty people in that hacienda with innocent children and their wounded. She had no idea how to do all of this quietly without someone or all of them being killed.
Katie saw the tears and the small unit that Shelly had taken looked pale and shaken. There was something that had all of them spooked. Then it dawned on Katie why Shelly was so upset. “Did you find Tom?” Katie demanded.
“Yes Mama. We found Daddy, Bud, Mark and Smitty. I have a feeling that they are all that’s left. They aren’t in very good shape and they are shackled to beds upstairs.” Shelly dropped her pack and grabbed her laptop to show them the schematic that she had in her head. She marked where each mercenary was placed. Even the men outside, she marked with Xs.
“The bottom line is if we don’t pull the children out of there, we won’t get our folks. Plus, the kids are in a war zone and they are bound to get hurt. And…” Her voice trailed off. Shelly closed her eyes and leaned against the wall.
“And what Shell?” Katie asked.
“And, the big boss now resides under his king size bed. I took him out without thinking, Mama. He had the gun to the baby’s head.” Shelly admitted.
Everyone nodded seriously and in agreement. When kids were in danger, they got them out and took out anyone that got in the way. This was the way their unit operated.
“Let’s get the children and our guys.” Maggie said quietly and everyone got to work. They had three hours of true ‘night’. It was midnight and they had just changed watch in the villa and outside. Hopefully, no one got up to go to the bathroom and they could go unchallenged until they got their targets out of there.
Within ten minutes, Matt, Sally and the prisoner were in position in the smaller bunkroom and the others were standing in the middle of the large bunkroom that led to their objective.
Sam, Darla and Maggie quickly emptied lockers of anything that they could use and set the extra supplies in the middle of the tunnel just as they had done the first time.
Mike, Shelly, Darla and Charlie were going in first. They had Maggie, Sam and Alan in position to make sure no one entered from downstairs. They would grab injured or children and run with them back down to safety.
__________
Mike guarded the door while Shelly rolled in and took out the two guards. The automatic double tap between the eyes dropped them over the card table that they had been playing poker on. Shelly checked for a pulse and then moved on.
Shell eased over to the shackles that were attached to their men’s ankles and she quickly picked the locks. Shelly had to grin. At the academy and whenever they went back to do extra training at Quantico everyone swore that she was practicing to be a criminal. There weren’t too many locks that she couldn’t undo pretty quickly and she had no idea why they fascinated her so much. Maybe they were right and in her next life, she was going to be a bad guy.
She reached in her jacket and grabbed ammonia inhalants. She started with her father first. “Daddy, wake up.” Shell whispered. Tom coughed and shook his head and tried to focus. “Daddy, can you move?”
“I think so.” Tom groaned. Shelly checked him over quickly. She bandaged a couple of wounds quick and tight.
After she quickly gave him a shot of Demerol, she said; “Daddy, wake the others. Here are the ammonia inhalants, here’s a gun and the guards have guns over there. Stay put. We are going to remove the children and then come back for you, okay? We’ll hurry.” She turned to leave and turned back again.
“Here’s a vial of Demerol and three syringes. If they need it, give it quickly. We’ll need to move you fast when we get back. It’s good to see you again, Daddy.” She had whispered as she headed to the door and Mike opened it for her. Shelly blew her Daddy a kiss and hurried out. Mike saluted Tom and then he disappeared as well.
__________
Mike guarded the door again as Shelly eased into the nursery. She grabbed a bag and stuffed it with clothes, diapers, formula, bottles and baby food. She handed it to Mike and then she got the cloth with the chloroform ready.
She eased toward where the children were in their beds. One was missing. Shelly whipped around and found a little girl in the crib with the infant. She looked to be about four years old.
She crept over and whispered; “Hello sweetheart. Do you speak English?” The child nodded. “What’s your name?” Shell prompted.
“Maria.” The little girl whispered. “This is Carlos. You kept my Papa from killing my baby brother, didn’t you?”
“Yes, honey. I didn’t know you saw that. I’m sorry. I couldn’t let him hurt the baby.” Shell whispered, wondering what to do now.
“He killed my Mama and that…that man. They won’t get back up. Their dead, right?” She whispered again. Her brown eyes were huge as she stared at Shelly.
“Yes Maria. I am so sorry, honey. I didn’t get here in time to save them. But, I’m here now to bring you and your brothers and sister out of here. Is that okay? I couldn’t leave you here.” Shell told the little girl honestly.
“Yes, Juan and Angel are two and three years old. They will listen to me. You don’t have to worry about us not being quiet. We are afraid of the mean men downstairs.” Little Maria seemed so grown up.
No child should have to go through this.
“Okay honey, I’m going to take you to my friends, okay? My husband is outside of the door and my Mama is downstairs. They have held my Daddy and his friends as prisoners and we have to get them out as well. So, I need you to trust me…” Shell looked around to see two sets of big brown eyes looking at her.
“Ah…Okay.” Shell wiped the tears from her cheek. “Stay here a second, Maria. Juan, Angel—I will take you to Mike and then I will grab the baby and carry Maria out on my back, okay?” They nodded.
Shell ran to the door and helped Mike put Juan on his back and to carry Angel in his left arm. She quickly picked up the baby and Maria climbed on her back. Shelly hesitated for a moment. “We’re going to play hide and seek from the bad guys, okay? Quiet and fast...”
With that, Shelly ran down the steps. Darla and Charlie took the children to hand them off downstairs and Mike and Shell ran back up to get her Daddy and the others.
“Let’s clear the rooms,” Mike said and Shelly nodded. Ten men and two women went down quietly. Mike saw Shelly’s tears when she found an infant in the bed with one of the couples. Shelly froze in place and stared at the corner. Mike followed her gaze and saw the light.
“Shell, we have to move,” he whispered but Shell was listening to someone else.
“Aunt T…?” Shell whispered. Even Mike saw Katrina’s form in the strange glow in the corner. He knew at once that this was Shelly’s angel.
None of them believed in guardian angels until the mission in Guatemala. Shelly’s near death experience had brought Katrina to the surface and now whenever Shelly was in grave danger, she would appear.
Shelly nodded at whatever was exchanged between her and her aunt. Then she got back to work without explaining anything. She stuffed as many things for the child that she could and held the baby close to her chest while Mike swaddled the child to her.
“I didn’t see him, Shelly,” Mike cried. He hated to see Shelly this upset.
“I know that, Mike. We had no choice,” Shelly said, relieved that the pacifier she’d put in the baby’s mouth had so far kept it quiet. She had a bottle ready, just in case. “This is not a normal op.”
They hurried in to get Tom and the others. Shelly handed Tom her extra weapon and Mike gave Mark his. Hawthorne and Smitty were barely walking. “Let’s go. We found one more child, guys. Let’s move.” Mike told them and they headed down the steps.
Shell stopped long enough to radio Alan. “Alan, are the charges set?”
“Yes, you have five minutes.” Alan said. They had taken longer than they had expected. He was freaking out at this point.
“Get out of here. We’re headed your way. Take the team and get back to where you need to be. Go now!” Shelly demanded. “Let’s move guys, faster!”
Tom and Mark were supporting Hawthorne and Shelly and Mike were half carrying Smitty. None of these guys were small. They struggled to the basement and eased their way into the bunkroom below.
The others ran ahead while Mike and Shelly tried to carry Smitty back.
The baby was starting to whimper.
“Ah, not now sugar. Hang on. We’ll get you out of here.” Shell murmured. Alan came at a dead run with Lee and between them and Mike, they ran ahead with Smitty.
Shell followed at a slower pace. She pulled the bottle out and was feeding the little infant, while continuing to briskly walk forward.
She heard someone behind her. Shell popped straps and covered the baby with her flak jacket in one quick motion. She rolled into the nearest cavern and eased the child to the floor. She rolled back into the tunnel.
Three mercenaries were headed her way. Shell continued to roll and shoot as three more came running and then another two and then two more followed. All hell broke loose and by the time the explosion went off twelve mercenaries were dead in the main bunkroom.
“Shell…!” Mike yelled.
“Stay put, Michael, I’m coming,” Shell groaned and rolled to her feet and went to pick up the baby. She looked up to see Maggie. “None of you listen worth crap, you know that?” she asked and grinned.
“Come on, Midget…let me give you a hand,” Maggie said and put her arm around her. She had seen all the bodies in the main bunkroom. Shelly had cleaned house.
“How did you manage not to get the baby hurt?” she asked as they limped back.
“I put the little thing in that room back there,” Shelly said and stopped a minute. “Okay, it’s a boy.” She grinned, then asked, “Um, Maggie, is Mike okay?”
“He’s pretty upset,” Maggie said. Mike told him that he took out the man and woman without realizing a baby was in bed with them. Shelly had made the save on the child.
“We’ll make it right, somehow. They were both shooting at him, Maggie. He had no choice.” Shell said.
“This is a real newborn we have here. He still has a clamp on his cord. Are these people crazy? Their having babies in the middle of this mess?” Shell said quietly. “I grabbed what I could for him. I don’t even know if he has a name yet.”
Mike met them and he helped get Shell’s equipment off while Darla held the baby for her. “Shell, you’ve been shot.” Mike said quietly.
Shelly looked at him and then down at her left arm. “Come on, let’s clean you up. We need you with the guys.”
Maggie told the others how many Shelly had stopped in the main bunkroom. She was proud of her friend and Katie and Darla quickly checked out the baby. He didn’t have a mark and Shelly was black and blue.
Maggie grinned. “She stowed the baby in one of the rooms and rolled all over the place to keep them from getting at him.”
Katie shook her head. “Can you take him, Darla?” Katie asked.
“Yes, go ahead. We need Shell for the men.” Darla grinned when she saw Sally holding the other baby and Maria was lying on the cot with her as well.
Lee was on his knees in front of her talking to the little girl calmly, and Matt and Samantha were entertaining the other two children.
“Shelly, this is nasty.” Katie complained as she washed her wound.
“There’s probably rock and dirt in the wound, Mama. It ricocheted off of the wall and hit me. I was bound to get hit by something, Mama. I was lucky.” They watched as Shelly helped to clean her wound and gave herself a couple of local numbing shots and started removing the bullet and the debris.
“Shelly, I can do this.” Katie griped. No one should have to tend to their own wounds.
“I know that. Mama, I need you to assess everyone’s injuries and get them set up. I’ll get this cleaned up with Mike’s help and then we’ll help get these guys fixed up, okay?” Shell grimaced when she pulled the bullet and a piece of the tunnel out of her arm. She flushed it a couple of times, sutured it up and had Mike bandage it while she looked at the men. She had her own bleeding under control.
She honestly thought she had been lucky and for the little guy not to get hit with all of the flying bullets and rocks—that was a miracle. She had no idea where those men came from. They must have been the outside detail. Who knew?
Katie met her with a list of their injuries and vital signs. Tom needed stitches on his chin and abdomen but his injuries were inflicted during interrogation—mostly beating.
Hawthorne had been beaten the worst and he was really cut, bruised and had broken ribs. Mark wasn’t a lot better.
Smitty had been shot. He was first priority. He had a gunshot to the abdomen. Shelly had them prep Smitty and get him set up with an IV and got a couple blood donors going and then Shelly quickly, cleaned, sutured, bandaged and administered pain shots to the other three men. They were helped to the cots and gently laid down.
Katie stayed by Shelly’s side but was constantly checking on her husband. “Mama, stay with Daddy. Mike and Darla can help me.” Shelly said quietly. She had been torn also.
“Please Mama. I know he will be okay if you are with him.” Shelly whispered and Katie finally nodded. Darla and Mike stepped in to help with Smitty. Shelly made a clean incision and went after the bullet.
He had been shot two days before. She was afraid of what she would find. The spleen was history, the liver had been lacerated, and there was tissue and muscle damage, but everything cleaned up nicely and was sutured back together neatly.
Infection was going to be a problem. Shelly cleaned him up. She covered the wound with sterile dressing. Sam had collected the first unit of blood and Shelly put it on him. She made sure he had a full tank of oxygen going and hung a bag of IV antibiotics from her kit. The wound was a wicked one. His chances of survival were slim. Two days with a bullet in your gut. Shell shuddered at the thought of how much infection had to have set in by now.
Shelly washed up and went to check the others. She smiled when little Maria held out her arms to her. She bent over and picked her up. “Hello Sweetheart. Are you guys, okay?” Shell asked her.
“Thank you for saving us.” Maria whispered.
“We aren’t out of here yet, Sugar, but you can count on us trying to protect you and your family here with our lives.” Shelly brushed the black curls away from the little girl’s face.
“Maria, did you know that a baby was born tonight?” She asked.
“No, Miss Shelly…No one said anything.” Maria looked at the infant.
Shelly went over to pick the baby up. “Who was in the second bedroom, Maria?”
“Marcus and Margo, Miss Shelly. Margo had a big belly…oh!” Maria had tears in her eyes. “She was kind of mean. She worked with the men downstairs. Daddy wasn’t too happy that she was going to have a baby.”
“Well, why don’t we call him Marco then? He will be named after both parents, okay?” Shell said lightly.
Maria had seen enough death for a forty year old, much less a four year old. “Tell me, do you and Juan and Angel get along really good?” Maria nodded. “Great! Then do you guys want to sort out all of the clothes and stuff we grabbed for you so we can make sense out of what belongs to whom. We just grabbed and stuffed, Maria, I hope we got enough things for you all.” Shelly reached out gently and cupped Maria’s trembling chin in her hand. “We will take care of you and your family, honey. Please try to not worry so much.” Maria nodded and went to get her brother and sister.
Sally still held Carlos and Lee had sat down on her cot talking to her. Shelly remembered his story of Afghanistan. At least he knew that their team didn’t leave children behind and that they protected them. None of the unit thought for a second about leaving them or eliminating them. It was just not in this special unit’s make up.
Tom laid his head in Katie’s lap. They both watched their daughter comfort and care for the children in stride. She stood holding the newborn and talking to Matt at the same time.
For a moment, Tom could picture her in the jungle with a baby on one hip and a machine gun on the other. He was smiling. Nothing was too conventional when it came to his youngest daughter. He couldn’t believe that she took down twelve of those mercs in the bunkroom. Those men were vicious and lethal. The baby didn’t have a mark on him. His daughter amazed Tom.
“Yes, she is something else, isn’t she?” Katie whispered.
“She makes me proud, Katie. This is not the profession that I would have chosen for her but she sure makes me proud.” Tom said.
He had vaguely seen her drop the two guards and ghost around picking locks on shackles. He had never seen anyone more quiet and invisible before. She did her job well.
Shell came over to check on her father. “How are you, Daddy?” She whispered.
Hawthorne and Mark were sound asleep. It was the first real peaceful sleep that they had had since they had been abducted.
“I’m alright. Honey, we lost ten instructors. They took them down at the airport.” Tom told her. Shelly sat down abruptly in the chair and handed ‘Marco’ to her Mama. “They didn’t have a chance, honey. Someone gave them up.”
Shelly glared at the wall. “Daddy, I have a feeling that I know who is behind this and he is mine. He is all mine!” Shell jumped up and stomped down the tunnel. She picked up her weapon as she stomped by.
“Should we go after her?” Tom asked.
“No, Mike will go. She needs a moment, honey. Shelly is not enjoying having to take so many lives. Alan said there were a total of fifty this time. The body count is growing and we still have to get out of here.” Katie felt bad.
Shell did not want to get back into this mess and yet here she was in the thick of it and her team depended on her logic and skills.
Technically, Matthew and Mike were in charge but everyone listened to their little agent. She was good. She was efficient and she tried her best to walk away without fatalities. So far, that was exactly what she had done. She had almost been a fatality more than once but she protected her team relentlessly. Okay, Katie was proud of her also.
__________
“Shelly, could you use someone to talk to?” Darla had followed this time. Hawthorne was trying to talk to Mike and Mike kept staring down the tunnel but couldn’t get away to get to her. He was concerned about his wife.
“Hmm…?” Shell looked around and saw Darla and then Maggie coming toward her. “Oh, hey guys. Sure. Let’s walk back and see what we can find.” Shelly whispered.
They all eased back into the bunkroom and found besides the many bodies that the stairs were still intact. “We don’t dare try to open the door yet. Let’s go on back. Grab the weapons from these guys, okay?” They walked back with a dozen machine pistols, grenades, rifles, and ammo.
“Maggie.” Shell stopped before she got back to their bunkroom. “I don’t want you to be angry with me but—well—are you sure Gabe Norton had nothing to do with any of this?”
Maggie sucked in a deep breath, leaned against the wall and slid to the floor. “Oh God, Shell. I hope not. He knows too much.” She looked at her fellow agents in fear.
“I had the same thought, Shelly, and then I thought I was being paranoid. They had to know that Bud’s team was coming in. Someone had to tell them. Who else knows that we bring in Quantico teams when we need extra people? Who else has seen our extra command center?” Maggie bent over and put her hands on her knees.
“Damn it Shelly, I know this man. I worked with him. I know his family. He’s a good man.” Maggie cried.
Shelly and Darla looked at her. “I understand that, Maggie. I’m just trying to figure out how they know so much. I don’t want it to be Gabe either.” Shell flinched.
“Let’s keep this to ourselves, okay? We’ll use more back doors and codes when we use command and we won’t let anyone know what we are up to.” She said as she picked up her load.
“It isn’t as though we have much of a plan anyway, now is it?” She grinned. “Maggie, I wanted to get your input only, okay? Darla and I will not share this info until we can confirm it. Are you okay with that?” Shelly asked.
Maggie looked at her friend and smiled. “Thanks Shell. We can only hope that we have more ‘good guys’ out there than bad ones, right?”
They all piled the weapons and ammo against the wall and everyone found spots to lie down. Shelly’s spot was in Mike’s arms.
Katie handed her the infant and everyone watched the fussy baby nuzzle against Shelly’s neck and fall asleep. Shelly had a way with kids. Babies absolutely loved her so if they had trouble with any of them, Shelly would be the one handling them. She had more of a calming factor than even Katie did at this point.
“Ah, you look so perfect like that.” Katie grinned. “I have med watch, honey, you two get some rest.” Shelly was exhausted. The body count was taking its toll on her already. Katie hoped that Jenn would be waiting for them. She was good with Shelly and Annie.
“Mike.” Shelly whispered a couple hours later.
“Yeah Babe...” Mike whispered back.
“I am going to sneak out and email home. You wanna cover me?” She whispered and Mike nodded. “We have to let them know what’s happening and that we found Daddy and Mark. Annie and Jenn are probably going crazy by now. ‘sides, I want to know how our babies are doing.” She grinned down at him.
They eased out of bed and Shelly handed the baby to her Mama. “Let’s do this.” They quickly went back up to the concrete bunker and Shelly climbed the tree outside it. Mike climbed to the first big limb and covered his wife while she tried to get high enough to be able to get a signal to email out.
Mike was impressed with Shelly. The arm wound was inevitable. She had to have rolled in a tight position to not get any worse of a wound. Her aim had been accurate and she had protected her package—the baby—that he should have caught and protected the first time around. There was no doubt. They needed her on this mission.
Shell looked down at Mike and blew him a kiss. She was soon too far up for him to see within a couple of minutes. Mike started scanning their area. He had no idea how they were going to get everyone out of this one alive. Smitty had Shell and the rest of them worried. He was a tough man and built better than any of the other instructors but a gut shot is a bear—even when it is taken care of immediately.
Mike could tell by Shelly’s face whenever she walked away from the man, that Smitty was critical.
CHAPTER FOUR
Shelly opened her pack and pulled out her laptop. This poor thing was her right arm and it had been through some bad stuff with her. The laptop she had before died with a bullet dead center. It had saved her life but gave up its life in the process. Shelly did have a thing for her computer. Everyone in the unit kidded Mike about his computer that he called ‘Lolita’. At least she just called all of her laptops by the same name…Sugar.
Shelly quickly accessed the embedded message from Beth;
CHILDREN AND FAMILY ARE OKAY. THEY MISS YOU. HOME IN OAKRIDGE HAS BEEN ACCESSED. WEIRD STUFF IS MISSING. THEY DIDN’T GET INTO SECOND COMMAND. ALARMS BROUGHT IN NATIONAL GUARD AND NOW YOUR HOME, MAGGIE’S, TINA’S AND ANNIE’S ARE BEING CLOSELY MONITORED. WE ARE STAYING TIGHT AND HAVE WEAPONS READY IF NECESSARY.
WE DON’T KNOW WHAT’S GOING ON. WE KNOW IT’S BIG BUT YOU PROBABLY ALREADY KNOW THAT.
LET US KNOW WHAT YOU NEED FROM US AND PLEASE UPDATE US ON OUR PEOPLE.
BETH.
Shelly saved Beth’s message to file. They would study it and try to read between the lines after they were in the bunkroom. She hurried to send Beth a message as well.
TWO VILLAS HAVE BEEN ACCESSED AND ENEMY ELIMINATED. WE HAVE FOUR OF MISSING PARTY, THE ENEMY HAD ELIMINATED THE REST. DADDY, MARK AND BUD ARE IN GOOD CONDITION. SMITTY IS CRITICAL. WE HAVE CHILDREN; ONE FOUR YEAR OLD, ONE THREE YEAR OLD, ONE—TWO YEAR OLD, ONE INFANT AND ONE BORN ONLY HOURS AGO. ALL ARE UNINJURED. WE ARE WORKING ON A WAY OUT. WE LOVE YOU GUYS…
SHELL
Shelly closed the laptop thoughtfully and placed it back into her backpack. She took the rifle off of her shoulder and looked through the scope. This was one of the new ones. It looked and handled like a M16 but it had a night scope and an extension barrel with a silencer. She put it together quickly and scanned the jungle. There were six mercs that were spread out on patrol.
Shelly waited and watched for a few minutes. If she took them out, they would have to locate and hide the bodies. They would be missed.
Shelly disassembled her rifle and climbed down. “Hurry Mike, there’s a patrol coming.” She whispered and flew by him. Mike was quick to follow.
They ran silently to their bunker and hurried down the steps. “Lee, take the door. Roger, back him up.” Shelly wheezed as she plopped down on the chair by Matthew.
“Chief, our home has been broken into but they said they didn’t get into command.” Shell opened the laptop and showed them Beth’s message.
Little Marco was squirming and about to throw a hissy fit. Shell dropped her packs and went to pick up the little guy and he nuzzled into her neck. “Shhh. Sweet baby... We’ll fix you a bottle, okay?” Shelly looked up to see Maggie coming with a bottle.
“Thanks Mag. I thought everyone had fallen asleep.” She whispered.
As Shelly sat and fed the baby, Maggie read Beth’s message. “Shell…?” Maggie’s eyes were huge. “Do they think that they are going to the islands?” They stared at each other. “Why would they do that?”
Shelly held Marco over her shoulder and rubbed his little back. “Maggie, whoever it was had taken stuff. But, no weapons were taken—and command had not been infiltrated. What did they take?” Shelly was staring at the wall.
Lee stiffened and whispered; “Shell, men are coming this way.”
“Crap, I knew that I should have taken them out.” Shelly griped. “Grab a gun, Mag. I think we’re going to be the welcoming committee.”
Shelly handed the baby to Katie who was staring at her. “I know, Mama, we’ll talk about it when I get back.”
Maggie and Shell grabbed their silenced pistols, and went out with Steve and Jerry, leaving Roger guarding the door.
They rolled in pairs into the jungle for cover. Shelly rolled right into one of the mercenaries. Without thinking she aimed and took him down. Another jumped her from behind and Maggie couldn’t get a shot off.
Shelly struggled until she managed to kick the weapon out of the man’s hand. Maggie stood there helpless and in horror and watched as Shelly took a couple of nasty hits.
She couldn’t shoot the man—they were too fast and too close together. Finally, Shelly turned with enough momentum to shove the palm of her hand with a driving force upward on the man’s nose. He was dead before he hit the ground. Maggie hurried over and helped Shelly up.
“Are you okay, Shelly?” She whispered. Then Maggie ducked as Shelly came up shooting… Two more down. “Shell, I couldn’t get a damn shot off—are you okay?” Maggie shook her head. Shelly was bleeding. The man was well over six foot tall and built like a bull. Shelly still took him out. How did she do that?
Shelly checked for pulses on all four men. They drug them into a pit that had been made for a trap. Quickly, they stripped them of weapons, radios, and ammo, then rolled them into the pit and covered it up. They turned in unison to see Lee and Jerry dragging the other two. After their weapons had been removed, Shelly helped roll them into the pit and covered it up again.
“There was only six on patrol. I was hoping they wouldn’t get this close—that’s what I get for hoping, huh?” She smiled as she looked at them through the blood. “I guess it’s time to go get yelled at by Mama, again. Let’s go back to our hole in the ground, what do ya’ say?”
Lee and Jerry stared at the bloody agent and stared at the distorted face on the man she hit. The height and body mass difference was so great—they didn’t see how that was even possible. They looked at each other and shook their heads in amazement.
They all ran back carrying a load of equipment that would come in handy. Shell tapped on the door. “Honey, I’m home free.” She whispered and Roger quickly let them in. They all ran down the steps and dropped their new stash and their own weapons for the others to go through.
Mike and Katie jumped up to see to Shelly’s injuries. Maggie grabbed water bottles and handed one to Shelly.
“Rinse your mouth out, Shelly.” She said quietly.
“What the hell happened up there?” Mike demanded. He looked at the guys that shook their heads at him.
“Sorry, Mike.” Lee said. “Shell and Maggie rolled into the thicker side. We got two and they got four. Shelly said that was all of the patrol on this side.” He hated that the little agent was the one stuck with hand-to-hand combat.
“Correction, Shelly got four. They were quiet and lethal, Mike. I’ve never seen anyone move that fast. Well, except Shelly, but she’s been holding back on us guys. The midget is quick. By the time that guy realized that he had under estimated her, he was finished.” Maggie was still in shock.
“I’m okay, Mike. One of them jumped me and I couldn’t get away. Maggie couldn’t get a shot off. The man was big but he was really fast.” Shell flinched as her Mama cleaned her lip and chin for stitches. “Anyway, we have a lot more weapons and ammo. There were two claymores each on them and we now have a radio.”
Mike pulled Shelly’s top off as Katie and Maggie took her boots and combat pants. She was down to sports bra and shorts—and wall-to-wall bruises.
“Ah, Shelly…!” Katie cried. The man had beaten the tar out of her daughter. She looked as bad as Bud and Tom did.
They hadn’t been out there long enough for her to be hurt that badly.
“I know Mama, the man was huge.” Shelly grunted as they taped her ribs but she didn’t complain. She even winked at Maria and whispered. “It looks worse than it is, Maria, I’m okay.”
The little girl had tears in her eyes and Shelly held out her arms. Maria gently climbed into Shell’s lap while Katie put the stitches in where they were needed. Maggie held out an oxygen mask and turned on the tank.
“Breathe, Shell. Just relax and let’s make sure you aren’t too broken up.” She knew that Shelly was tough but she just saw her do the impossible. The man looked like a bouncer at a nightclub. You could tell he was well trained in martial arts but Shelly met almost all of his moves with the same force.
It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Shelly was taking the blows to set up a kill shot. When Maggie saw Shelly throw that much power upward with just the palm of her hand, she heard bone and cartilage give way and then the man’s eyes went from startled to blank in a matter of seconds. Maggie knelt down and checked Shelly’s right hand and wrist. Shelly flinched from her touch.
“Damn, Shelly, what all did you break?” She examined the bruised palm. The cuts and bruises on Shell’s small hands looked awful and then she could see the problem.
“Shelly, I think you fractured your wrist.” Maggie ran and got a brace and eased Shelly’s hand and wrist into it. Once it was strapped on, Maggie wrapped an ice pack around it.
Katie gave Shelly a couple of shots and they could visually see the tension fade in her daughter’s body. “Are you feeling any better, honey?” Katie whispered.
Shelly leaned against her and Mike handed her another ice pack for her face. “Come on Sugar, its way past daybreak and you haven’t had any sleep. Let’s lie you down for a little bit.”
Maggie picked up Maria and held her as Mike gently picked up Shelly and took her to one of the bunks. His little wife had taken another beating. Mike was tired of this.
“I’ll be back; try to sleep while we go over the Intel.” He whispered and kissed her forehead.
“Mike, we have to get to the islands, honey.” Shell whispered. Mike turned back slowly and stared at her. “I—I—Maggie?” Shell stuttered.
Maggie flew to her side. “What Shell?”
“Would he take our children?” Shell whispered.
Maggie’s face registered pure shock. “Oh. My. Lord!” Maggie slid down to the floor and put her head on Shelly’s bunk. When she looked up, everyone was staring at her. “We have to tell them, Shelly.” She whispered.
Sam went and sat by Maggie. She wrapped her arm around her friend. “She’s right; this can’t be a coincidence.”
__________
Shelly finally fell asleep after another shot. They had to get her to rest. Her sternum was bruised and even though the X-rays said that she had healed from the rifle shot that shattered her sternum four months earlier, everyone was still concerned.
“Maggie, explain to me what happened again.” Mike said. All of the team sat up and even Tom and Mark were waiting to hear the whole thing again.
“Okay, we had just wondered about the message that Beth had sent when Lee heard someone near the entrance. We went out in pairs. All of you, except Roger, were asleep. We left Roger on the door. Lee and Jerry rolled right and we rolled left. The guys were heading back, I guess. They actually didn’t open the bunker door but walked around it. But it was too late. Shell rolled right into one of them and by the time she took him down another guy jumped her. Damn Mike, that man was fast. They were a blur and close—you know—I couldn’t jump in to help and I couldn’t shoot the man.” Maggie took a breath.
“Listen, I know that Shelly is good. Okay? I guess I thought the mission and recovery had slowed her down but she’s faster than ever, Mike. The man had to weigh well over two hundred pounds but Shell met his kicks and his hand thrusts. I thought that he was getting the best of her until I realized that Shell took those hits on purpose.” Maggie nodded at the disbelief on the other’s faces.
“I’m serious. She set him up. I think she knew that she had to set up a kill shot. She had kicked him hard in the groin and he didn’t even flinch, he kept coming. As quick as Shell could get enough distance between them and I was getting ready to shoot him, her hand shot up open handed and she shoved her palm upward under the man’s nose with so much force that the man’s nose shattered and he died before he hit the ground.” Maggie saw Katie shudder.
“I ran over to help her up and she brought her weapon up. I thought she was still in attack mode and ducked. Two more guys were coming up behind me and Shelly double tapped them both between the eyes. I don’t even know how she saw them through all of that blood—but she was right on target.” Maggie took a swig of her water as she looked back at her small friend.
She would never under estimate Michelle Brooke again.
“Damn.” Matt stared at her. “Well, she said that she was in better shape than she had been in for over three years. I guess she was serious.” He looked at Katie. “You said that she was good. That was hard for you to admit, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, it was. Look at her Matt! She is so small that it doesn’t matter how badly she beats her opponent, she still gets hurt.” Katie buried her head in Tom’s chest. “So, what was she talking about—who would take our children?” She demanded.
“Gabriel Norton.” Maggie said bluntly and Matthew stared at them. “I’m serious and it’s killing me, Matt. Who else knows everything about us? Who would take only what they might need for the children? Who knew that they would be in the islands and practically unprotected? Matt, Gabe has to have something to do with this.”
“No freaking way!” Matt griped. He grabbed a cigar and stomped back the tunnel. They let him go; he needed to think this one out. Maggie, Shell and Sam had time to get it straight before this. It still hurt.
“He’ll be okay in a minute, Maggie.” Shelly whispered. She had rolled over to put her hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Maggie, I know you think a lot of Gabe.”
Maggie looked at her. “Not as much as Moses and our friends and children at the islands, Shell. He’s not going to get by with this.” Maggie growled.
“No, he isn’t. Help me up, Maggie.” Shelly had already started to get up and Katie jumped up to protest.
“Mama, give me a minute. I have to think on my feet.” Shelly told her and they helped her up. How were they going to get out of here and protect the family on the island at the same time?
Shelly stretched and her fist automatically went to her chest. She wondered if it was like a phantom pain—something psychological—but sometimes her sternum still had sharp pains in it. That had been the worse pain ever. She’d never forget it. Shelly went over and read the message on the laptop again.
“Okay, how do we get out of here?” She asked bluntly.
“It’s not going to be pretty.” Mike said.
“It never is.” Shelly replied as she went to check Smitty again. He was burning up. “Guys, start using more of the ice packs on him. I’m going to run two IV’s and see if we can bring this fever down. I have him on the highest does of the strongest antibiotic that we have.” Shelly frowned.
“When was the last time that he was awake?” She asked.
“It’s been hours, Shell.” Katie whispered.
Shelly knew that Smitty’s chances were really slim. He was one hard-nosed instructor but he was also the best Quantico had. He had a wife and a kid. This just wasn’t right.
Shelly got out her laptop and studied the format again. “We’re going to have to push the envelope guys. Man, I hate this. Smitty shouldn’t be moved but we are going to have to do this. Jerry, Roger—I need both of you muscle bound guys to be ready to run with him, okay? We’ll get a litter under him.” Shell looked up as Matt walked back in. “Hey Chief.” Matt was pale. This had totally knocked the wind out of him.
“I’m still hoping that you are wrong, Shell.” He said gruffly.
“So am I, Chief. I have to go back up and warn our people, Sir.” Shelly started to get dressed. “I will send them a message to not allow anyone on the island and to be ready to leave on the yacht at a moment’s notice. Big Mike’s boat is set up the best. I’m going to tell them to watch out for Norton and his men.”
“Shell…” Mike started and then he realized that she was the smallest and she would be the only one that would make it to the damn tree unnoticed.
“We’ll cover you. Let’s make this quick.” He finished and soon they were following her up the stairs.
Shelly ran up the stairs and Mike and Alan followed. Lee took over the door. Shelly didn’t stop when she reached the tree. She flew up the tree as fast as she could climb. Quickly, she pulled out the laptop and hurriedly sent off a message.
BETH;
MAKE SURE EVERYONE IS ARMED. GET BIG MIKE’S BOAT READY. DO NOT LET ANYONE ELSE ON OR OFF THE ISLAND. BEWARE OF GABE NORTON AND HIS TEAM. WE WILL FINISH DOING AS MUCH DAMAGE AS POSSIBLE AND THEN WE WILL BE HEADED TO CANCUN TO TAKE DADDY’S PLANE BACK. HANG TIGHT. WE WILL BE THERE AS SOON AS POSSIBLE.
SHELL
Shelly sent the message and scanned the area quickly. She didn’t see anyone but two guards in front of the entrance to the next villa. She saw another bunker straight across toward the shoreline. That’s the one that they needed.
If the enemy thought that they were going from tunnel to tunnel in sequence, they would believe them to be headed northwest not southeast.
Yes, that would get them far enough out of sequence to throw them off and get the heck out of Mexico!
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