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Lieutenant Colonel Eagle Tryggvesson never shivered a day in her life. The word “cold” was not in her dictionary. She stood on the hangar deck of the Knight’s Keep looking out over the valley. It was a late February afternoon and the sun was dipping behind the mountains to the west. The valley below was covered in a heavy blanket of snow. She was dressed in a gray parka with a fur-lined hood, snow pants, and boots. The team had just finished digging out the hangar deck—again. No, it wasn’t like standing on top of one of the mountains overlooking the fjords of her native Norway; but the view of the Sierra Nevada Mountains was still beautiful.
Eagle rested her shovel against the wall. The winter had been harsh, and most of the time they found themselves assisting the base personnel with snow removal, chiefly the hangar deck. The rest of the team made a hasty retreat into the warmth of the building, but she wanted to enjoy the cold in solitude. There were a lot of things on her mind. Sami Norwegian by birth and a naturalized citizen, Eagle could trace her ancestry back over a thousand years to a Viking king. She was perhaps the last chance her people would have of seating someone to the throne of Norway. Her chances were slim, but she maintained her preparation in hopes. She loved her way of life with the team, but knew that the dangers it held could put her in jeopardy.
She heard footsteps on the frozen deck behind her. Eagle didn’t turn, she knew who it was. A large pair of arms found their way around her waist. She glanced up to see D.M.; he was still dressed from shoveling. His six foot six frame and two hundred and sixty pounds looked even bigger in his snow gear. His hood was hiding a beautiful head of raven black hair.
“Lemme guess, you Vikings have antifreeze in your veins?” he joked, snuggling up against her.
“Salt water more like,” she replied. Eagle loved to hear his voice. It was none too deep, yet manly; commanding when necessary; and seductive enough to give her goose bumps when he whispered to her.
“That figures. You miss home?” he asked softly.
“Yes, I do.”
“Why don’t you see if you can get some leave?”
“Maybe.”
He brought his head down so it was next to hers. “How far we’ve come.” He sighed deeply.
“Huh?”
“Well, here we are, almost two years into the team’s existence; and we’re still together.”
She turned her head slightly so her cheek rubbed against his, feeling the roughness of his five o’clock shadow. “Yeah, and to think of how we started.”
“You doing battle with the committee, having to deal with Admiral Westland and the sabotage he did to us.”
“I was seriously wondering in the beginning when I met all of you if I’d gotten in over my head,” she said.
He kissed her cheek. “You did. But fortunately for you we turned out to be a pretty good bunch of guys.”
She laughed lightly. “When I first saw all of you together, my thoughts were about how I got stuck with a ‘Dirty Half-Dozen.’ But luckily you all turned out to be clean shaven, tidy, and well mannered—mostly.”
“And then when you got control of the Knight’s Keep, Westland was livid.”
“Oh heck yeah,” she said, “and when the Dragonslayers moved into his luxury hideaway, I think that was the last straw for him.”
D.M. shoved his hands in the pockets of her parka. “I just wish I’d created the armor before we got into those bad missions. Frank might still be walking and I might still have use of my arm.”
“But you’ve made your disability into an advantage.”
He straightened up. “You think we’d be having more problems if Westland was still around?”
“I’m sure. He didn’t take too kindly to having us kill his source of income.”
D.M. rested his chin on the top of her head, “Yeah, Kemal wasn’t much of a challenge for me.”
“And having Westland out of the picture at least gave us a better boss.”
“I envy Cabbott for getting to take that shot.”
“Shame on you! There should be no envy when someone takes a life.”
The major shivered. He didn’t do well with cold weather; his Spanish blood ran too hot to be comfortable in the snow. Eagle laughed lightly, “Gee, I guess we should go in and get you warmed up.”
“I won’t argue that...Hey, have you given any thought about setting a date for us to get married?”
“Traditionally, my people tend to wed in the spring, after the winter thaw.”
“This spring, or next?”
“Considering how much protocol I have to go through, probably next spring. It’s customary for couples to court at least a year before being wed.”
“I just hope we survive a year. Not like we have a very safe occupation.”
Major D.M. Elliott was the giant of the team. Normally a rather friendly individual unless he was angry; then it was best to get out of his way. He hated being called by his given name, Douglas MacArthur, so instead decided the initials suited him just fine. After being horrifically wounded on their very first mission, D.M. fought to stay with the team. He put his MIT education to work and built a robotic arm to go over his severely damaged left arm.
Eagle wiggled from his grasp and turned to face him. “I’m sure we will. You’ve given us wonderful technology to protect ourselves.”
She stood a foot shorter than D.M. and was well over one hundred pounds lighter. The wind blew her paper-white bangs across her face. He reached up and brushed them to the side, letting his fingers continue on through her hair. Eagle was unique in that she was piebald—her bangs were white and the rest of her hair was blonde.
He leaned down and gently kissed her. “Can we please go in now? I’m beginning to feel like a giant Popsicle!”
She laughed and turned to grab her shovel. D.M. took it from her and carried it back to the hangar. They went in and she poked the button for the elevator. As they rode down, Eagle rubbed her hands against his right arm trying to do her best to warm him up.
“You know, there is an easier way,” D.M. said as he looked down and watched her with amusement.
“Hmmm?”
He noticed the adoring look on her face. Even though their relationship went against the rules set down by the military, and they had to do their best to keep it quiet; it was obvious that Eagle loved him with all her heart. “Yeah, why don’t we go get a nice hot shower?” he said.
Eagle shook her head. “I’m not cold, really.”
The elevator doors opened and they walked down the hall together. “You might not be, but I am.” He nudged at her playfully. “Besides, I can’t be long, I got something to do.”
“Oh?” she replied as they stopped at her door.
“It’s a bit of a surprise,” he said; his nearly black eyes twinkled in the dim light. Eagle reached up and touched his left temple, her hand brushing against his cheek. The white hair that grew back as a result of a nasty bullet crease probably bothered her more than him.
“I figure you’d wanna dye this to hide the bad memory,” she said softly.
“I don’t because I wanna be reminded I’m human like everyone else and I’m capable of making mistakes as well.”
“That wasn’t a mistake, it was survival.”
“Perhaps that’s how you see it. But I’m sure with a little more thought at the moment; I wouldn’t have killed Kemal’s kid,” he said.
“You didn’t have another moment, you had that very split second and you did what you needed to survive.”
He put his hand on her shoulder, “Come on; let’s forget about that. I’m cold and I’d really like to get warmed up. And I’m happy to spend any quality time I can with you, even if it’s just a short bit.”
“So am I to assume this is what we’ll be calling a quickie?” she teased.
D.M. chuckled, “Well, I suppose so, for the time being.”
“Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar,” the wail from the minaret sounded over the town of Maicao, in northeastern Colombia calling loyal followers to adhan, Friday noontime prayers. As the second largest mosque in Latin America, the Mosque Omar Ibn Al-Khattab had over a thousand patrons. The stark white walls, dome, and minaret pushed up from the comparatively flat landscape. It was quite cool despite being late February.
As the people filed in for prayer, they removed their shoes and washed hands, face, ears, and feet. The women went their separate ways to pray together, the men gathered in the center of the mosque. They waited on the massive carpet for the proper time. All pointed east toward Mecca. As they knelt, their bodies stretched prostrate, listening to the imam deliver his sermon in Arabic, his voice reverberating through the temple. The masses were silent. Lasting over an hour, the sermon lectured on the emphasis of the peace and unity in Islam.
But for one man, peace meant something different. It no longer meant a peaceful religion. It now meant war against the infidels. Mohamed Delgado was born of a Muslim father and a Colombian mother. He’d been studying Islam all his life. At age twenty-four, he was feeling the crush of Western civilization and the Christian influence. A few of his friends banded together and started reading the Qur’an and exploring the dar al-harb, the realm of war. They harkened back to the Kharajites, a violent religious sect that waged war on Sunni and Shi’a traditions of Islam, tearing the fundamentals of Islam to shreds. Now they were considered radical Islamic jihadists.
As prayers ended, Delgado calmly filed out and slipped on his shoes. Soon he would meet his friends for the drive to Medellín. It would take them well into the night to make the six hundred mile journey. He was excited. They were confident their little group would be invited. And the gift they hoped to bring would certainly ensure their acceptance.
Eagle wandered into the dining room. It was probably fifteen minutes before dinner and she wanted to watch the news. There was a strong, but wonderful aroma of seafood drifting from the kitchen. Grabbing the remote control, she sat down and turned on the TV. A few moments later she heard the clatter of kitchen wares followed by what she thought was D.M.’s voice cursing in Spanish. She got up and went into the kitchen.
The major stood at the stove tending a large pan. He sported a white apron over his duty gray uniform. She thought he looked rather comical considering his robotic left arm looked so out of place along with the rest of him. He was the last person she expected to find in a kitchen.
“What on earth are you doing?” Eagle asked.
“Cooking dinner.”
“Yes, I see, but we have a chef for that.”
“I know. I’ve had a serious craving for paella. I got the supply guy to get everything on my shopping list so I could make it.”
“And I’m sure the chef would have prepared it…Gee, I wasn’t aware you knew how to cook,” she said.
He smiled, “All self-respecting Spaniards should at least know how to make proper paella. My momma taught me well.”
“Smells good; I’m impressed.”
D.M. took a spoon and daintily scooped up some of the dish, offering it to her. “I think you’ll find this to your liking. There’s lobster, crab, shrimp, scallops, clams, mussels, and monk fish in it.”
She sampled it, “Ooohh, D.M., that’s fabulous!”
He looked down at her, noticing her bright blue eyes were almost as big as the smile on her lips. “Good, eh? With your love of seafood, I didn’t think this would be an issue.”
“Certainly not. I hope the others will like it.”
“They’re men; they’re garbage disposals!”
Eagle laughed, “Very true, they are…Well, I don’t think Julia Childs would be rolling over in her grave with this kind of cooking.” She reached into the pan and poked at one of the whole shrimp that lay on top of the simmering rice. “Think anyone will be brave enough to suck the guts?”
“I’m brave. I find them rather tasty,” he said, grinning.
“Oh? And you gave me shit for eating lutefisk!” She laughed and playfully punched him on the arm.
“Yes I did. At least all this stuff is fresh or just recently frozen. Not dried cod preserved in lye.” He carefully stirred the pan, taking great care not to dislodge the meat from the shellfish. He leaned over taking in the aroma.
“Okay, so I eat some strange stuff; just adds to my personality.” She left and returned to her seat.
A few minutes later the rest of the team straggled in. “Evening, ma’am,” Cabbott said as he gently eased himself into his chair.
“Good evening, Captain,” Eagle replied.
“I forgot how much I hate shoveling snow.” He rubbed his face and pulled his fingers through his nearly black hair, regarding her with his soft brown eyes. Eagle knew his eyes were a lie. Behind them lurked a cold, calculated killer. Captain Westmoreland was a reasonably formidable person considering the horrific accident he’d survived. He had broad, strong shoulders and carried his six-foot-two frame proudly. Most of his lower body had been surgically reconstructed after a bad parachute jump left him broken and battered. The Army abandoned him, saying he was unfit for duty, but Eagle took a chance on him and he’d repaid her with his vast knowledge and talents as the number one sniper in the world.
“How could you hate shoveling show? You grew up in Vermont,” she teased.
“Yeah, I had enough of it there!”
Jake took a sniff of the air. “What the hell is that smell?” He took his seat next to where D.M. sat.
“Dinner,” she replied.
“Okay, if you say so.” He was the smallest man on the team, barely five-foot-eight, tipping the scales at a scant one-sixty-five. His dark brown hair and dark hazel green eyes gave him a feisty appearance. Despite being small, Jake had the heart of a lion. Eagle was surprised at how well Lieutenant Collins had come around. He’d put his gang-banger days behind him and took to working with the major in his lab, coming up with some amazing inventions of his own. At age twenty-five he was the youngest on the team.
Sam sat down. “Smells like someone brought the whole San Francisco Fisherman’s Wharf here.”
Eagle giggled, “Just about.”
Lieutenant Sam Waters was an inch taller than Jake and had light brown hair and blue eyes. His Navy background meant he knew how wharves and docks tended to smell. Having started out his career as an Independent Duty Corpsman, he got reclassified into Explosive Ordinance Disposal. He hated the job, and to show his disgust, blew up his commander’s parked car. After accepting a deal instead of prison, he ended up on the team. His medical capabilities were heavily relied upon during their early missions.
Captain Tige St. Ivor stood looking out the window. The winter days were slowly getting longer and he was looking forward to going back out into the field. He was of average build, about five-foot-ten with medium brown hair and blue green eyes. Coming from the SASR—Australian Special Forces, he was on his way to Ft. Benning, Georgia, to train with Captain Westmoreland when he ended up in a bar fight and killed a man. At age forty-two, he was considered the “old man” of the group. The others were in their mid to late thirties, and Jake was the baby. Tige looked around the room, taking a quick mental roll call of who was there. His stomach growled with hunger. “Has anyone seen the major lately?” Despite being with the team since the beginning, his Aussie accent was still strong.
Eagle poured a glass of water. “He’ll be along shortly.”
“What’s he been up to?”
“You’ll see.”
They watched the news with interest. Africa seemed to be exploding into civil war. Countries were changing leadership almost on a daily basis. Some were fighting the resurgence of terrorist organizations; others were fighting for something to eat. Tribal warlords formed motley armies that raped and pillaged other settlements, taking what they wanted, and killing anything that was left. The U.S. Government had not yet decided if it was going to join the mêlée. It was obvious though, that hundreds, if not thousands of lives were being lost every day.
Cabbott leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms over his head. “Okay, who wants to bet we get thrown into that shit hole?”
“Naw mate, your intel is way too good,” Tige said finally taking his seat.
Eagle leaned forward, looking him in the eyes. “Yes Cabbott, what does your intel say?”
“Dunno, haven’t checked in a while.”
The kitchen door opened and D.M. walked out. He was wearing oven mitts and carried the huge pan of paella. The chef hurriedly slipped past him and dropped a large trivet on the table. “Lady, and gentlemen; dinner is served!” he called loudly as he plopped the pan on the table.
“You cooked dinner?!” Jake said as he looked at the hodgepodge of seafood piled on top of the rice.
“Yes, I cooked. I’m not completely helpless in the kitchen.” He dropped his mitts on the table, removed his apron and handed them all to the chef. “For those of you who do not know what this is, it’s a Spanish dish called paella. Traditionally it’s made from seafood, but depending on where you live, you can have it with chicken, beef, pork, or whatever you can wrestle up.”
Tige peered into the pan, “Mmm, kinda like a billabong stew, eh?”
“Uh, I guess you can say that. Except this has rice as the main ingredient.” He waved his hand in the air. “Come on everyone, dig in before it gets cold.”
Eagle was the first to grab the spoon. Having had a sample earlier, she couldn’t wait to try the finished product. D.M. sat down next to her, waiting for her to pass the pan. One by one, the men filled their plates and dug in. Jake took one of the whole shrimp. He placed it on his plate and stared at it. “You know, Maj, ya coulda taken the heads off these things.”
“Nope, the insides add flavor to the dish.”
“Okay, yeah, right.”
Eagle grabbed a clam shell and dug the meat out of it. She then took her fork and scooped up some saffron rice. “D.M., this is absolutely delicious!” They passed on their compliments, surprised the major could create such a good, hearty meal.
D.M. stood up. “Oops, almost forgot,” he said as he dashed into the kitchen and returned a few moments later with two six packs of Alhambra beer. “Gotta have the right beverage to go with it.” He set the beer in the middle of the table, grabbing one for himself. The others quickly took bottles. D.M. found a bottle opener in one of the drawers and passed it around. Happily, he flicked the cap off his with his titanium thumbnail. Having a robotic arm did indeed have its perks once in a while. Settling back down in his chair, he dove into his dinner. He made short work of peeling the shrimp. Once he’d eaten the tail, he grabbed the head, pinching it between his thumb and forefinger. Squeezing the entrails into his mouth, D.M. slurped them down.
Jake watched him. “Oh my God! I can’t believe you just did that! Gross!”
D.M. chuckled, flipped the head of the shrimp around and teased him with the antennae. The lieutenant swatted at him; the others laughed.
Lieutenant Max Hauer fished two clam shells out of his pile of debris. “Hey check this out, when in Spain…” He took one pair of shells in each hand and clacked them together like a set of castanets. They laughed; some of the others picked up shells and played with them. Most of the time Max tended to be fairly straight-laced, but on occasion he did enjoy a bit of humor. He was nearly as tall as Cabbott, built a bit lighter with dark sandy brown hair and green eyes. The Army had recruited him for his language skills. After attending school in Monterey, he’d graduated being fluent in seven languages. He’d done his share of interpreting and occasional attaché duty before being convicted of stealing top-secret documents; Max was looking at hard time in Leavenworth. Rather than spending most of his life in jail, he’d taken the plea bargain of orders in lieu of hard time and ended up with the Dragonslayers.
Eagle put her hand on her head and shook it. “I don’t believe this; I’m surrounded by a bunch of kids!”
Tige did his best to crack a lobster claw. He sent pieces all over the dining room. “Well, boys will be boys!”
“Definitely. I guess I should be happy you’re all having a good time. After such a long winter cooped up in this place, we needed a morale booster.”
They ate, talked, and thoroughly enjoyed the beer D.M. bought. The major sat back in his chair, belly full, and happy the meal turned out well. He looked around the room at his teammates and friends, a damn good group of people to be associated with. Despite their rough beginnings, the team had shown they could handle the difficult missions they’d been assigned. The Special Ops community still didn’t give them much respect, but it didn’t matter, they were all in a place that suited them.
The door opened and Lieutenant Frank Elliott rolled in. “Hey Frankie, you eat dinner yet?” D.M. asked as his half brother approached Eagle. A piece of paper sat in his lap.
“Yeah, ate about an hour ago.”
“Ah, that’s too bad. Well, if you’re still hungry, there’s some leftover paella I made.”
“Damn bro, you made paella? What’s the special occasion?” he said, giving D.M. a gentle elbowing.
“I had a wicked craving for it.”
Frank presented the paper to Eagle. “Hey, next time you decide to make it, let your little brother know, okay? You know how much I love that stuff.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry, Frankie.”
Frank enjoyed his new job down in Security Control; it meant he got to stay on the base and still be associated with the team. His spine may have been severed by a bullet during a mission, but his spirits were still high. Before he was relegated to a wheelchair, he stood just three inches shorter than D.M. There was little family resemblance between them; Frank had medium brown hair and cobalt blue eyes. Perhaps the only likeness was their solid, muscular builds. Despite having the same mother and being five years apart, they were as different as night and day.
Eagle looked at the note. “If you gentlemen will excuse me, I have a phone call to make. This may be work for us.”
“Good, hope there’s no snow involved,” Sam joked.
“Maybe we’ll go before the next storm hits so we don’t have to dig the base out again,” Max added.
Jake wandered down the hall toward his room. It was 2200 and he’d decided to work in the lab after dinner. Cabbott came out of the rec room and headed for his room. He noticed Jake. “Hey, what’ve you been up to? You missed a good movie.”
The lieutenant yawned, “Felt like doing some work. Got an idea kicking around in my head.”
Cabbott smiled and wagged his finger. “All work and no play makes Jake a dull boy.”
“Aw, I play enough; probably too much for Eagle’s taste. But sometimes it’s hard to fight the creative urge.”
“The curse of a gifted mind.” He opened his door. “Good night, Jake.”
“Night, Cap,” he replied lazily as he headed down the hall. He stopped and turned when he realized what he’d said. Although the team was more like a family, they were still military and expected to render the proper customs and courtesies to one another.
He looked at Cabbott, who chuckled, “Cute, very cute.”
“Oh, very sorry, sir. I get lazy when I’m tired. It won’t happen again.”
“No offence taken. Actually I like it…Cap…not quite Captain, and not exactly my first name—more of a nickname if you like.”
“Well, there are two of you captains now, and it would be easier to differentiate who’s who when we’re training and stuff,” Jake said.
“True. All right, permission granted to call me that from now on.”
“Cool. I certainly don’t mean any disrespect by it. I mean, we lieutenants call Tige, Captain, because of the respect we have for him. And I respect you equally.”
“Go on, go get some sleep. Hopefully tomorrow we’ll find out if we have some work or not.” He stepped inside his room and closed the door. Heading to the bathroom, he opened the medicine cabinet and grabbed a bottle of painkillers. After all the surgeries he’d had, they were a normal part of his day: pills in the morning, pills at lunch, pills at night. He knew that after today’s shoveling he’d be sore, so he tipped out one extra. Some days his pain wasn’t bad, but he still popped his pills.
Turning on the tap, he got a glass of water. Tossing the pills in his mouth, he could taste their bitterness. Chasing them down with water, he turned off the tap and studied himself in the mirror a few moments. Rubbing his hands over his face, he wondered what it would be like to live a day without pain medication. Could he do it? It was difficult to know if he could function without them; his body looked forward to the relief they gave him. Relief from the nearly ten pounds of metal hardware that held his body together; relief from the scars that would pull against his skin; and relief from the depression-inducing pain that called his body home.
He got out of his uniform and turned on the shower. It would be probably half an hour before the drugs went to work and he smelled rather rank from all their hand-to-hand training and snow shoveling. Stepping into the shower, he let the water run over his body while he rubbed his tired muscles. Slowly he could feel the effects of the drugs kicking in. The dull ache that ran up each leg subsided and his back began to relax. A calm feeling worked into his mind; he was getting relief from the agony that plagued him.
Was all the pain he’d suffered, and would continue to suffer worth it? Yes, Cabbott reflected, he was alive, but at times his life could be miserable. How much longer could he continue like this? Living on handfuls of pills and possibly facing more surgeries, a lifestyle that would have most thinking of ending it all. If it weren’t for the fact that I love my job, it would be so easy to call it quits, he thought. He loved the team, they were his new family. He’d joined them for two reasons: to continue doing what he now understood as his livelihood, and for the blonde beauty that commanded them.
He knew the second reason was wrong, but he couldn’t fight it. Still, every day was a battle with his inner psyche: the pain, the depression, the frustration of it all. How can I live like this? Cabbott thought as he picked up the bar of soap. Just grab my .45 out of the nightstand and stick the barrel in my mouth, problem solved, and no more pain. No, he couldn’t, that was the coward’s way out.
Late the next morning, Mohamed Delgado and his three friends arrived in Medellín. Pablo Kassem, was twenty, tall, and a dark-skinned Colombian. Hussein Ramirez was twenty-one and from a village not far from Maciao. Juan Ortiz al-Hassat was the youngest. Although he was eighteen, he looked more like fifteen. He was born of a wealthy family and wanted to use some of that money to forward their cause.
Now they waited at the front gate of Gabriel Marquez’s hacienda. He was the new leader of the Medellín cocaine cartel. After being wiped out in the late 90s, they secretly regrouped and formed a new cartel that was once again rivaling the Calí cartel.
A guard at the gate checked their IDs and verified them against his guest list. The heavy black wrought iron gates opened, and they were waved inside. Pulling up to the lavish hacienda, the four men got out. Armed guards met them, escorting them inside. They were brought into a large courtyard with a covered patio running nearly all the way around.
Gabriel Marquez sat in a comfortable chair, smoking a Cuban cigar. “Ah, gentlemen, you have come a long way. Can I have my servants get you anything?”
“Respectfully, no, sir,” Delgado said. He was happy to be standing after a twelve-hour drive. There was an uneasy tension in the air.
“You must want to see the stuff, eh?”
“Yes, sir.”
Marquez waved at one of his associates, who went inside and brought out a duffel bag. “It is not much to look at, but it packs a big bang!” He offered the bag to Delgado. It was a fairly large, black duffel, weighing almost nothing.
He unzipped the bag and looked inside. It was filled with a soft foam rubber substance. “Is this some kind of joke?” Delgado said, a hint of nervousness in his voice.
“No, no amigo, not a joke. This is what we get from processing our cocaine waste. Yes, it may look like ordinary foam rubber, but that’s the beauty of it. Amigos, this foam can be used for packing, or even sewn into garments.”
“May we see it used?” Delgado asked.
“Yes. Why don’t you come, sit down, and have something to wet your thirst? My bartender can make you a delicious non alcoholic fruit drink.”
Al-Hassat licked his lips. A tasty fruit drink would be wonderful after such a long drive, he thought. This hacienda was beautiful and he was sure the food and drinks were the best available.
“Perhaps just some water, please,” Delgado replied.
Marquez barely lifted his finger when one of his men hurried inside, returning with a pitcher of ice water and four glasses. “Please, my friends, have some of our water. There is a natural spring right here on the property. It is very good.”
The foursome poured water and sipped on it. “Señor Marquez, does the cartel not wish to use this for its own use?” Ramirez asked.
“Yes we do. But there is so much we make with our waste products we have enough to sell to other interested parties. And you look interested.”
“We most definitely are,” Kassem said.
Marquez carefully rolled a bit of ash from his cigar. “Are you part of al-Qaeda?”
Delgado took a long drink of water. “No, we aren’t exactly al-Qaeda; but we are trying to get in with them.”
“I’ve heard there is a small cell near Calí.”
“We will take this to them, show them how good it works, and hope they accept us. We want to fight for what we believe in.”
Marquez puffed on his cigar. “So, you hope by bearing gifts, they will take you?”
Al-Hassat set his glass down. “Si, Señor. We also heard that FARC has worked an alliance with the cell.”
“Yes, that is true. Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia is supposed to help us move through different South American countries. We’ve had so much trouble getting our product into the U.S. and Europe that we now have to go through West Africa,” Marquez said, taking a sip of his whiskey. He set the glass down and stood. “I will see if my men are ready. We’ll do the demonstration further out on my property,” he said, then laughed lightly. “I’m tired of my windows getting rattled and my wife is angry that her Iladro collection keeps falling off the shelves.” He stepped out into the courtyard and hollered at one of his men, “¡Oye! Miguel, traiga el Rover alrededor.” He wanted his Land Rover brought around.
Several minutes later the vehicle pulled up. Marquez and the foursome climbed in. They drove for ten minutes before stopping at the edge of a large field. They got out, meeting with another one of Marquez’s men. A small, rough wooden table was out in the field nearly one hundred meters from them.
“My friends, there is a piece of explosive about the size of a coffee mug on that table wired with a small detonation charge,” Marquez said, pointing to the table. He took a radio control detonator and pulled up the antenna. “You might want to cover your ears. It’s very loud.” He pushed the button. An instant later a huge explosion rocked them. The four men ducked from the blast. Marquez stood watching them, laughing.
“Allah!” Kassem said as he stood up.
“Good stuff, eh?” Marquez laughed heartily.
“Yes, Señor, it is very good. How much would you charge us for just the duffel bag full?” Delgado asked.
“My friends, I believe we can come to some sort of good faith agreement.”
Ramirez scratched his head. “Señor, what do you mean?”
“I think al-Qaeda can help with our cause as well.”
“How so?” Delgado asked.
“By carrying out their operations, they will hopefully draw attention away from our shipments. And they are helping us in Africa.”
Six hours later the foursome pulled into Calí. They stopped at a local restaurant for something to eat. “So do you know how to find them, Mohamed?” Kassem said as he took a drink of water. He frowned at the taste.
“I have an address and phone number of one man; I was told he would help us.”
“Just one? I thought there would be many more,” Ramirez said.
“Hussein, they do not want the whole world to know they are here. This is the back steps of America.”
“So will we go to him after we eat?” al-Hassat asked.
“Yes, I will call him when we are finished.”
“I’m almost too excited to eat,” Kassem said.
“Eat. It may be a while before we can have food again,” Delgado replied.
“Do you think they will take us?” Ramirez said, as he took a drink of water. Their food was brought out and they ate ravenously.
“With what we bring, I think they will embrace us with open arms.”
Mir Fahad bin Saleh bin Abdul Qaa’dir al-Shinwari wasn’t a man of technology. He’d been relegated to learning its use to further the cause. It felt odd to use this thing called a computer and to read something called email. He wondered whatever happened to the paper kind of mail. At seventy-five years of age, he was just hoping that the world would be a simpler place. Afghan by birth, Fahad spent most of his life in one war or another; it was his sole existence. The dusty plains of Afghanistan hardly seemed the place for a technological revolution.
“What does it say Mir Fahad?” Malik el-Zafiri asked eagerly. He addressed Fahad formally; “Mir” was a respectful term for high-ranking men. He was forty and had already fought in many battles. The Afghan war had gone on too long for all of them. They wanted to find a way to stop it. America was a huge thorn in their side; worse than the Russians had been.
“One moment, my eager student; this is not easy for an old man to understand,” Fahad said as he poked at the small keyboard.
“Do you want me to read?”
Fahad held his finger up and shushed him. It took several minutes before he understood the full gist of the email. “Our friends in Calí, Colombia have come upon something wondrous. They wish to share it with us.”
“What? What is it?” el-Zafiri pestered. He was not well known for his patience.
“It says there were four young men who came from Maicao, by way of Medellín. They brought a new type of explosive.”
“New? What kind?”
Fahad turned to him, “I do not know, it did not say. But I will have you make travel arrangements to Calí to find out. Bring some back if you can.”
“Yes, Mir Fahad. It would be my pleasure.”
Fahad sat back and ran his fingers through his long gray beard. If indeed it was a new kind of explosive, it could conceivably change the course of the war. Attacks against the Americans and her allies could be carried out with ease. They could be struck where it would hurt the most.
Morning arrived and the team met for breakfast. There was a buzz of excitement in the air. Was there going to be some work? It had been a long month since their mission to eliminate Admiral Richard Westland. Feelings had been mixed about that outing. Some didn’t feel it was right to assassinate another American. But when they learned of how deadly the missiles would have been if the blueprints made it to the arms market, they knew they’d done the right thing. Hundreds of thousands of lives could have been lost.
Eagle was the last to arrive. They all stood as she entered. “Good morning, gentlemen. I know you’re all on the edge of your seats wanting to know if we have a mission.” She took her seat; the others joined her.
“What gave that away?” Tige said, smiling.
“It’s quarter to six and you’re here before me.”
“Okay, so we’re a little excited,” D.M. said as he poured a cup of coffee.
Eagle poured her customary cup of tea. “I think you’re more excited about work than you are Christmas.”
The chef came out and announced the choices for breakfast. They put in their orders and resumed their conversation. “So do we know where we’ll be going?” Jake asked as he poured sugar into his coffee.
“Currently it looks like Africa, where I don’t know yet.”
He looked down the table at Cabbott. “Gee, then it looks like you were right, Cap.”
The captain took a long drink of his coffee. “Mmm, I have my moments.”
Eagle regarded Jake sternly. “What did you just call him?” She was not amused.
Jake quickly put his cup down and held both hands up in polite defense. “Oh, I meant no disrespect, ma’am. See, it was kind of an accident last night. I was tired and got lazy and accidently called him Cap. He’s cool with it, right, sir?”
Cabbott leaned forward slightly. “Yeah, I’m fine with it. And he made a good point; there are two captains now, so that should eliminate confusion during training.”
Eagle settled back into her chair. Although she wasn’t always the most proper when it came to customs and courtesies, they were still military and rank had its privileges. She’d also noticed that Jake had taken to calling D.M. “Maj” instead of major. “All right, Captain, as long as you’re fine with that.”
“Yes, ma’am, I am.”
“After breakfast, I have to call General Spears and see if the mission brief has come down. If so, we’ll start planning for wherever we’re going in Africa.”
Tige pulled five dollars out of his pocket and smacked it down on the table. “I bet five for Somalia.”
Jake reached in his pocket, finding nothing but fuzz. “Uh, I’ll have five for Eritrea.”
“I’ll bet on Libya,” Max said.
Cabbott finished his coffee. “I take Sudan.”
D.M. scratched his head. “Aw shit, I guess I’ll take Sierra Leone then.”
“Hmmm, I think I’ll go with Ethiopia,” Sam said finally.
“Whoa, hang on. What are you guys doing?” Eagle protested; this was not something she approved of.
“Just making a friendly wager of where we’ll get sent,” Tige replied.
“Gentlemen, this is not some off-track betting facility. This is the military and we have rules to follow.”
“I don’t see a problem with it. We need to have a little fun. And we never bet much, more of a morale booster, if you will,” D.M. said.
Eagle finished her tea and stood; the others got up. “I don’t approve, but if it makes you happy, please keep it within reason, all right?”
“Yes, ma’am,” they replied. She headed to her office.
Half an hour later, the team was in the briefing room waiting for Eagle. They sat around the large oval table talking quietly. In a way they were happy to get some work; but there was always the dread of the possible danger ahead.
“What do you think we’re gonna be doing?” Jake said.
“I dunno. Africa is a big place with lots of troubles,” D.M. replied. He picked nervously at his fingernails.
“Vacation is over, you lazy asses, we now have a job to do,” Eagle called as she came in the briefing room. A few cheers went up as they quickly stood.
“Take your seats,” she said.
“Oh? So were we right?” Tige piped up.
“Yes, it’s Africa.”
Cabbott groaned, “Uh, of course, my least favorite place in the world.”
“I thought the Middle East was your least favorite,” Max said, as he playfully elbowed the captain.
“Close race for the biggest shit hole.”
Eagle sat down at the keyboard. After a few minutes of arguing with the computer, she finally got to the secure website and downloaded their mission brief. “Well, the ‘shit hole’ as Cabbott calls it, is Sudan…” She was interrupted by several remarks about the captain being right. “Excuse me, gentlemen? I’d like to continue.” She got their attention back. “There is believed to be a terror training camp near Sharom, about twenty-seven miles southeast of Khartoum. Our job is to recon, verify the existence, and then take it out.”
“How come we got saddled with this mission? Don’t they usually fly Predator drones over, do their recon, make up their minds, and then go back and blow it up? No one has to be on the ground, no one gets hurt,” Tige asked.
Eagle looked through more of the information. “Hmmm, there’s supposed to be a new school in the area that was built last year. Looks like some charity built it.”
“So, who gives a shit?” Jake added.
“Evidently someone doesn’t want that school blown up and they don’t trust the Predators to do the job without making a mess.”
“Are we really sure it’s a school? Or are they hiding something?” Cabbott said as he flipped open a small notebook. “Does it say which charity built the school?”
“Let me see,” she looked further. “Some charity called the African Renewal Project—ARP.” Cabbott jotted down the name. He’d research the organization later on his own. Something seemed fishy to him.
“And just how are we going to insert? It’s not like we can just fly right in there and not be obvious. We’ll probably be packing pretty heavy and can’t come in on commercial airlines,” Cabbott mentioned.
“What about needing air support?” Jake added.
Eagle logged off the computer. “I’m going to consult General Spears a bit more on this. You’ve all brought up valid points and questions. I’ll see what he has to say and if there’s any more information we haven’t been given. I don’t really look forward to a trip to Africa, but if they have a good mission for us, then we should take it. Until then, gentlemen.” She stood to leave. The men quickly stood as she left the room.
“Why is it the missions we get smell rotten from the very beginning?” Jake broke the silence.
“Dunno. Maybe because we’re still fairly new in the Special Ops community they figure we need to have our share of sucky missions to prove ourselves,” D.M. said as he stretched his arms over his head.
Cabbott studied the notes he’d jotted down. “Hate to say it, but this one doesn’t feel right.” He had the telltale funny feeling in his gut.
Tige turned to him, “I bet you say that about every mission. Is there any you don’t feel funny about?”
“Only because I have a lot of experience with these ‘irregular’ missions; there were lots of ’em when I was working with the CIA.”
Max pushed his chair against the table. “The whole thing does seem a bit odd.Why do we have to be so careful not to blow up a school? I think Cap’s right, maybe they are hiding something.”
“I’m gonna dig into my agency intel and see what I can find about this charity. Something tells me that the U.S. Government has its fingers in the pot.”
D.M. and Jake were down in the lab making sure their armor was functioning properly. After a rough first few missions and bad casualties, D.M. put his mind to work and used his degree in chemical engineering to create the ultimate in protection: bulletproof plastic. His discovery wasn’t without side effects. In the research phase, he’d had an accident that destroyed the lab and nearly a million dollars of his own equipment. But he’d done it. Now they had some protection against small arms fire, giving them an edge in combat.
Jake added his own creation to the armor—nanotechnology. It allowed them to change the armor to different camouflage patterns so they blended in better with their surroundings. Also he designed what he affectionately called a slinky suit. It was a thin suit with a special polymer gel, worn under the armor to keep the wearer either warm or cool depending on conditions. He wasn’t a graduate from any college or technical school; Jake barely graduated high school. D.M. asked him for help when he was building his robotic arm and Jake became interested in science. He worked alongside the major, and soon was creating his own inventions.
“Crap,” D.M. said, as he held the laptop in the bend of his right arm, a cable ran to a suit of armor. “I’m getting a battery error in Tige’s suit.”
“Gimme a minute and I’ll take a look at it.”
“Okay. Thanks. We need to make sure we’re one hundred percent on everything. This doesn’t sound like an easy mission.”
“Are they ever?” Jake said as he checked the color saturation in Max’s armor, making sure all the plates and small scales were changing color correctly. “Hey Maj? Do we know what power is available in Sudan?”
“I looked it up, two-thirty volts and fifty hertz.”
“So we need to pack a transformer, huh?”
“Yeah, I got one. I’ll make sure it’s on the pallet.”
Jake finished with Max’s armor and moved on to Tige’s. “That would really suck if we couldn’t charge up after a patrol. Dark gray doesn’t match very well with red sand.”
“Naw, we’d stick out pretty good. And we’ll need all the advantages we can get.”
The next morning at breakfast Eagle briefed them on the information she’d gotten from General Spears. “To answer some of your questions, gentlemen, we are doing this mission because they suspect al-Qaeda to be in the area.”
“What else is new?” Jake said.
Cabbott flipped open his notebook. “Ma’am, can I add something to that?”
Eagle looked down the table at him. “Go ahead.”
“I pulled some information on the charity that built the school. It’s a front for a relatively unknown government agency. And get this: their sole purpose is to destabilize African countries, and put into power administrations that are favorable to U.S. policies.”
“And where did you get this information?”
“My CIA account. I let my fingers do the walking. They have a lot of good info that’s not available to just anyone.”
“And this is reliable and up to date information?”
“I’ve bet my life on the intel enough. And it’s updated very regularly, much better than they used to be. That information was only three days old.”
“Perhaps I should put you in charge of our intelligence gathering?”
Cabbott shook his head, “No thanks. I don’t mind helping out on occasion, especially when something doesn’t add up.”
Tige picked up his coffee mug. “Did the general say how we’re inserting?”
“The best he could suggest is for us to go in as aid workers,” she said.
Tige nearly choked on his coffee, coughing several times. “You’ve got to be joking! Look at the lot of us—we reek of military! How are we gonna get our equipment in there?”
“On a supply plane.”
“And where’s the nearest airport?”
“Khartoum,” she said flatly.
“That’s over twenty-seven miles of country to cross loaded with weapons. Not a great plan so far.”
Jake leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “And what did he say about why we have to do the job, and not the Predators?”
“Well, if the information Cabbott provided is correct, they don’t want the school blown up because they’re probably cooking some sort of plan to make a change in government.”
“So the school is most likely a cover for their operation,” Max added.
“Then why the hell don’t they take out the training camp?” Jake said.
Eagle looked at Cabbott for the answer. He flipped through his notes. “They aren’t set up to handle that kind of job. Most of what they do is gradual and relatively nonviolent.”
D.M. leaned back in his chair. He’d been happy to let everyone hash out the details. “So are we gonna do this? And if so, how?”
“Well, I think we have quite a few more details to work out.” She scribbled some notes. “Perhaps we can contact that agency and see how much help they can give us as far as transport and intel.”
Cabbott tore out a page, passing it down the table. “There’s the contact info.”
“Thanks. I’ll get busy and hopefully by dinner have some concrete support for the mission. In the meantime, everyone needs to go down to the medical floor and get what immunizations we’ll need for Africa.”
The whole room broke into groans and complaints about having to get shots.
“Well, ma’am, if you should require any more information, I’ll do my best to help you out,” Cabbott replied, as he flipped his notebook shut and finished off his coffee.
“Thank you, Captain. Having another source of intel is most helpful.”
The two captains stood facing each other. It was just after lunch and the team was down on the sixth floor practicing hand-to-hand combat. Winter had been so severe they couldn’t do any field training. They were forced to practice combat skills, marksmanship, and getting time in the flight simulators so they could keep their edge. Eagle took a short break from her mission planning to watch.
“You ready, mate?” Tige said as he assumed a fighting stance, both hands up and ready.
“Sure. It's been a while though,” Cabbott replied.
“Tige, go easy on him. Remember, he's not completely combat ready,” Eagle said. She was uneasy about letting Cabbott practice fighting skills; he was only three weeks post op from his last surgery to replace his right knee.
“Yes, ma'am. I put extra pads down on the floor,” Tige said as he looked Cabbott in the eyes. “Shall we dance?”
They squared up and within seconds, Tige landed a few punches. Cabbott took the hits and managed a couple of his own. He was sorely out of practice and this was the only way to get back in the game. Tige attacked again. He reached in, grabbed Cabbott, throwing him to the floor. He landed on his back with a soft thud. He lay there for a moment and started to laugh.
“Captain? Are you okay?” Eagle said. She still wasn’t completely comfortable with calling him Cap.
“Yes, ma'am, I'm fine.”
Tige helped him up. “What was so funny?”
“Oh, I'm just so out of practice. I can easily defend against that. And the attacker doesn't live to tell about it.”
“Show me.”
They squared up again. “Okay, let's do this in slow motion; I'm not up to speed.”
“Right.” Tige made a few punches that Cabbott blocked. Then he made his move to grab him. Cabbott got hold of Tige's wrist, turned it, and with a deliberate movement brought his left hand up making a simulated chop to the throat.
“I just crushed your larynx,” he said as he took his hand and playfully patted Tige on the cheek.
“Nice move, mate.”
“Yeah, the CIA taught me a few useful things.” He sat down and took a drink of water. Even though he no longer walked with the cane, the captain still grew tired. He worked hard on his physical therapy, sometimes swimming for a couple of hours on top of all their training. Knowing that fitness was important, he’d put in extra effort to get back in shape for missions. Cabbott enjoyed being with his new team; they all got along and it felt like family to him. Even though he knew he shouldn’t make friends, he felt a strong bond with everyone. He’d made the mistake of making friends with his spotter and had to watch him die on the mountain after a botched agency mission. It was something that haunted him nearly every night.
After a couple of minutes he stood. “Okay, who wants to learn something different?”
Max was the first to step out. “Me!”
“Hmmm, are you a glutton for punishment?”
“Naw, wanna learn some new stuff, and you got some great skills,” Max replied as he squared up.
Cabbott glanced over at Eagle and smiled. “Good to be appreciated for once.”
She returned his smile. “I told General Spears if we were able to get you fixed up you’d be a real asset to the team…Looks like I was right.”
“Although, my parents aren’t very happy with this situation; mom thought she was gonna get her little boy back.” He stepped out and faced Max. “Okay, let’s do this at half speed.” He threw a couple of punches which Max easily blocked. They went back and forth for a few minutes. Cabbott decided to make his move. Closing the distance, he grabbed Max’s left arm, blocked his right hand and then with the palm of his left hand, made an upward thrust toward Max’s nose. He stopped just an inch short of his target. “Bam! I just shoved your nasal bone through your brain.”
Max took a step back. “Ah, nice one.”
They continued practicing until dinner. As the last of them wandered into the dining room and took their seats, Eagle produced a folder. “Gentlemen, I’ve spent quite a bit of time on the phone with the general and he’s done his best to get this mission straightened out for us.”
“Did you have any luck contacting that ‘aid’ group?” Cabbott asked as he poured a glass of water.
“Yes, I got in touch with them. They’re a very interesting establishment.”
D.M. looked at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Well, after dropping some credentials, they were most helpful in providing support for us.”
“I figured they would,” Cabbott said as he took a long drink of water. “Any help they can give us to take care of the problem just makes their job easier in the end.”
“So when’s our ‘go’ date?” Tige asked.
“We got a week or so to get our act together. I’ve asked the African Renewal Project for some advance scout photographs, if they could. The supposed training camp isn’t far from the school. They’re confident they can get a person over there to take some pictures for us so we can get a better look at the layout.”
“A mile? That would be seriously easy pickings for the Predator, and they still want us to go?” Jake asked.
“Yes.”
“My, that’s awfully risky. I guess they’re confident their person won’t get caught,” Cabbott added. He still had a funny feeling about the mission.
“I guess. They said they should have the photos to me in a couple of days. In the meantime, I think everyone should get as much time on the ranges as possible.”
D.M. looked over at Jake, who didn’t appear to be feeling well. “Hey, you okay?”
“I’m feeling the effects from all the shots we got.”
“Yeah, my arm’s killing me from whatever they gave us,” the major replied, as he rubbed his arm.
“Well, hopefully a good night’s sleep’ll make me feel better.”
The next morning Jake awoke feeling worse than the night before. It took great effort for him to get out of bed and take a shower. His head was spinning; he felt cold. Getting dressed and making it down the hall for breakfast was almost more than he could bear. He staggered into the dining room. D.M. glanced over his shoulder and noticed it was Jake. A moment later, he heard the resounding thud of a body hitting the floor. He turned around to see Jake passed out.
“Shit! Jake?” He hurriedly went to him. The lieutenant was out cold. “Jake? Jake? Hey, wake up,” he said, patting him on the side of the face. He could feel the heat against his hand. “My God, you’ve got one helluva fever; I’d better get you to the medical floor.” Just as he was getting his arms under him, the door opened and Sam walked in.
“What happened?”
“He passed out; he’s got a bad fever.”
Sam put his hand on Jake’s forehead. “You’re right on that one, he’s burning up. Any idea what caused it?”
“He said he wasn’t feeling very good after we got shots yesterday.” He hefted Jake’s limp body and made his way to the door. Sam opened it and followed D.M. down the hall toward the elevator.
“Crap, he probably had a reaction.”
“I dunno. All I know is I gotta get him some help fast.”
They got Jake down to the medical floor where he was taken to a room. His fever was so high he was starting to convulse. Dr. Miles quickly went to work on him. An IV was started and the technicians hurriedly worked to cool him down.
“Major, how long has he been like this?”
“Not sure. He came in for breakfast and passed out. Last night he said he wasn’t feeling well after the shots.”
“Are there any more of you who are ill?”
“I don’t think so. Most of us felt a bit yucky, but it cleared up.”
Sam leaned against the door post. “Sir, do you think he had a reaction?”
“Certainly looks like it right now. I’m gonna draw full labs on him and see if we can figure out what went wrong.”
D.M. stood looking at Jake. “Think he’ll be okay?”
“I’m not sure right now, Major. I need some time to figure out what’s wrong so we can help him.”
“I’ll let Eagle know. Pretty sure she’s gonna be quite concerned about him since we have a mission coming up.”
“Hopefully we can get him cooled down and stabilized. I’m definitely worried.”
D.M. and Sam returned to the dining room. The rest of the team was eating breakfast. The major took his seat next to Eagle. “We got a problem,” he said softly.
“What?”
“Jake’s down on the medical floor; it looks like he had a bad reaction to the vaccines we got yesterday. He has a real high fever.”
Eagle sat back and sighed, “Definitely not good.”
“He came in for breakfast and passed out. Sam and I got him down to Doc Miles as fast as we could.”
“Thank you. I’ll check on him after breakfast.”
“I hope he’s okay,” D.M. said softly.
“I hope he is too. We have a mission coming up and we’re gonna need everyone we got for this.”
“What do we do if he’s not better?” he said softly.
“I think we should all hope he gets better. Our options are slim to none.”
Eagle found D.M. by Jake’s side. The lieutenant drifted in and out of consciousness, his fever still high. His body had been draped in cool towels and bags of ice were positioned at strategic cooling points. Dr. Miles came in.
“What’s his condition, Jim?” she asked.
“His fever’s averaging about one-o-four. I’m trying to cool him down, but this is looking like a losing battle. I’ve hit him with ibuprofen and acetaminophen as well as a dose of phenobarbital for the seizures and he’s still cooking. If I can’t get him cooled down more, I’m worried he might suffer some brain damage.”
D.M. stood looking at Jake. He reached down and gently touched one of the ice packs. There had to be some way to help him. He thought for a moment and then an idea hit him. “I think I can help. I’ll be right back.”
He hurried up to the lab and retrieved Jake’s slinky suit. The lieutenant designed the suit as a result of being D.M.’s guinea pig during the testing phase of the armor. He quickly realized that being covered head to toe in plastic was very hot. Perhaps Jake would manage to save himself with his own invention. The major grabbed the suit, laptop, and several feet of connection wire and went back down to the medical floor. “Maybe this’ll help,” he said as he tromped through the door. He held the suit up to Dr. Miles.
“Thank you, Major. I’m willing to try just about anything right now.”
Eagle watched as D.M. worked on hooking up the computer. “Doesn’t the suit have a baseline low temperature? Can you get it cold enough to do any good?”
“Jake did some experiments in the beginning with the polymer gel and actually got the stuff to freeze solid. With the help of the laptop, I can override the safety protocol and get it as cold as you want.”
“I’ll be damned. That might work after all. Let me get some of the nurses and techs in here to help,” Jim replied.
After several minutes of wrestling with Jake’s unconscious body, they got him into the slinky suit. D.M. quickly went to work on reprogramming the software to allow the suit to be made as cold as necessary. “All right, Doc, all you need to do is adjust the temperature by dragging the cursor up or down this slider bar. It’s set in one degree increments so you can get it exactly where you want it.”
“Thank you, I hope this works.”
“Yeah, me too,” his voice was tinged with worry. Even though his relationship with Jake had a rough beginning, over the last two years they’d forged a very close friendship. D.M. hated to think of what would happen if Jake didn’t make it. He turned to leave; Eagle walked out with him.
“That was some very smart thinking back there,” she said, shoving her hands in her pockets.
“Well, from everything I’ve been told, I’m considered a genius. So in cases like this, I need to get my butt in gear and a find a solution.” He poked the button for the elevator. They waited silently until the doors opened. Stepping inside, D.M. entered the security code for their floor. The doors closed and Eagle turned to him, letting her arms slide around his waist.
“I’m glad I’m in love with such an intelligent guy.” She raised up on her toes to kiss him. D.M. leaned down and met his lips to hers in a gentle kiss.
“And I’m happy to be in love with such a beautiful, understanding woman.” The elevator doors opened and they walked down the hall. Eagle left him and went to her office. D.M. looked at his watch and realized team P.T. would be next. He headed to his room to get changed. For once Eagle managed to get the training schedule right. They all complained about doing P.T. after breakfast and not always feeling well at the end of it. Physical exertion on a nearly empty stomach went much better. Since lunch was two hours away, they could exercise, get a quick shower, and be ready for a good lunch.
It was the middle of the night and Eagle awoke with a startle. She sat up in bed and looked around. There was no one there. It had been a nightmare. Settling back down, she tried to go back to sleep. Not more than ten minutes later she awoke again. The nightmare just kept replaying in her head. She tried one more time with no luck. Finally she got out of bed and went next door to D.M.’s room. Quietly, she made her way into his bedroom and climbed into bed. The major woke up and looked over at her. “To what do I owe this honor? I’m usually the one climbing into your bed.”
She snuggled up against him. “Have this nightmare that won’t stop. Every time I close my eyes, it’s the same thing. I can’t get it to go away. So I figured I’d come over, curl up with you, and hope it won’t come back.”
D.M. rolled over and put his arm across her waist. “What kind of nightmare?”
“Most of the team gets killed by a bomb.”
“Oh, not good; do you know where it happens?”
“No, all I see is reddish colored dirt, maybe sand.”
He reached up and caressed her face. “I hope it’s not a premonition of things to come on this mission.”
“I hope not either.” She wiggled a little more until she pressed her body firmly up against his.
“Better stop or something else will shove back.”
“Mmm, sorry, not trying to get you all hot and bothered; I just feel like I wanna be close to you right now.”
“I understand.” He brushed his fingers through her hair, leaning over, he gently kissed her on the cheek. “Good night, my love, and sweet dreams.” He curled up, trying to make sure as much of him as possible touched her. He knew how it felt to be alone and feeling lost and scared. The major had enough nightmares and flashbacks for the both of them.
“I hope so; now that I’m with you.”
Two days later Jake was awake and feeling better. D.M. was by his side. “You know, you scared the shit out of us.”
“Wasn’t my idea of fun, trust me.” He looked down and noticed he was in his slinky suit. “Why am I in this?”
“Consider yourself saved by your own invention.”
“Huh?”
“Your fever was so out of control that Dr. Miles couldn’t break it. He tried to cool you down with ice packs, but that wasn’t working. So I got your suit, overrode the safety lockout and got you cooled down enough that your little brain didn’t cook.”
Jake held his hand out, “Thanks, man.”
D.M. took his hand and gently squeezed it. “I couldn’t let anything happen to my best friend if I could help it.”
“Hmmm, I guess I owe you another one then; you’ve saved my life twice now.”
“Let’s hope you don’t have to make good on that.”
Eagle came in the door. “Ah Jake, you’re awake!”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“How are you feeling?”
“A bit wrung out. How many days before we head out?”
“Three, maybe four.”
“I think I’ll be okay to go.” He sat up in bed, pushing the covers down to his waist.
“Are you sure? I mean you did have a pretty bad reaction,” she said.
“Is that what happened? I really can’t remember.”
D.M. put his hand on Jake’s head and messed his hair. “Yeah, you came into the dining room and dropped out cold. I had to drag your sorry ass down here so they could fix you.”
“Hmmm, I guess I’m glad I don’t remember.”
It was after dinner when D.M. walked into the lab. There were papers scattered all over the floor in front of the work bench. Jake sat at the computer, his head in his hands. It was obvious the lieutenant was having difficulties of some sort. “Problems?” the major inquired. A low growl was the reply. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’ Care to talk about it?”
Jake looked up and rubbed his hands over his face. “I can’t remember. Can’t fucking remember.”
“Can’t remember what?”
“Not five minutes ago I had a great idea. Just as I was gonna put it on paper, poof! I totally forgot what it was.”
D.M. leaned on the counter, his elbows resting on the black granite. “Oh, come on, we all forget stuff now and again. I’m sure it’ll come to you.”
“I dunno. I’m afraid it won’t. I’ve been having some troubles lately.”
“How long has this been going on?”
“Well, from what I can remember, it seemed to have started after the Kemal mission,” Jake said.
“You did get your bell rung pretty good on that one. Not many can say they’ve survived the blast from a close proximity RPG hit. And you did just have nearly three days with a high fever. Have you talked to Doc about it?”
“No. In the beginning I didn’t think it was anything. I had a good number of headaches because of it. I thought in time I’d be okay.”
“I think you should talk to him and get checked over. Traumatic brain injuries are no joke, my friend.”
Jake sat up and stretched. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. Do you think this’ll affect my career? I mean strange to say, I’m happy here and wanna stick around for a while.”
“I wouldn’t think so. I mean as long as you can function and continue to follow orders or the mission plans. Maybe you’re lucky and just have a mild case. At least I hope that’s all it is. I’d hate to lose my best friend.”
The lieutenant smiled. “You really mean that? I’m your best friend?”
“Yes, I do,” he replied softly, sliding his arms off the counter. “Come on, I’ll go down there with you.”
Cabbott moved effortlessly about the training floor. He was working with one of his favorite weapons, the meteor hammer. It was an obscure Chinese weapon that had a ten-ounce metal ball connected to a ten-foot rope. The attacker could swing the weapon, lash out, and send it flying and then yank back and do it all over again. The weapon was nearly silent, perfect for sentry elimination.
He’d set up a piece of plywood with a couple circles painted on it. The captain practiced hitting each of the circles in rapid succession all while keeping the hammer moving around his body. He didn't even realize that Tige had come out of the elevator and was standing about forty feet behind him. Cabbott made several more attacks before Tige spoke up, “What the bloody hell is that thing?”
Cabbott spun around, startled that someone managed to sneak up on him; the hammer swung, hitting him in the chest with a hollow thud.
“That looks like it hurt, sorry, mate.”
“You get used to it after a while.” He flipped the rope up and caught the hammer. Tige walked over and held out his hand. Cabbott offered it to him.
“Hmmm, it’s a simple little gadget.” Tige examined it.
“The Chinese developed it. I like it because it's quiet and very lethal if used correctly.” He went over to a shoebox on the counter and pulled out another hammer. This one was a fifteen-ounce ball with a six-inch long spike on the opposite end of the attachment ring. “This one is perfect for sentry elimination.” He took the ball from Tige, untied the rope and attached the other one. Stepping back over to his practice area, he began to whirl the hammer. With a quick flick of his hand, he sent the hammer to the target. It embedded easily into the wood. “Now just imagine that's someone's skull.”
“Vicious, I like it!”
Cabbott walked over and wiggled the spike loose. He returned to the counter and put the ball back on the rope, “Wanna have a go?”
“Too right!”
“I suggest you keep it simple, none of the fancy stuff I was doing. I've been practicing for quite a few years.”
Tige walked over to the target. He let the rope out a couple of feet and started to twirl it. He got it up to speed and let go. The hammer missed the target and smacked the metal column that it was leaning against. A loud echo rang through the floor. “Bugger, that's hard to control!”
“Yes it is; takes a lot of practice.”
“Would you be willing to teach me?”
Cabbott nodded, “Sure. Just be ready for your fair share of bruises.”
“Hmmm, maybe I'll get out my old armor to wear for practice sessions.”
“That might not be a bad idea.”
“Right, I’ll go get it.”
Half an hour later Tige stood dressed in his old armor. D.M. decided not to melt it down to build the third generation of armor so they would have a backup if needed. Cabbott fashioned another hammer for Tige to practice.
“All right, let's start with the easy stuff first,” he said as he held the rope and let the hammer slide out about two feet. “Just take one slow swing and aim for the target. Where your hand points should be where the hammer goes.”
Tige followed Cabbott's directions and slowly let the hammer go. It struck the target with a dull thud.
“Good; again, but a bit faster.” He picked up his own hammer and whirled it around. Tige tried again, increasing his speed. He hit the target with more force.
“I like this. Kinda like a boomerang on a leash.”
Cabbott laughed lightly, “Okay, if you say so.” He let fly with his hammer and hit the target right in the center. Quickly stripping the excess rope, he yanked, and brought it hurtling back.
Tige continued to take shots at the target and worked to increase his speed. After a few minutes, he decided to try and change how he whirled the hammer. He lost control and the hammer smacked him right in the breastplate. “Oh, glad I have this on!”
“You’re trying to do too much too fast. This may look like a simple weapon, but it’s very difficult to master. Just take your time. If you wanna try something new, do it slowly.”
“I guess there’s no learning this thing fast, huh?”
“No. I knew a guy who tried to hurry and knocked out all his front teeth. Wasn’t pretty I can assure you.”
Tige swung the hammer again and made a move at the target. The hammer hit right in the center. “Yes!”
“Good shot; now do it again.”
He made the same move but hit on the edge of the circle. Cabbott followed his move and smacked the target hard in the center. Tige stopped and turned to him, “What happens if you got two blokes fighting each other with these things?”
“Hmmm, dunno. Probably be like violent bondage—everyone would be tangled up trying to kill one another.” They both laughed. Tige returned to practicing.
Two days later Eagle called the team to the briefing room. She’d just received several photographs from the African Renewal Project. The men took their seats and sat quietly. This was where they started to put their game faces on. Every part of the mission would have to be committed to memory, no detail left out. The long winter left them hungry for action, now they would finally get it.
“Our friends at the ARP provided us with photographs of the supposed al-Qaeda training camp.” She accessed the computer and brought the images up on the large TV screen. “Okay, everyone have a good look. These photos nearly cost the life of one of their people.”
“Gee, nice to see they wanna help us out for real,” Cabbott joked.
“Not only that, they’ll get us in on their transport plane, take us to their site, and they’ve graciously offered one of their buildings for us to stage out of.”
Tige leaned back in his chair. “Well shit, that takes a lot of the worries out of the planning. We can just waltz in there like the wind and kick the crap out of al-Qaeda.”
Cabbott chuckled, “Yes, well, we still have a lot of work to do. Nothing is ever that simple, you should know.”
Over the next several hours the team planned out the mission. Then they went down to the range and practiced. As far as they were concerned, there could never be enough practice when a full combat mission was impending. After small arms practice, Tige, Cabbott, Sam, and Max trudged down to the basement range to work on distance shooting. From the intel they received, the terrorist training camp appeared to have light perimeter security. A few guards posted on the outskirts of the camp would prove easy pickings for the snipers.
“Right, mate, from the piccys they sent, it looks like we have very little cover anywhere near the camp. We may have to break out the Big Boy,” Tige said as he pointed out a few small hills on the photograph.
Cabbott groaned, “Oh, I hate that thing…But you may be right, might be our best way to eliminate the sentries; unless we do them up close and personal.”
“Hmmm, that may be an idea, certainly quieter. Won’t alert the rest of the camp,” Tige replied as he continued to study the photos.
“Just what are you two cooking up?” Max asked.
“We’re exploring our options. Unlike you two, we have an easy time adjusting our killing tactics to suit the mission,” Cabbott said.
“Well, if we do ’em close, it’ll need to be quiet so the rest of the team can get in position.” Tige took his rifle out of the case, setting it on the shooting bench.
“If we go in at night, or very early dawn, we may be able to get close enough,” Cabbott said as he studied the photos. “There’s a lot of open ground to cross, but with the right camouflage, it’s possible.”
“Oh, we got the right camo for any job. The body armor D.M. and Jake made can change to any color needed,” Sam added.
“Yeah, that’s right. There should be no problem then. But just to be safe, we should sight in and get back in the groove should we need to do them from distance.”
Max groaned, “I should’ve known you’d practice anyways, Cap.”
“Yup, I suppose I should get the .50 cal so we can practice with that.”
“I’ll fetch it; you stay down here with Tige and practice,” Max said as he headed to the elevator.
“Thanks!” Cabbott called.
“So you brought some back?” Fahad said as he looked up at Malik el-Zafiri.
“Yes, a small piece. I was afraid maybe the dogs would alert on it.”
“Did you see it demonstrated?”
“Yes, Mir Fahad. It is very, very powerful.” He opened his suitcase and pulled out a Ziploc bag that was filled with powdered laundry detergent. Opening it, he reached inside and removed a smaller Ziploc bag containing a four-inch square of light yellow foam. “This is it.”
Fahad took the bag, shook the excess detergent off and looked at it. “Why did you hide it in the soap?”
“I was afraid the drug dogs would find it.”
“Not the bomb dogs?”
“No, Mir Fahad, I was told there are no nitrates in the material. It comes as a by-product of cocaine manufacturing; I was afraid maybe the drug dogs would pick it up.”
“Hmmm. It does not look like much.”
“Ah, yes, that is the beauty of it. Our friends in Colombia said there are many ways we could use this explosive—even made into garments.”
“Garments, eh?” Fahad squeezed the foam and studied it. “Did they teach you how to detonate it?”
“Yes. It takes just a small explosion to make it go off. The wiring and detonation is simple. And even a tiny piece can do great damage.”
He handed the bag back to el-Zafiri. “I should like to see a test of this tomorrow. Can you arrange it?”
“Yes, I have enough supplies to do a demonstration.”
“Good. And make sure you have one of those video camera contraptions to film it. If it works as good as you say, we shall get more and share with our brethren.”
“I shall bring honor to our cause. Allah be praised,” el-Zafiri said as he tucked the bag in his robe. He would be up most of the night working, but he didn’t mind. This new explosive could be the most dangerous weapon for al-Qaeda. He was anxious to show the true power of the material; Fahad would be duly impressed.
“You wanted to see me, Doc?” Jake said as he leaned against the doorpost of Dr. Miles’s office. He was never happy to be on the medical floor.
“Yes, come in, sit down, Lieutenant.”
Jake sat down. Jim reached into a file cabinet and pulled out the lieutenant’s medical record. “I have all your test results.”
“How bad is it?”
“Not as bad as you might think. Yes, you have mild to moderate traumatic brain injury. With all the times you’ve had your bell rung, it wouldn’t surprise me.”
Jake rubbed his face. “Yeah, thinking back on it, I did have a few wrecks on my bike when I was younger. And then there was the plane crash at China Lake and the RPG hit at Kemal’s. I suppose my brains have gotten a bit scrambled. What can I do?”
“Unfortunately there isn’t much that can be done. All the studies done on TBI indicate that the brain doesn’t heal very well after shocks like that. Your best bet is to keep busy, keep your mind engaged, and work on maintaining your memory.”
“So I won’t ever get better, will I?”
Jim closed the file, replacing it in the cabinet. “No. And over time as you age, you’ll most likely experience more problems with memory.”
Jake stood. “Great, just great.”
“Sorry I couldn’t give you better news.”
Four days later the team loaded up in the C-130 transport plane. They were heading to Yeager Airport, West Virginia, home of the 130th Airlift Wing to rendezvous with the ARP MD-11 transport. Eagle instructed them to dress as comfortable as possible in civilian clothes that would be functional in the desert. Most were able to come up with light-colored clothes, but Jake and Sam were stuck wearing jeans and t-shirts. They hoped maybe there would be time somewhere on the way to their destination so they could do a quick bit of shopping. A general order was issued that shaving was optional, and highly discouraged. Eagle knew D.M. wouldn’t follow the order, so she’d made it optional. He despised being unshaven; it even tended to be a distraction to him. She knew it was just one of his personality quirks and it wasn’t worth fighting him over.
Eagle studied a crate being loaded on the plane. “Ah, Cap, what’s this all about?”
“Well, I thought it would be a good idea to pack a little extra bang for our buck.There’s six LAWs rockets just in case we need to do a little house warming.”
“I see. How have you planned to deploy them?”
“Each team gets two for use; if necessary.”
“Right.”
“Although I do have a plan B…” he said.
“What?”
“We position you further out on one of the hills and give you a couple of’em.”
“How would I know I wouldn’t be hitting any of you?”
“I have several marking grenades for that purpose,” the captain replied.
She laughed lightly, “I ought to call you the Boy Scout; you’re always prepared.”
Cabbott smiled, “Just the way I was trained.”
The doors on the back of the plane closed and the engines growled to life. Eagle took her seat next to the major. It would be a nearly seven-hour flight to West Virginia, and another thirteen to Khartoum. The team would be cooped up in an aircraft more than twenty hours, enough to drive them crazy from the waiting. She looked around at them, all with solemn faces and deep in thought; she swore she could smell the testosterone in the air. They were ready for a fight. Not since the mission to eliminate Kemal had the team been involved in heavy combat.
Max sat with Cabbott discussing mission plans and telling stories. They’d spent many hours together on the range getting to know each other’s idiosyncrasies and routines.Eagle was pleased they forged a reasonably good working relationship. She knew it was difficult for a sniper to get used to a new spotter, but Cabbott and Max managed to hit it off very well.
“So, you and Tige think taking the guards out quietly will be the best bet?” Max asked as he studied the photo of the camp.
“Yeah, but we’re gonna need a four-prong attack—one for each guard post.”
“And who’s gonna get that task?”
“Well, me, Tige, most likely Jake, and I was hoping you,” the captain replied.
“Why me?”
“In truth, Sam isn’t cut out for that kind of up-close and personal killing. He’s a great guy, but his killing is best done from a bit of a distance. And the major works best as a shock troop,” Cabbott said, trying to get comfortable in the cargo net seat. He’d missed his noontime helping of painkillers and was feeling it.
“How do you know so much about Sam? You’ve only been here a couple of months. I thought it takes much longer to get to know people.”
“I just do. I can feel it about him. From what I’ve heard, he’s a great medic. That’s his calling. Oh sure, he’ll go into combat and kill if he needs to, but he’s really not cut out for this line of work. He’s happier as a healer.”
“I’m not sure I am either.”
Cabbott studied him for a few moments. “You doubt yourself too much. I see it sometimes in your spotting. If you can fight back the doubt, you can win the battle.”
Max rubbed his face and ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m glad you have some faith in me. This job is a lot harder than I thought. Killing isn’t easy.”
“It never is in the beginning…After a while, you get accustomed to it. You may never enjoy the job, but you can do it without too much remorse.”
“Do you enjoy it?”
Cabbott was silent for a few moments. “Sometimes.”
The C-130 touched down at Yeager Airport. The team unloaded and stood waiting for their next ride. Eagle called her contact at the ARP and was assured the plane was inbound and should arrive within the hour. The men were restless and hungry. It took some creative lying and bartering, but Eagle managed to get a member of the 130th to give them a ride to the passenger terminal where they found a pizzeria. They were especially grateful the place sold beer. D.M. did his best keeping order as they happily drank up. After, they returned to the military side of the airport where their next ride awaited.
All stood staring at the MD-11 freighter that was parked on the tarmac. It was plain white, nothing fancy. No artwork, no company name, no windows. They would fly as cargo.
“God, I hope this plane’s got a shit house, ’cause I got a bellyfull of piss and I won’t be long before needin’ it,” Tige said as he looked up at the plane.
Cabbott glanced over at him, “Well, mate, it probably doesn’t, so I suggest you hit the can in the hangar before we go. Otherwise, it’s probably a piss bag.”
“Bugger!” He stomped off toward the hangar with Jake, Max, and Sam right behind.
Eagle regarded D.M., “And you’re not running off to the little boy’s room?”
“Didn’t drink much for dinner. Remember, I’ve done the fighter pilot thing before, I know how it goes.”
“All right then, you can help me get the gear organized. The loadmaster said he wants it brought to the K-loader so it can be taken up.”
Once loaded, it was back in the air for the long trip to Khartoum. They would try to sleep part of the night; the rest would be spent checking equipment and going over mission plans several more times. Most found it difficult to sleep; the excitement was just too much. D.M. managed to take a nice long nap. He awoke to find Eagle snuggled up against him. Since they were flying as cargo, the plane was pressurized, but was far from warm. Most dug through their gear bags and found what extra clothing they could put on. Although they all had their slinky suits, most regarded them as necessary battle equipment and wouldn’t dream of wearing them unless they absolutely had to. Tige found a warm spot on the floor where one of the hydraulic motors was just underneath, keeping the floor pleasantly toasty. He’d told Eagle about it, but she refused, saying she was fine where she was at and wasn’t cold at all.
D.M. looked at his watch. It was time to wake those who had slept and get back to going over plans. They were landing in two hours. He reached over and gently brushed his fingers through Eagle’s hair. She stirred and looked up at him.
“Wakey, wakey. Time to get up, my love,” he said loud enough so she could hear him over the drone of the engines.
She yawned and stretched, “Wow, I actually got some sleep. I’m surprised.”
“You busted your little butt helping us get the gear loaded. I figure you wore yourself out.”
“How long until we land?”
“About two hours. I was gonna wake up the others.” He looked around the plane which was filled with pallets of supplies; some of the team had disappeared to find more comfortable places to sleep. “Well, I will if I can find them!”
Eagle looked around, only seeing Tige and Cabbott. “Yes, where are they?”
D.M. stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly. “Hey, wake up!”
A few moments later Jake, Sam, and Max appeared from behind various pallets. They staggered over.
“Good morning, everyone. I hope you all managed to get some rest,” Eagle said as she pulled out the mission plans for another review. Climbing from her seat on her gear bag, she sat down on the floor, the others gathering around her. They continued to review plans for an hour then moved on to making one final check of their equipment. It would be checked again several times when they were situated at their final destination.
“We’re gonna be met at the airport, right?” Tige asked.
“Yes, there’s a Mr. Crabtree who will meet us. He said he’d be waiting.”
“I hope so, I’d hate to get caught out in the middle of nowhere with all this equipment. We’ll be prime targets for the local militia; or worse, the warlords.”
Cabbott stood and went to his gear bag.He rummaged around and returned to the group with a black head scarf. “Uh, ma’am?”
“Yes?”
“Since this is predominately a Muslim country, you should probably follow suit and cover your head. It’ll also disguise all that blonde hair.” He offered the scarf to her.
Eagle took it. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Thank you, Cap.” She unfolded the scarf and fumbled, trying to put it on.
“Umm, would you like some help?”
“Yes, please,” she said with embarrassment.
Cabbott chuckled and helped her with the scarf. “There. You look like a good little Muslim woman now.”
Eagle growled at him; he laughed. The pilot announced they were on final approach. All did their best to find somewhere comfortable to sit while the plane touched down.The runway was anything but smooth; the plane bounced and bucked as it slowed. They taxied to the small freight terminal and stopped. It was several minutes before the large cargo door was opened. From inside the plane, they could already feel the heat.
“Well, I guess we’re here,” D.M. said as he stood and stretched. The rest stood and started getting their things together. Eagle walked to the open door and peered out. The landscape was bleak and arid. There was nothing but reddish brown sand around the tarmac. The sun was bright and beating down on the old, cracked asphalt. Seeing the color of the reddish brown sand sent a shiver down her spine.
A large tan truck pulled up next to the plane. It resembled an American two-and-a-half ton truck commonly known as a “Deuce-and-a-half.” A tan tarp covered the back. Eagle watched as a tall, thin man dressed in light-colored clothes got out. He sported a wide-brimmed hat and walked with a bit of a limp.
“Are you the contingent from America?” he said in a watered-down British accent.
“Yes. Are you Crabtree?” Eagle called.
“That would be me.” He looked around. “They should hopefully have the pallet lift out shortly.”
The others wandered over to the door, looking out. “My, this place is just so cheery looking,” Jake said as he put on his sunglasses.
“This has got to be the most depressing place I’ve ever seen in my life. Where’s the grass and trees?” Sam asked.
Cabbott leaned against the doorframe. “Well Sam, when God made the earth, he decided he needed to find a place for hell, and this is pretty close to it.”
“No kidding there, Cap.”
“This is why I hate this place so much. Probably this is where I’ll live on as an angry spirit as punishment for my sins.”
“Oh, don’t say that,” Eagle said as she walked by, giving him a little punch on the arm. The pallet lift arrived and the team quickly got everything loaded and down to the ground. They made short work of loading the truck. Eagle went to talk to Crabtree. “So Mr. Crabtree, you work with ARP?”
“Yes I do. Let’s say I’m somewhat of a diplomatic attaché. Please, call me Ernest.” He offered his hand to her. Eagle shook it firmly.
“Very well. I guess since we’re trying to be fairly covert, you may call me Eagle.”
Ernest cocked his head to the side, “Is that your real name or just a call sign?”
“No, no, it’s my real name; I’m Norwegian born.”
D.M. approached. “Truck’s loaded, and we’re ready.”
“Thank you, Ernest, let me introduce you to my second- in-command, Major D.M. Elliott.” She gestured to him.
Ernest offered his hand, D.M. shook it. “Nice to meet you, Major, or should I call you D.M.?” He sized up the major, noticing that he was certainly large.
He looked over at Eagle who answered for him, “D.M. is fine, and Ernest, I’ll introduce you to the rest of the team once we get to your facility.”
“Right then, let’s go.” He headed for the truck, opening the passenger side door. “Uh, Eagle, will you be riding up front?”
“Yes, I should think so. I’d like to get a good look at the area and terrain.”
“Not much to look at, but you’re welcome to a softer seat at least.”
D.M. helped her up the awkward steps into the cab of the truck. He realized there wasn’t enough room for him, as much as he wanted to ride with her for security’s sake. So he was relegated to riding in the back with the rest of the team. The truck started with a loud rumble and bumped off down the irregularly paved roads. After a while, the paving stopped and it was down to poorly graded dirt roads. It seemed to take forever to reach the compound that held the school and outbuildings.
Mir Fahad made his way to the head of the table. A dozen men stood waiting for him to take his place. He carefully lowered his old body to the floor, motioning the others to sit. “God’s peace be upon you,” Fahad said.
“May God’s peace be upon you, Mir Fahad,” the group replied, nodding their heads in reverence.
This was a rare meeting of the heads of terror cells in southwest Asia and Africa. Fahad had been handpicked by Osama bin-Laden to oversee all the training camps. His experience in the wars made him a logical candidate.
“My brothers, I have called you here today to give you news of a wondrous gift from Allah,” Fahad said as he removed the small plastic bag from his cloak. He set it on the table and turned his attention to the several pots of tea that were brought out. The men followed tradition, pouring half a cup, returning it to the pot and repeating twice more until they were left with a half cup of tea. Flatbread was placed on the table. The men passed it around and patiently waited for Fahad to continue.
“Our friends at the Mosque Omar Ibn Al-Khattab in Colombia discovered this miracle explosive.”
“What is so wonderful about it?” Mohamed el-Pedirih asked. He was currently a cell leader in Ethiopia.
“It is far more powerful than C-4, Semtex, PETN, RDX, PVV-5A, and others.”
“Why does it come from Colombia?” Ahmed bin-Sutrien said. He was in charge of forming a new cell in Jubayt, Sudan.
Fahad passed the bag to him. “It is a by-product of the cocaine manufacturing process. One of the Colombian cartels accidently stumbled across it. A chemist working in a lab was experimenting. He made a small batch and tested it, very powerful.” He took a sip of tea and rubbed his fingers through his beard.
“So are we going to be using this new explosive?” bin-Sutrien asked. He took a piece of bread, placing it on his plate.
“Yes. It will only be a matter of time before the Colombians have enough we can purchase from them.” Fahad took a piece of bread, tore it, rolled it up, and put it in his mouth. Once he finished his mouthful, he continued, “This explosive is unique; there are no nitrates. Bomb dogs do not alert on it.”
“But what about drug dogs?” el-Pedirih asked.
“That is a problem…We are working on ways to smuggle it into the U.S. and other countries.” He looked up to see more food being brought to the table.
Bin-Sutrien took a long drink of tea. “Is there a plan for this?”
“One is being worked on.” He took a piece of lamb, placing it on his plate and helped himself to some of the yams. “Let us eat. After we dine we will discuss plans for the new explosive.”
The truck stopped and the team looked out at the surroundings. Everything was the same color: the ground, the houses, the walls around them. All were the same shade of reddish brown. It was quite obvious they were in the heart of destitution. The children playing on the dirt lot looked like they needed a few good meals; even the dogs were thin. There were very few cars or people in the small town and it didn’t seem like there was water anywhere.
“Well, here we are,” Ernest said, his voice trying to be cheerful. There was no way to disguise the poverty.
Eagle opened the door. “Not much to look at is it?”
“Nope. We put on a decent front. You know, give them food and water, educate the kids; all the while we’re working in the background.”
She hopped out of the truck and went around to the back. D.M. dropped the tailgate and jumped down. He landed heavily, his boots kicking up a cloud of dust. The others quickly got out; the heat under the tarp was stifling.
“Well, gentlemen, here’s home sweet home for the next unspecified amount of time,” Eagle joked.
“Oh, yea,” D.M. said sarcastically, surveying the area.
Ernest came around to the back of the truck. “Right, see that building over there?” He pointed to a tin building not much larger than a two-car garage. “That’s where you can set up shop. There’s a lu with a shower in there…I do apologize there isn’t a separate room for you, Eagle. But we are very fortunate to have our own well. This place is the only one in town with running water and electricity.”
“Well, we’ll just improvise, adapt, and overcome. We’re quite good at that,” she said.
“All right, I’ll leave you all to unload your equipment. I have to help get supper ready for the children.” He turned to leave.
“Thank you, Ernest,” Eagle called.
“I’ll call ’round after supper to see how you’re doing.”
Max pushed open the door of the tin shack. The air was stagnant and dusty smelling. He walked into the middle of the small room and dropped his gear. The rest of the team wandered in and dropped their bags. “Well, not much to look at, eh?” he said, surveying the room.
“No, it’s a place out of the elements,” Eagle replied.
Sam scanned the room, “Wouldn’t say that, no air- conditioning. Gonna be mighty hot in here.”
“We can open what windows there are and will just have to suffer,” she said.
Once the gear was unloaded and stowed in the building, Eagle and the others checked out the compound. There were five buildings total, one was a fairly large school with cafeteria and a couple offices, another was a small dormitory for orphan children, one was a shed where the vehicles were kept. Then there was a very small one that was probably the well house and the last, theirs, which appeared to have been used for a trade school classroom.
The whole compound was surrounded by a three-foot mud wall which was mirrored by the rest of the houses in the small village. There was only minimal electricity, one set of power poles ran through the main street with branches coming off every forty feet or so to power the houses that were on the blocks away from the main drag. At one time, Sharom was a fairly large, busy town. Now, with the marauding tribal warlords, it had become mostly deserted. Hundreds of houses sat empty, falling prey to the ravages of the elements.
“Where’s the water come from?” Jake said as he looked at the deserted landscape. He was not very happy to be here.
“There has to be another well somewhere in the village,” Cabbott replied.
“Where does the training camp get their water? That place is out in the boonies.”
Tige scanned the area. “Damn good question, Jake.”
Eagle cued into their line of thought. “Do you think they come down to the town and get water? I can’t imagine the wells being shallow in this area.”
“Might very well. Could be a good place to set up and observe for a bit,” Cabbott said as he studied a ladder that went up to the roof of the school. “And that might be just high enough to see out over the village.”
“All moved in?” Ernest said as he came from the school building and joined them.
Eagle looked over her shoulder. “Yes, thank you.” She turned to face him, “I’d like to introduce you to the rest of the team.” She pointed at Tige and Cabbott. “This is Captain Tige St. Ivor and Captain Cabbott Westmoreland. Then we have Lieutenants Max Hauer, Sam Waters, and Jake Collins.”
Ernest offered his hand; they all shook it in turn. “They look like a fine team. How long have you been together?”
“About two years. With exception of Captain Westmoreland; he’s only been with us a few months.” She looked up at Ernest and noticed he had a large scar on the left side of his face. For some reason she hadn’t noticed it earlier. His left hand also seemed to be scarred. “Ernest? I don’t mean to be so curious, but what happened to you? You seem to have your fair share of scars.”
He looked down at his hand. “Ah, yes. Well, back in the day, I used to be a Tornado pilot for the RAF. I was flying a support mission for you Yanks in Bosnia when I got shot down…Took quite a bit of damage. I was lucky NATO troops found me.”
“I suppose that was lucky. I heard the Bosnians weren’t very kind to POWs.”
“I haven’t been completely right ever since; the British cold just does me in. So I found a warmer climate where I could still work.”
Cabbott took a small step forward. “Sir, if I may ask, where’s the water supply for the rest of the village?”
“Up the street five blocks, in the middle of town.”
“Does the training camp have a water supply?”
“No, because we see them filling up at the well every few days. They have a small water buffalo tank they fill up and take back to their camp.”
“Can you see the well from the top of the building?” He pointed to the ladder.
“You might be able to,” Ernest said.
“Do you mind?” He gestured to the roof.
“No, go ahead. But don’t let any of the children up there. I’ve been meaning to put the ladder away and keep forgetting.”
The captain quickly made his way onto the roof. It was flat and had the customary three-foot wall running around the entire top, a perfect observation platform. He scanned the area getting familiar with the terrain. To the north and east, the land rose gently up to a flat-topped plateau. The south and west gradually sloped away toward the Blue Nile several miles away. The town was situated with the main road going west to east. Cabbott walked around the roof until he found a spot he thought had a view of the village well. He pointed in the direction. “Is that it?” he called loud enough to be heard.
“Small with a pointed wooden roof?” Ernest replied.
“Yeah.”
“That’s it.”
“Excellent. This gives a clear view of it.” He climbed back down and joined the others. The doors to the school opened and dozens of children came out for recess. They swarmed around the team looking them over with curiosity.
“Umm, Ernest, just how were you planning to cover our presence here? I mean, seven new outsiders showing up in a small village is pretty obvious,” Eagle said as she found herself with a child wrapped around her leg.
“I was hoping that in-between your intelligence gathering and mission planning, I could use your help with the children and some of the work that needs to be done around here. I have four other staff members and ten or twelve local ladies volunteer their time, but in truth, we’re not very handy.”
“Perhaps. Just depends on what you need done.” She looked down to see a dark pair of eyes looking back up at her. They were eyes that looked empty, hungry.
“Well, if there are any in your team who are mechanically inclined, I have a Jeep over in the shed that’s not running very well.”
Eagle regarded Jake, who seemed not to be very enthusiastic about the project. “Lieutenant? Are you feeling well enough to take a look at it?”
“Yeah, I suppose so. I didn’t pack any tools though.”
“There’s a toolbox in the shed,” Ernest replied.
Jake trudged off, giving D.M. a nudge. “Come on, Maj, let’s go take a look at it.”
D.M. protested, “I don’t know much about cars.”
“Good, time to learn something new.”
That night at dinner, the team was invited to eat with the rest of the staff. They were happy to be eating anything but MREs—Meals Ready to Eat. The local cuisine suited most of the team; one dish, however, was made too spicy and most passed it by. It also gave them a chance to talk to other ARP workers who were familiar with the area. Some even knew of a few personnel that worked in the terror training camp. They gained valuable information about some of the routines the terrorists followed and where the best place to observe the camp would be. After dinner the team returned to their quarters and discussed what they learned. It seemed that gathering intelligence wasn’t going to be as bad as they thought.
Max laid out his bedroll and tried to settle down for the night. His back hurt and he couldn’t figure out why. Yeah, he’d done some lifting and moving of gear, but that shouldn’t have bothered him. The pain nagged at him, and he could feel it drifting to his left flank. He rubbed the area, but it did little good. Finally he got up and approached Eagle, who was digging through her bag looking for shorts.
“Ma’am?”
She turned and looked up at him, “Yes, Max?”
“I got this pain in my back and side; it doesn’t wanna go away.” He held his left hand resting against the area.
Eagle stood up and motioned for him to take his shirt off. Max pulled it off and held it in his hand. “Did you sustain any trauma to the area?” she asked, inspecting his ribs. She could find no bruising or anything else abnormal.
“No, none that I can remember.”
“When did the pain start?”
“I had a few twinges when we were on the plane, but I just thought it was because we were being bounced around.”
Eagle continued to examine him. “Has the pain moved at all?” She moved her hands over his back.
“Somewhat. It was next to my spine, now it’s moving forward and down.”
“And getting worse?”
“Yeah.”
“Is there any blood in your urine or history of kidney stones?” She finished her examination and stood back, looking at him.
“No, none that I’m aware of.”
Eagle folded her arms. “Well I think you do now. You’ve got all the classic symptoms of hatching a kidney stone. And I’m sure you’ll probably notice some blood in your urine as it moves along.”
Max groaned, “Aw shit; and on a mission too.”
She grabbed her medical bag. “Well, I can give you something for the pain, but in reality, it’s probably just going to get worse as the stone progresses. All I can do is try and keep you comfortable until you hopefully pass it.”
“And lemme guess, this stuff makes you sleepy?”
“Unfortunately, yes. But a couple cups of coffee might just counteract the side effects.” She handed him a small pill bottle. “Take one every six to eight hours depending on your level of pain.”
“Thanks. I don’t wanna blow the mission for everyone because of this.”
“Unless it gets too bad, I think we can get you through it. It’s not a pleasant experience.”
“Oh great. Good night, ma’am.” He went back to his bedroll and grabbed his Camelback. He looked over at Cabbott, who was doing the same. “You hurtin’ too?”
“I’m always hurting,” he replied as he tossed the pills in his mouth. In truth, the warmer weather made him feel better; but he still popped his pills.
Eagle awoke in the middle of the night. Someone was making noise in the small building. She listened for a few minutes before realizing it was the sound of someone putting on their body armor. The room was nearly dark, only a few dim rays of light from the moon shown through the windows. Blinking a few times, Eagle got her eyes to clear and looked around the room. In the corner she could see Cabbott up and getting dressed. “Cap, what are you doing?” she whispered.
“Can’t sleep. Going for a walk.”
She climbed from her bedroll on the floor and approached him. “You don’t normally go for a midnight stroll in body armor.”
“Gonna go check out the camp for myself,” he replied, opening the control panel on his armor and finding the correct camouflage pattern.
“I’d prefer you don’t. Why can’t you just get some sleep like the others?”
“Because when I’m on a mission, my nightmares are so bad I can’t sleep. So I figure I might as well make the best of it and gather intel.”
“Then I’m going with you.” She turned, going back to her gear.
He grabbed his shemagh and began to wrap it around his head. “I’d prefer if you don’t. I do much better when it’s just me I’m worrying about.” He took a couple of steps toward her. “I’ll be fine, I’ve done this before. I’ll be home before dawn, I promise.” He took a few minutes and checked over his equipment before slipping quietly into the darkness. Eagle settled down in her bed trying to get a better understanding of the captain. She knew his post traumatic was severe, but she was still wrestling with how badly it could affect someone, even herself. She’d had her bouts of sleepless nights, and yes, it was worse when she was under stress, but she always managed to get some sleep. How could he do it?
Cabbott found a nice observation point. It was a small knoll about four hundred meters from the camp. He’d spent much of the night on his belly observing and taking some notes. It was 0400 when he heard a faint tinkling noise; it was coming from the east. The sound got louder. He could hear shuffling in the dirt along with the occasional snapping of twigs on the scrub brush. He wasn’t worried, he knew what it was. A few minutes later a herd of about thirty goats wandered into view. They milled around nibbling on bushes. Some came over and investigated the captain. He reached up and petted them, scratching their ears and backs. “Hey guys,” he whispered. He reached in his pack and found an energy bar. Tearing it open, he broke off little pieces and fed it to them. The rest of the herd realized that there was food and mobbed him.
Cabbott struggled and got to his feet. The goats continued to pester him for food. One was even brazen enough to stand on its hind legs and climb up the captain’s chest. “Down! Get off me!” He pushed the goat down. He found another bar and broke off pieces, dropping them on the ground. As quickly as he could, the captain made a hasty retreat from the goats. On his walk back to the school, he realized that if the goats maintained a pattern, they might be useful. He reached the camp and climbed onto the roof of the main building. Taking out his spotting scope, he scanned the area. The sun was just starting to come up; the sky was colored with a dusty red blush from all the sand in the air. Cabbott wondered how anyone could live in such a place. There was little food or water and what they did have was controlled by warlords. Christians fought Muslims, tribes fought against other tribes. This was no place to live.
It was dawn when Cabbott walked in the door. Most of the team was asleep. Eagle heard him come so she sat up.
“See, I told you I’d be back by dawn,” he said softly.
“Good. I’m glad. Did you see anything?”
Cabbott started to take off his armor, reddish sand drained from his clothes as he dropped the armor pieces to the floor. “I got quite a bit of information that’ll be handy for planning purposes.”
“Well I suppose it wasn’t an entirely wasted night.”
“Not at all.” He finished taking off his armor and removed his blouse. “If you don’t mind, now that the sun’s coming up, I’m gonna take a little nap.” He lay down, rolled over and went to sleep. Not long after, the rest of the team woke up. They staggered around noisily trying to get coherent.
“Ssssssshhhhhh!” Eagle hissed, trying to quiet them.
“What for?” Jake grumbled.
“Cap’s been out all night and just went to bed. Let the poor guy get some sleep.”
“Why was he out?”
“He couldn’t sleep, so he paid the training camp a little visit.” She flipped the sheet off her legs.
Tige sat up and looked over at Eagle. “Did he get anything good?”
“He said he did.”
“Ace! I guess we can give him a lay-in until after breakfast, and then pick his brains.” He climbed out of bed and went to the latrine.
They ate breakfast with the orphans. Some of the men went out after and played soccer with them. It was something to help keep them loose and relaxed. Every single one of them was ready to fight. Cabbott and Tige took up a position on the roof and watched the area.
“So mate, what’d you see last night?”
Cabbott took a drink of coffee. “Mmm, lots of stuff.”
“Yeah, right, like what?”
“Well, for starters, part of the place is built into what appears to be an old quarry. I think the dirt was used to make these walls.”
“Is that gonna make things harder?”
“Not really. If anything, it’ll be easier for us to get around; there’s lots of foxholes out there to hide in.” He took another drink. “The only difficult part I can see is the last four hundred meters. Most of that is out in the open.”
“How do you suggest we cover that distance?”
“We’ll need to start a bit earlier in the night. It took me about twenty mike to get there just humping a ten-pound pack and my rifle. Once I got there, I worked my way around their perimeter and had a good look. If we take our time and slowly crawl the last distance, we could be on the guards before dawn. It would be a long night, but we’d be able to take them out quietly.”
“Is taking them out quietly such an issue? I mean we aren’t just gonna open up on them after all.”
“I’d like to make it into the camp, bust a few doors and sweep some rooms before the guards get a chance to reorganize and come after us.”
“And Eagle’s okay with that plan?”
“I haven’t fully briefed her on my recon mission just yet, but I’m sure she’ll be open to suggestions.”
Tige leaned against the wall. “I have to admit, having a woman in charge was very strange in the beginning, but she’s smart because she lets us do our job. She doesn’t try to push anything on us that would put us in a situation; she knows and respects her limits and ours.”
“From all the time I spent with her when I was laid up on the medical floor, she seems like a good boss. And seeing the way everyone interacts with her, I’m confident that loyalty is not in question.”
“Naw, mate, we’d all give our lives for her. She’s turned us around from jailbirds into something real special. Most of us would be rotting in prison if it weren’t for her.”
“Yeah, she told me the story of how you came about. How Admiral Westland wasn’t happy that she’d gotten approval for the team, so he sabotaged her by sending…” he looked for the appropriate words, “…uh, less than desirable personnel.”
Tige chuckled, “Ah, you put that way too politically correct. In reality, we were a total bunch of fuck-ups.”
“Hey, I’m the new guy here. I’m trying to be polite and not step on any toes.”
“Oh, I’m sure you won’t. We got pretty tough skin…Shit, mate, I’m just thrilled you’re here. I was thinking I’d never get the opportunity to work with the best.”
Cabbott smiled, “Well, you do now.”
“Bloody right! Although I’ve never had a human being given to me for Christmas before; I’d say you were the best prezzy ever.”
Cabbott laughed, “Yeah, I was kind of surprised when she said what she was gonna do with me. I’m happy she didn’t put a big red bow on me or something silly.”
Tige chuckled, “Well, big red bow or not, you’ve been a fantastic teacher. And I’m really glad she got you on the team. You won’t be as abused as you were in the army.”
“True, very true.”
Mohamed Delgado hung up his cell phone. They had returned home to Maicao, and were quietly waiting for their orders. Spending time with the cell in Calí taught them a lot. They knew that in order to further their cause, they couldn’t act like radicals; it was paramount to be calm and fit in with everyone else. The last thing they needed to do was attract attention to what they were doing.
“Who was that?” Kassem asked. They were hanging out at his small house in the south side of town. The scent of freshly grilled beef fritanga filled the house. It would be a wonderful dinner; his mother was an excellent cook.
“Our brother, Miguel el-Wadanan from Calí.”
“What did he want?”
“They received orders. There is a mission and they think Juan is perfect for it.”
Al-Hassat stood. “Me? A mission for me?”
“You still have youth on your side, my friend,” Delgado said, taking a sip of his Postoban orange soda.
“Youth? I’m eighteen.”
“But you do not look your age.”
Al-Hassat grabbed a piece of cheese off a platter. “What am I to do?”
“You will return to Calí. They will explain the mission and help you get the necessary papers in order.”
“Did they say at all what I’m to do?”
“You will be an exchange student.”
“And then what?” al-Hassat said.
“Get your orders from Calí. They told me no more.”
Max leaned against the doorpost doubled over in pain. Even with rather potent pain medication he was in agony. His kidney stone was on the move. Eagle came from the schoolhouse and returned to their quarters. She saw him in misery.
“You look like you wanna curl up and die right now,” she said, putting her hand on his shoulder.
“Yes, I do. But it hurts too much to lie down.”
“Pain meds not working well?”
“No. I’ve even taken my last batch a bit closer together and that didn’t work.”
Eagle looked through her medical bag. “Okay, here’s the problem. I got five liters of IV fluid. I think Sam has just about the same. If we get into some serious shit, we’re gonna need all the fluids we can get. I need to get you hydrated enough that maybe we can get that stone to pass.”
“So what are we gonna do? There isn’t much water around here.” He took a few painful steps toward his bedroll.
“No, I got a better idea.”
“What?”
“A Vietnam IVP.”
He groaned as the pain stabbed his side. “Okay, what the hell is that? Sounds barbaric.”
“I used to know this old doctor who served in Vietnam. He told me when they suspected a soldier had a kidney stone, and they didn’t have the capabilities to perform a real Intravenous Pyleogram study, they’d improvise and give him lots of beer in hopes that it’d pass.”
“Aw shit, I’d love that about now. Never mind what I just said about being barbaric.”
“I didn’t think you’d have a problem with it. I’ll go see if Ernest can take me to Khartoum to find some beer. Being a Muslim country, that may take a while. In the meantime, don’t take any more pain meds; too much beer mixed with the pills can really screw you up.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll just be wandering around here in agony until you return.”
Eagle grabbed her purse. “I’ll try and be as quick as I can.” She walked over to the school building and found Ernest. “My dear chap, I need a big favor,” she said in a playful English accent.
“Oh, what might that be?”
“One of my team’s down with a kidney stone. Can we find him some beer?”
Ernest furrowed his brow, not exactly sure what the correlation between beer and kidney stones was. “Hmmm, well the country is technically dry because of Muslim beliefs, but for the right price, you can find stuff.” He gave her a wink.
“And am I to assume that you know where to find it?”
“Yes I do.”
“Will greenbacks work to get some?”
“Certainly.”
“Can you take me? He’s quite miserable. I’m hoping to get enough fluids in him with the beer that he might be able to pass the stone. And I’m sure the intoxicating effects won’t hurt either; he’s in a lot of pain.”
“I can always pick you up a bottle of aragi. It’s the local rot-gut made of fermented dates and flavored with assorted fruits; terribly strong stuff. Then there’s marissa, a beer made from sorghum. Not particularly tasty…I imagine though, you’ll want the good stuff.”
“Something palatable would be nice.”
“I’m afraid you won’t find any of your American beers, but there are a few from Europe that make it down here along with some from Egypt.” He grabbed his keys. “I highly recommend you just go along for the ride. A woman seen buying alcohol would attract too much attention. I have some reliable sources and can get what you want.”
“Perfect, that sounds fine. I don’t mind simply being the financier. Max is in such pain right now he’ll probably drink just about anything.”
Ernest found his car keys and wallet. They went out to the shed where the vehicles were stored. “You know, I made a big faux pas the other day,” he said as he unlocked the door.
“What?”
“According to Islamic law, women are supposed to ride in the backseat. You rode in the front seat with me the other day.”
“Well, I hope since it was a large truck that no one paid much attention. And I did have my head covered.”
He opened the back door for her. “Well, today you can think of me as your chauffeur.” He helped her in.
“Thanks,” she said sarcastically.
Later that afternoon Eagle returned with a case of beer. Most of the team met them at the car as they pulled in. She climbed out of the backseat. Eagle wasn’t very happy with the rules, but she followed them to keep from attracting attention. She went around and opened the trunk.
“Dude, she brought beer!” Jake said as he danced a few steps, his boots kicking up dust.
“Yes, I brought beer, but it’s not for you guys.”
“Then who’s it for?”
“Max.”
Tige elbowed his way up to her. “Hey, why does he get all the booze?”
“Because he’s the one who’s cooking a kidney stone. If anyone else here would like to cook one off, they can have some beer too.”
“Oh, no thanks, I’ve heard those things are brutal,” Cabbott said as he reached in and grabbed the case. “Where would you like this?”
“Ernest said we can keep it in the school fridge. Just make sure you put it on the top shelf so the little kids can’t reach it.”
“Yes, ma’am. Should I take one to Max as well?”
“I’m sure he’d appreciate that.” She walked over to their quarters and found Max on his bedroll writhing in pain.
“Great, you’re back. Where’s the beer?” he said through clenched teeth.
“Cabbott will bring you one momentarily.”
“He better bring more than one, I’m dying here!”
“Hang in there, help is on the way.”
Cabbott came in with a bottle of beer. “Here you lucky bastard, drink up.”
“Lucky, my ass!” He grabbed the bottle, pulled out his pocket knife and quickly worked to get the cap off. He downed the beer in less than a minute. “Hit me again.”
“They’re not even cold yet.”
“I don’t give a shit right now; just get me a friggin’ beer!” He gave the captain a hard stare.
“Damn, don’t be so pushy,” Cabbott teased as he left to get more beer. He knew Max was in pain, so he didn’t say anything about his lack of military bearing. Several minutes later he returned with both hands and his pockets filled with bottles. He unloaded them onto the floor next to Max.
“Oh, thank you; God, you sent an Angel of Mercy!” Max cried as he worked open another bottle.
Cabbott chuckled, “Okay, are you happy now?”
“No, I’ll be happy with a dozen or so beers in me and when I can’t feel the pain.”
Eagle dropped her purse on her gear bag. “Don’t get too greedy with the beer, Max; you might not pass this thing in one day. You may run out of beer before the stone decides to come out…And this stuff was hard to get, and certainly not cheap.” She reached into a paper bag and produced an unlabeled liter bottle of aragi. “Ernest told me this stuff’s the local rot-gut. We got it from a reputable brewer, so it should be safe.”
Tige took the bottle, opened it, and took a sniff. “Bloody hell, this stuff smells lethal!” He blanched at the powerful vapors the alcohol was giving off.
“I dare ya to take a drink,” Jake said as he sat down on his bedroll and tried to get comfortable.
“Haven’t you learned to never dare an Aussie?”
“Sure, but that’s why I do it,” he said with a grin.
“Bastard!” He held the bottle to his lips. Taking a small swallow he let out a loud howl. “Fuckin’ hell this stuff’s vicious!”The others laughed. He offered the bottle to Jake, “Now it’s your turn, mate.”
“I didn’t say I was gonna drink, I only dared you.”
“Yeah, I completed the dare, and it’s back on you.”
D.M. leaned against the wall. “You dared him, now you have to man up as well.”
Jake held the bottle up and took a drink. The alcohol burned like fire as it went down his throat. He fought the urge to make any kind of emotional response, though he was in definite pain. “There, are you happy now?” he said after the burning subsided.
“Well, I’ll be damned! You took it like a real man.”
“Yes, well, I’d like to think of myself as a real man if you don’t mind.”
Tige bowed, “My apologies for ever doubting you.”
“Good,” Jake replied smugly and collapsed back on his bed. “Holy shit that hurt! What the fuck is that stuff? Jet fuel?”
Eagle laughed, “No, I was told it was alcohol made from fermented dates and other fruit.” She smiled, “I guess it’s a bit strong, huh?”
“If that’s the case, I don’t taste any of that in there. It’s pure grain alcohol. I bet you can run a car on the stuff.” He handed the bottle to Max. “Here that’ll put some hair on your chest.”
“Yes, thanks, but I have plenty of it there already.” He looked at the bottle and then at the partially empty beer in his other hand. Tipping the aragi bottle, he poured several ounces into his beer. He handed the bottle off to Sam, who quickly passed it to Cabbott without even taking a drink. Max took a sip of his beer. “Oh, hey, this is pretty good! Now I can get drunk faster and numb the pain.”
Eagle checked her watch before dialing her cell phone. She was surprised that she actually got signal out in the middle of nowhere; let alone inside the small tin shack they now called home. The phone rang several times before General Spears picked up.
“Good morning, sir…Yes, we’ve been here a couple of days now. Getting plans laid out for the attack. What? What do you mean? Who’s put us on hold? They did? Why?” She listened intently for a few minutes. The rest of the team had taken to eavesdropping on the conversation. They were not happy to hear the mission had been put on hold. “And how long will it be before they have confirmation on the target? Maybe another week?! We aren’t equipped to stay here an extended period of time. We were told maybe a week and we’d be heading home…Yes, sir, we’ll stand by for further orders. Good bye.” She hung up and the room filled with a flurry of chatter.
“What do you mean hang out here another week?” D.M. said. It didn’t take being in the country very long before he had a serious dislike for it.
“General Spears was told by the USSOCOM commander that the CIA has been monitoring some big fish in the terror community that should be visiting the training camp next week sometime.”
Cabbott smacked his fist against the wall and paced in a small circle. “So is this a kill job, or do they want ’em captured?”
“The general is trying to get clarification on that.”
“Oh great, I bet they’ll want whoever this is collared and brought home for interrogation. That’ll complicate the mission severely.”
“So what do we do in the meantime?” Jake asked.
Eagle looked around the room at them. She could see the frustration mounting on their faces. They wanted—needed to fight. Keeping them cooped up was only going to make matters worse. Rubbing her hands over her face, she thought of how to put them at ease. There was just no way of turning them off; they were switched on for battle.
Three days later, Eagle received a phone call from General Spears. It wasn’t news she wanted to hear. The team would be stuck in Sudan possibly another two weeks while the CIA figured out when one of the top al-Qaeda leaders would make his visit to the training camp. Originally they thought it would be next week, now they weren’t sure. She knew the news wouldn’t go over well with the men. They had already started getting rowdy, trying to find some sort of mischief to get into. If they were out playing soccer with the kids, their matches were getting more hotly contested. She even saw D.M. and Tige running down the field after the ball, elbowing each other quite roughly. It was only a matter of time before she figured she’d have to break up a fight.
Ernest did his best to find things for them to do, but unfortunately, his list was running short, leaving them idle hours. Perhaps it was time they made a recon mission out to the camp. Eagle went to the door and looked up at the school roof. She couldn’t see anyone, but she could hear their voices. They were up there doing something.
Climbing up the ladder to the roof, she found Cabbott, Tige, and Jake sitting in rather comfortable lounge chairs. Their shirts were off and they were enjoying the sun. Tige had a cigarette dangling from his lips; Jake had one between his fingers. He took a drag and passed it to Cabbott. “Well, don’t we all look comfortable,” she said as she swung her leg over the wall. They started to get up. “As you were,” she waved her hand at them.
“Trying to fight the boredom.” Tige took a drag off his cigarette, flicking a bit of ash.
Eagle walked over to Cabbott. “Cap, I wasn’t aware that you smoked.”
“Not normally, ma’am, but when you get hung up on a mission like this, you pick up bad habits.”
“Well, how about if I give you all something to do so you won’t be bored?”
The threesome sat up, giving her their undivided attention. “What do you have in mind?” Tige asked.
“Well, since Cabbott’s been there once already, I figure he can lead a recon mission to the camp so we can see what we’ll be dealing with when the time comes,” she said.
“Ah, most excellent!” Tige climbed out of his chair. “I’ll go tell the others.”
“Max is sleeping right now, leave him be. He’s been having a rough time with that stone of his.”
“Yes, ma’am. Maybe we can meet under the car shed and plan this out?” Tige swung his leg over the wall.
Eagle looked around. The roof was surprisingly comfortable despite the bright sun and dry desert heat. A gentle breeze blew across the land making the heat not quite so uncomfortable. “Or have everyone meet up here. This isn’t too bad.”
“I’ll go find D.M. and Sam; any idea where they are?”
“I think Sam is working with the school nurse, and D.M. was with Ernest trying to help them get their internet connection fixed up.”
Jake chuckled, “The Maj can be such a geek at times.”
“Well, it’s keeping them busy and out of trouble.”
Tige rubbed his ribs. “Yeah, I don’t think I wanna play footie with D.M. anymore; when he hits you in the ribs with that arm of his, he can really do some damage.”
“Are you all right?” Eagle said with concern. She didn’t need anyone else hurt before the mission.
“Yeah, just a couple of bruises; he can play bloody rough though.”
“I think you need to find something less destructive to do. I’m sorry we may be tangled up on this mission another week or more. I just got a call from General Spears and the CIA isn’t exactly sure when that top al-Qaeda leader will be visiting.”
Cabbott stood and walked over to the wall. “Is there any way I can get a secure internet connection?”
“Yeah, sure, if you guys don’t mind putting together the satellite dish.”
“I don’t mind,” Tige called as he disappeared down the ladder. Several minutes later he returned with D.M. and Sam. “Hey hey, the gang’s all here,” he joked.
“All except Max. And he needs to get some sleep. I’m gonna get the laptop and dish,” Eagle said as she went back down the ladder.
D.M. leaned against the wall. “Okay, what’s up?”
“I think Eagle’s getting a bit upset with our behavior lately. We’ve become a bit too rowdy for her taste,” Cabbott replied.
Tige plopped back down in his lounge chair. “How can we not? I mean look at us; a bunch of SF operators sent to the bush to level a terrorist camp, and now we’re stuck sitting on our thumbs because the Washington bureaucrats can’t make up their fucking minds? Of course we’re gonna be a bit unruly.”
Jake lit another cigarette and took a long drag. “Just way too much testosterone in the camp right now.”
“Well, we’ll get to work some of it off tonight at least,” Cabbott added.
D.M. wandered over and liberated the cigarette from Jake. “So what are we doing?” He took a couple of puffs before handing it back.
“Eagle wants to make a recon mission to the camp…I mean I was out there and had a good look around, but everyone should have as much intel as we can get on this job; especially if Washington changes mission parameters.”
“And I bet they will. They’ll make this far more complicated than it needs to be and we’ll all be at much more risk,” Sam said as he nudged at Tige to move his feet so he could sit down on the end of the lounge.
A few minutes later Eagle reappeared with Max in tow. “Thought you were sleepin’?” Jake inquired.
“Naw, I’d just got up when Eagle came in. I figured I should listen too.”
Cabbott stood and motioned for Max to take his seat. He collected the backpack from Eagle and started unloading the satellite dish. Tige went to help him. He unfolded the dish and set it up while Cabbott sat down and got the computer together. “Hey Tige? Are you any good shooting an azimuth? I must admit, I’m a bit rusty.”
“Yeah, mate, just find me a compass.”
Cabbott dug around in the backpack and found one. “Here!” He tossed the compass to Tige. The captain opened it and found a small piece of paper with several different azimuths typed neatly on it. Studying their current coordinates, he found the one that would work the best. Carefully he lined up the dish to match the coordinates on the paper.
“You got the computer up and running yet, mate?”
“Mmm, almost. You got the azimuth shot?”
“Done deal, mate.”
“Shit, you are good,” he grinned over the top of the computer screen.
“One of my better skills besides sniping.”
“I’d say.” Cabbott typed away and a few minutes later he accessed his CIA account. “Okay, I’m in. Who’s this guy Washington’s all excited about?”
Eagle took a folder out of the backpack and sat down on the end of Jake’s lounge. She flipped though it looking for her notes. “Mir Fahad bin Saleh bin Abdul Qaa’dir al-Shinwari.” The whole team regarded Max for a translation.
He yawned and rubbed his face. “What? Are you all so desperate to know what this guy’s name means? How about you don’t worry about it and just call him Fahad? He’s just another bad guy, that’s all.”
“My, my, aren’t we grumpy?” Cabbott teased.
“Yeah, well, you’d be grumpy too if you had to deal with this pain.” He rubbed his side.
“Hah, speak for yourself. I’ve spent nearly two years in pain; I don’t wanna hear about it,” he raised his voice slightly.
Eagle knew where this was going. “All right children; that’s enough.” She looked over at Cabbott. “You get anything on the target yet?”
“I would if I knew how to spell the guy’s name.”
“Oh, sorry.” She handed him the folder. Cabbott typed in the name and waited. The satellite uplink was taking forever and he playfully started whistling the theme song from Jeopardy.
“You like that show?” D.M. asked.
“Yeah, love it when I get the chance to watch.”
“Me too; kinda gives your brain a workout.” The major walked around behind Cabbott and knelt down so he could see over his shoulder. The bright sun made it hard to see the screen. “So just what kind of info do you get off your ‘secret agent’ website?”
The screen flashed a warning and Cabbott sat looking at it. “What the hell?” He poked at a few buttons. “Shit, they locked me out!” He rapped his knuckles against the keyboard in frustration.
Eagle approached him. “What?”
“Bastards blocked me. I guess they decided that since I wasn’t gonna work for them anymore, I shouldn’t have access to their site.”
“That really sucks. You got some good info from them,” she added.
Cabbott sat thinking for a few moments. “I might still have one option. Can I borrow your cell phone?”
“Yeah, sure.” She dug it out of her pocket and handed it to him. He dialed the phone and prayed that it would be answered.
“Hello? Artie? Hey, it’s Cabbott…Yeah, I’m still alive, you dumbass, otherwise I wouldn’t be calling you…Look, I need a big favor. They locked me out of my CIA account; can you get it unlocked for me? Why not? I need to get into that account; I need some information…If they won’t let me in, can you get the intel I need? Well, it seems the CIA has a hand in this mess. I’m sitting in Sudan waiting to be told when this terrorist scumbag will show up. We keep getting mixed reports. I need to get something more concrete so we can plan…Why won’t you? Come on, man, this is getting ridiculous; I’m calling from my boss’s cell phone begging you to help me out… She’s not getting any better intel from her sources…Yes, I said ‘she,’ what’s wrong with that? Would you stop laughing?! I bet she’s killed more people than you have, so shut up…Seriously? You’re not gonna help me? Why? Is Carrington leaning on you? Not gonna say huh? Well, thanks, you’ve been no help whatsoever.” He hung up. “Damn it!” Handing the phone back to her, he set the laptop on the roof and stood. This was far more frustrating than he’d imagined.
Looking out to the north, he saw a faint cloud of dust coming from the top of the plateau. He hurriedly grabbed the pair of binoculars that hung on the back of one of the lounges. Scanning the area he saw the cloud getting closer. Tige noticed his interest and approached him.
“Whatcha see, mate?”
“Dust cloud from the north…Nothing much up there except the training camp.”
“And it looks like it’s heading toward Khartoum.”
“Yup. What do ya wanna bet that’s a supply run?”
“A good bet,” Tige said as he motioned for the binoculars. Cabbott handed them over. After a few minutes of observing, Tige saw a small truck come over the plateau. “Hey, it’s a truck.”
“Can you see how many are in it?”
“I can only see one.” He handed the binoculars back.
Cabbott watched for a few moments. “Okay, I got an idea. If we can’t get the intel from our sources, maybe we can get it from the opposing side.” He turned to Tige. “Hey, mate, you fancy doing a snatch and grab?”
“Of course!”
“Jake? Did you get that Jeep running?”
“Yeah, Cap, it’s good to go.”
Cabbott looked around at everyone on the roof. “Take the major with you.”
“Aren’t you going?”
“No, I got some stuff to do here.”
D.M. approached Cabbott. “Why do you need me? I don’t have any experience with something like this.”
“If this guy gives Tige any trouble, you’re there as added muscle.”
“Ah, right, I think I can handle that assignment,” D.M. replied with a wry grin.
“You two better get going so you can pick up and tail that truck,” Cabbott said.
“Right, mate, we’ll be back. I’m assuming that this won’t be a catch and release situation?”
“No it won’t.”
Tige and D.M. quickly climbed down the ladder and ran to the Jeep. They left in a hurry trying to make it to a point where they could intercept the truck. Eagle went over to Cabbott, “You think this is a good idea?”
“Well, our intel isn’t getting us anywhere, so this is a reasonable option.” He walked over to the ladder.
“And did I understand you right when you said that the prisoner won’t be released?” she said.
“Yes.”
“So what do you intend to do?”
“I intend on interrogating him; and if and when I get what I want, I’ll take care of him,” Cabbott said.
“You’re going to kill him?”
“Yes,” he said flatly, “I brought my little bag of tricks. It will be quick and painless.”
It was just after dark when D.M. and Tige returned with their quarry. Tige grabbed a roll of duct tape before they left, so the prisoner was forced to come along quietly. Cabbott was waiting for them when they pulled up. “So you collared the little bastard, eh?”
“Yeah, he put up a hell of a fight. D.M. finally had to put a little muscle in to subdue him.”
“Where is he?”
“Still in the back of the Jeep; don’t worry, he won’t get away, we taped his legs pretty good.”
“That’s fine. I found a good place to interrogate him—the well house. Cozy, with just enough room to put a small table and a couple of chairs.”
“Right, shall we go get him?”
Cabbott looked around the area. He wanted to make sure there were no children about. It was bad enough with what they were going to do; the children didn’t need to know about it. “Yeah, that’d be fine. What do you guess he weighs?”
“Maybe one-eighty tops,” D.M. replied.
“Good, thanks.” He’d rummaged through the school and found a suitable chair for the interrogation process. It needed to have sturdy arms so he could restrain the prisoner and allow him access to his arms for delivery of various drugs. Cabbott returned to their quarters. Eagle watched as he dug through his gear and took out a small olive drab bag that resembled a shaving kit.
“That’s it, huh? That little bag?” she said, watching him.
“Doesn’t take much,” he looked through the bag. “Uh, do you have a few 5 cc syringes I can have?”
“Yeah, sure. How many do you need?”
“Can I have four?”
She opened her medical bag and pulled out four syringes and offered them to him. “Thanks.” He turned to leave; Eagle followed him. “You know, you don’t have to see this, I’m quite good at what I do, and I can get the information and brief you tomorrow morning.”
“No, I should see some of this. I’m the commander and I need to make sure this is carried out humanely.”
“Very well, as you wish.” He looked over at Max, “Hey, I’m gonna need your translation skills; I don’t speak Arabic.”
Max groaned and struggled to his feet. The pain from his kidney stone was excruciating. He would have preferred to curl up on his bedroll and call it a night; and now he was going to be up while Cabbott interrogated the prisoner. The captain headed across the dirt playground and into the well house, Eagle right behind. Tige and D.M. had not brought the prisoner in. Cabbott sat his bag on the table and opened it. A single hundred-watt bulb lit the room. He pulled out several 5 cc bottles and examined them. Making sure they were the ones he wanted, he then took out a small spiralbound notebook.
Eagle watched with interest, “What’s the book for?”
“Recipes. I have several in here depending on what I want to accomplish with my session. I also have to make sure I don’t get the incorrect amount for the weight of the subject, as well, otherwise it may not be enough, or too much.” He opened one syringe and took out a 50 cc bottle. “This is just saline. I take my sessions in stages. First, I ask with just simple restraint. Sometimes that’s all it takes for some people. If that doesn’t work, then I give 5 cc’s of saline just to see if I can get a placebo effect; the subject thinks they’ve been given a drug. I continue with the same line of questioning. Then if I’m not getting anywhere, I’ll hit him with a cocktail of scopolamine, sodium amytal, and thiopental, each measured out very carefully to get the correct response. And if all else fails, I’ll give ’em a dose of methedrine to see if that shakes them loose.”
“And have you had success with this method?”
“It’s not totally perfect, but if I’m only after a few things, it seems to work well.” He pulled out another larger bottle and opened a syringe. Putting a needle on it, he proceeded to draw up 5 cc’s of a pinkish liquid.
“What’s that for?”
“The end,” he replied unemotionally.
“Oh, I see.” Eagle felt a lump in her throat.
“A simple overdose of a common barbiturate; the subject goes to sleep and doesn’t wake up. It takes about five minutes to be fully effective.” He busily drew up the other syringes.
Tige poked his head in the door. “You ready for him?”
“Are the kids inside?”
“Yeah, mate.”
“Bring him in.”
A couple minutes later D.M. and Tige wrestled the man in. They shoved him down into the chair. Tige took the duct tape and quickly secured him. It wasn’t long before the whole team was in the small room observing the proceedings. Cabbott looked around the room. “What? I command an audience?”
“Just curious,” Jake replied as he leaned against the wall. “Most of us have never seen something like this.”
“All right, if you wanna stay, I need you to be very quiet. Some of what you see may seem redundant, but that’s part of the interrogation process. And depending on the subject, it can be very calm and relaxed, or it can get rather violent.” He turned to Max, “Can you ask him his name?”
Tige reached over and ripped the tape off the man’s mouth. He let out a stifled cry but said nothing.
“Shit, I hope I can understand him, otherwise this might be for naught.” Max sat down in a chair just a few feet from the man. It took him a few moments to get the right language in his head. Very slowly in Arabic, he asked the man his name.
The man looked around the room with suspicion. Max asked him again. It was obvious that the man understood; he was just being reluctant. Cabbott approached with the first syringe. Max asked again. The man eyed the syringe and then looked at Max.
“Abdul-Nasser bin Mukhtar al-Kababish,” he said slowly, his voice somewhat shaky.
“Ask him if he speaks any English.” The captain tucked the syringe in his pocket for the meantime.
Max asked the man if he spoke English; the reply was a simple head shake.
“Ask him where he was coming from today.”
Max thought for a few moments before asking the question. His Arabic was a bit on the rusty side. The man sat quietly for a moment before he answered.
“He says he came from a small village to the northeast of here.”
“Hmmm, a good bullshit story,” Cabbott said softly. “The only place for miles to the northeast is an abandoned village. I checked it out myself. Ask him if he came from the camp. And tell him I will know if he lies.”
Max translated Cabbott’s request. The man scowled and shook his head. “I guess he’s not gonna give it up, Cap.”
Cabbott removed the syringe from his pocket and approached the man. He could see his eyes widening with the fear of what was coming. The captain stuck the needle cap in his teeth and pulled it off revealing a fairly large needle. He was hoping the intimidation factor would play into the situation and the man would talk. “Ask him again.”
Max did as he was told. The man cursed them and held his head high expecting to be beaten. Cabbott remained calm. He stepped closer with the syringe. The man started to thrash around in the chair, the duct tape was holding, but he was moving too much for the captain to get a vein. “Uh, Major, would you mind giving me a hand here?”
D.M. stepped forward. “What do you want me to do?”
“Restrain him, please.”
“Okay, not a problem.” He stepped behind the chair, putting one foot on the bottom rung. He then placed his right hand on the back of the chair holding it down. With his left arm, he wrapped his robotic arm around the man’s neck and started to apply pressure. After a few moments of struggling, the man realized that the pressure was increasing, not decreasing. He was having trouble breathing. After a few more attempts, he gave up. Cabbott quickly found a vein and administered the saline. He would wait a few minutes to see if there might be a psychological reaction. D.M. released his grasp and stood back against the wall.
Checking his watch, Cabbott sat down in the other empty seat. “Max, would you be so kind as to ask him again if he came from the camp?”
Max asked the man again. Cabbott watched intently. He knew there was nothing in the syringe to cause narcosis, but sometimes he got lucky and the subject felt as if they’d been administered real drugs and would divulge information without further dosing. He knew that taking his time and following the established CIA protocols would usually result in some information. Fortunately, there wasn’t much intel he was interested in.
After another few minutes, the man nodded. “Good, thank you,” Cabbott replied as he got up and placed the empty syringe on the table. He picked up the next one in line and tucked it in his pocket. “Can you ask him when Mir Fahad will be coming for his visit?” he said, walking slowly around the man.
Max turned to the man; he could see his expression change. Evidently the mention of Fahad’s name had elicited a response. “Ask him, Max. He knows something,” the captain kept his voice low and relaxed. He knew that it was pointless to get excited and raise his voice; that would only add stress to the situation.
Once again Max asked the man. The response was a firm head shake. “Tell, him if he doesn’t tell us, I’ll give him more,” Cabbott said.
Eagle watched with interest. She was surprised that the whole process was quite sedate. There was no blood, no hollering, and no abuse at all. Cabbott explained everything to her, so she knew how things were supposed to go. It was becoming more obvious the captain was going to be advancing to the next step. “All right, Max, tell him his time’s running out.” He looked at his watch. “He has exactly one minute to tell me when Fahad will be at the camp, or he’ll get another dose.”
D.M. stepped behind the man’s chair again. He knew this would not go peacefully. Max quickly translated the demands. Cabbott produced the syringe from his pocket. Checking his watch he pulled the cap from the needle. D.M. took up his position with his arm around the man’s neck. After a brief struggle, Cabbott gave him the cocktail of barbiturates. He recapped the needle and put it back in his pocket. After a few minutes, the man appeared to drift off to sleep.
“Cap? Did you give him too much?” Max whispered.
“No, that’s perfectly fine. Once the drugs settle out a bit, he’ll wake up and I can continue. In about ten minutes he should come around.”
“Okay, good, I need to take a piss break.” He stood. “I’ll be back in a few.”
Eagle yawned and looked at her watch; it was 2200. “Cap, how much longer do you think?” She was tired, but still wanted to see what would happen.
“Mmm, depends on how this dose goes. If he gives in, it could be twenty to thirty mike, if he doesn’t and I have to hit him with the third syringe, may be another hour or so.” He noticed she looked tired. “If you don’t wanna stay…”
“No, I’ll stay,” she replied hastily, “I’m just gonna step out and get some air.”
Fifteen minutes later Max returned. He carried two bottles of water. The small well house was quite warm even though the sun had gone down hours ago. He offered one of the bottles to Cabbott. “Thirsty?”
“Yes, thank you.” He twisted the cap off and took a long drink. Looking down at the man, he noticed he was coming around. “Mmm, good timing, he’s waking up.”
Max took his seat and prepared to continue. Eagle and some of the others wandered back in and stood against the wall. Cabbott sat down. “Ready Max?”
“Yup, now that I got the taste of the desert out of my mouth, and popped another happy pill.” He wiggled a little in his chair trying to get comfortable.
“Ask him when Fahad will be coming to the camp.”
Max quickly translated. The man said nothing. He repeated the question twice, slowly and deliberately. The man remained silent.
“Well, I guess he’s gonna be a bit tougher than I thought.” He took the syringe out of his pocket. The man saw it, but was too sedated to struggle. Cabbott managed to give the dose without D.M.’s help. He waited a few minutes, watching the man’s face. When it appeared he was becoming more awake, Cabbott motioned to Max to ask him again. This time, to his surprise, the man said something.
Cabbott looked at Max. “What’d he say?”
“Friday.”
“Good, which one? This Friday or next? Be very careful how you phrase it. This is a very difficult time in a narco-interrogation; the subject can sometimes drift between fact and fantasy.”
“Right, Cap; gimme a minute to figure out how to phrase the question right.” He sat quietly, working on how to approach the question. Finally, he slowly and carefully asked the man. It was several minutes before he replied.
“Next Friday.”
Cabbott smiled, “Very good. Do you think you can press him for an approximate arrival time?”
“I’ll try.” He worded his question carefully again. It was another few minutes before the answer came their way. “Friday afternoon.”
“How long is he going to stay?”
Max translated the question. The response was a bit quicker this time. “He says Fahad will be here until Sunday morning.”
“Beautiful.” He looked over at Eagle. “Is there anything more we need?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, you can all head to bed and I’ll tidy up here.”
Tige, Jake, and Sam filed out. They knew what was coming and weren’t very interested in the process.Eagle walked around and looked at the man. “So there’s no other way is there?”
“Not really. If we took him way out in the desert and turned him loose, there’s always the possibility he’d make it back to their camp and alert them,” Cabbott said as he picked up the last syringe. “Or there’s the other possibility that he makes it back, straps a bomb onto himself, and decides to pay us a visit, then blows himself up.”
Eagle felt a cold chill go down her spine. The recurring nightmare she’d been having flashed vividly in her head. No, it wasn’t worth the risk. She headed for the door. “Do your job,” she said over her shoulder as she left.
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, stepping in front of the man. The captain was tired and not in the mood for another struggle. D.M. stood behind waiting for direction. “Hey Max?” the captain said softly.
“Yeah?”
“Can you tell the guy that I gave him poison in the last syringe, and if he doesn’t get this one, he’s gonna die?”
“You want me to lie to him?”
“He’s gonna die anyways, what’s it matter?”
“Mmm, got a point there, Cap.” He explained to the man about the poison and that Cabbott had the antidote. The man nodded and didn’t move. The captain approached with the syringe. There was no fight as he injected the lethal dose.
“Thanks, Max. I appreciate your help. You can hit the hay if you want. The major and I can handle the undertaking business.”
Max stood and stretched. “How long will it be?”
“Oh, maybe five minutes or so. He’ll slowly lose consciousness in about thirty seconds and then his body will shut down. It’s quite peaceful.”
“All right then, good night, Cap,” Max said as he left.
D.M. leaned against the wall. “How’d I get stuck with undertaker duty?”
“Well, you’re still standing here, aren’t you?” Cabbott joked. He kept an eye on the man, watching his vital signs.
“I guess; I don’t think you could manage this yourself.”
“Probably not; thanks for the help.”
“Are we gonna load him back in the Jeep?”
“That was my plan.”
D.M. headed for the door. “Okay, gimme a few minutes to get some stuff together and I’ll be back.”
Cabbott sat down in the chair. He watched the man’s respirations slow and then finally stop. Checking his watch, he noticed it had been nearly five minutes. Reaching up, he put his fingers along the carotid artery on the man’s neck feeling for a pulse; nothing. The job was done. He heard the sound of the Jeep just outside the door. D.M. came back in.
“The dirty deed accomplished?”
“Yup,” the captain replied as he pulled out a knife and began to cut the tape. After several minutes of cutting, the man’s body was finally free. They picked him up and carried him to the back of the Jeep. “I think we should head southeast from here and find a nice spot in the middle of nowhere to put him.”
D.M. yawned, “Yeah, fine by me.”
It was just after 0200 when D.M. and Cabbott returned home. They’d driven half an hour to an empty part of the desert. D.M. was glad he’d brought a pick axe and mattock along with them; the desert was hard as concrete and shovels alone wouldn’t have done the trick. After an hour and a half of exhaustive digging, they finally laid the prisoner to rest. They crept into the building quietly and got ready for bed. D.M. was trying to be particularly quiet; he’d placed his bedroll right next to Eagle’s. As he lay down, she stirred and rolled over. “Done?” she whispered.
“Yeah.”
“Good…Good night, Major.”
“Good night, my love.” He rolled onto his side and closed his eyes. The events of the evening hadn’t fazed him.
Later that morning Eagle arranged a trip for the team to Khartoum. They piled into the back of the truck and Ernest drove them to the city. Some needed to do some shopping for more appropriate clothing, and she wanted to get another case of beer for Max. He still had not passed the stone and was not tolerating the pain medication well. It tended to make him far sleepier than expected; and all the coffee in the world wasn’t keeping him coherent. She also noticed he’d been rather generous and passed out a few beers to the others. After a friendly scolding, he agreed to keep the beer to himself for medicinal purposes and Eagle agreed to let the others buy a case or two in order to keep them happy.
If Cabbott’s interrogation session provided the correct information, they would be there for another week. It was tough enough to keep them occupied while at home, but on a mission, they were nearly out of control. Eagle tasked D.M. to help maintain discipline. Most of the time he managed to keep them in line; but once in a while he got caught up in their rowdiness and became a problem himself.
Trying to keep them distracted, Eagle took them to a museum. They filed through the galleries looking at artifacts. She could tell that most of them were being politely bored. After the museum, they went to a local market. Sam and Jake found cooler, more comfortable clothing and everyone purchased some form of traditional headwear so they could try and blend in somewhat. Eagle found a suitable, comfortable, and colorful hijab to cover her head. Cabbott once again had to help her get her head covered correctly. D.M. stopped at a tobacco shop. He perused the rows of various boxes of cigars and cigarettes. Although he wasn’t one to smoke very often, he was always on the lookout for a nice cigar should he find an excuse to celebrate something. Eagle appeared next to him. “And what are you up to?” she said softly.
“Oh, just doing some shopping.” He picked up a box of cigars and read the label. “My, my, this is special.”
“What?”
He checked to make sure the box was sealed and all the factory labels were intact. “Don’t see this very often…This is a whole box of Cubans.”
“Okay, so they are. You also know they’re illegal in the States,” she warned.
“Yeah, what customs doesn’t know, won’t hurt ’em.”
“And if they catch you, there’s gonna be hell to pay.”
“They won’t catch me. Remember, we’re military, we’re not subject to the same rules as everyone else,” D.M. said.
“Major, I’d hardly expect you to be one to break rules. You of all people should know the importance of order and discipline. Not like you to be the bad boy. I’d expect that from Jake and maybe Tige.”
“I’m human just like everyone else. I’m entitled to my share of sins…Besides, this is nothing compared to one guy I knew…We were coming home from a training exercise in Germany, and this captain decided he wanted a new Mercedes Benz. Well, he did some creative bartering with a C-5 crew and they flew it back to the States for him.”
“I thought that was just a military urban legend.”
D.M. laughed, “No, it was real; saw it for myself.” He held the box and wiggled it slightly. “So this is small fish compared to that.”
Eagle growled. Why were men so stubborn? Sometimes it was hard for her to understand their reasons for doing things. “Fine; I don’t wanna hear any more about these things, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he smiled.
After a good meal at a local café, they returned to the compound to get some rest. That night they were going out to recon the training camp. Max tipped down a couple beers and curled up on his bed. He hoped in a few hours he might feel good enough to accompany the rest of the team. The others sat on the school roof and discussed plans for the evening. Jake produced a pack of cards and they decided to play a few hands of poker to try and stay relaxed.
D.M. stood looking out toward the north. A faint dust cloud caught his attention. Picking up the binoculars, he watched as the cloud drew nearer. After a few minutes of watching, he saw a medium-sized truck pulling a small tank trailer. “Hey, Cap, come here and have a look.”
“What?”
“Looks like our boys are coming down for water.”
The captain flipped his cards down on the lounge chair and got up. D.M. handed him the binoculars. “Looks like you’re right.” He continued to observe while the truck pulled into the village and stopped at the well. Two men got out and quickly went to work on filling the tank.
“Not a very big water buffalo for a camp that large,” Cabbott commented.
“Think they come down for water every few days?”
“Probably, but this is the first time I’ve seen ’em, and we’ve been here how many days now?”
D.M. looked at his watch. “Six.”
Sam joined them. “I wonder if they make a whole bunch of trips in one day to fill up, and have a larger tank at the camp?”
Cabbott scratched his head. “Maybe, but I don’t remember seeing one.” He turned to D.M., “What’d you guys do with that truck from the camp?”
“Well, we caught up with the guy in Khartoum, and when he stopped, we grabbed him. Then Tige had this silly idea to put a postcard in there of a nice place on the Mediterranean; so if they found the truck, they’d think the guy split.”
The captain laughed. “Yeah, that was silly. I doubt if they’ll buy it, but nice try.” They continued to watch as the men filled up the tank then left.About ten minutes later, another dust cloud came over the plateau.
“Another one,” D.M. said as he pointed.
“Must be another truck going out to find the missing one. Looks like they’re headed to Khartoum,” Cabbott commented.
Tige looked over his shoulder to the north, “Oy! You want us to do another snatch and grab?”
“No, no, that’s okay. One seemed to do the trick. We don’t wanna be snatching all their delivery men. They might get suspicious.”
Later that night the team dressed in their armor and headed out for the camp. Cabbott led the way since he’d been there once before. “Hey, everyone fall in a single line. That way they can’t tell how many of us there are just in case they find our footprints. We need to stay as covert as possible.”
“You said it took you twenty minutes to get there?” Eagle said as she trudged through the deepening sand.
“Yes, ma’am. And I wasn’t walking particularly fast either.” He walked along until he picked up the same track he’d taken before. The rest of the team followed along. It took them just over twenty minutes to get to the observation point Cabbott had found. There was a small knoll to the southeast about four hundred meters from the edge of the camp. It provided a perfect lookout position where the team could get a feel for what was going on.
Tige crawled over next to Cabbott. “Hey, mate, did you figure out a good way to take out the guards?” he said softly as he looked at the compound; and even at 2200 it was still well-lit with men moving around.
“They kill the generator and go dark about 2330. After that, the guards are still at their posts, but they don’t have any light besides flashlights to see by.”
“So you think we could approach then?”
“If we start out about 2300, by the time they go dark, we’ll be just about the outer limits of where their lights are. Any faster and they’ll see us coming.”
“That sounds good. How do you wanna do them?”
“Whatever is quiet and deadly.”
Tige tried to stifle a chuckle. “Then that would be one of Max’s farts!”
Cabbott pulled his shemagh over his mouth and tried to hold back his laughter. He fought it for a few moments before regaining his composure. “Not funny, Tige.”
“Bloody well was and you know it.”
“All right, enough. Use what you’re comfortable with.”
“And what are you using?”
“I’m gonna break out the meteor hammer and have a knife as a backup.”
“Wicked, wish I could watch, but I’m gonna be a bit occupied as well,” Tige said as he looked through the spotting scope. The camp was still illuminated enough they didn’t need the starlight scope. Cabbott felt someone crawling up his right side. He looked down to see Eagle approaching. She worked her way up to him and peered over the edge.
“Decided to come have a good look?” Cabbott teased. He was completely overjoyed to be doing some field work.
“Oh, the view was fine from over there; I just came over to see what you two were plotting for the mission.”
“I think if we can get four of us, one at each guard post, we can take ’em out quietly. That way the rest of the team can slide in and hopefully get a few buildings checked before the alarm gets raised.”
“What time should we hit ’em?”
“Lights out is 2330. I’m fairly confident they don’t have night vision equipment. I’d be happy to hit ’em about an hour or so before dawn.”
Tige lifted his head up to see over Cabbott. “I concur.”
“Do we even have a picture of Fahad? I mean that would make this whole operation go a lot easier if we knew what the guy looked like,” Cabbott said as he picked up the spotting scope and surveyed the area.
“I’ll see what General Spears can come up with since your CIA account is blocked. I’m sure he can find something.”
“Good, because if we end up getting involved in a full on firefight, we need to have a face not to shoot.”
“I’ll do my best. But if not, we’ll follow original mission parameters and level it.”
“Yes!” Cabbott said. He preferred missions like that; less complications, less room for errors.
Eagle looked over at him, “My, you’re easy to please.”
“I hate missions with strict rules of engagement.”
“Yeah, me too, mate,” Tige added.
The next afternoon Eagle checked her email via the secure uplink. General Spears sent her a couple of items, but no photographs of Fahad. She replied to the mail requesting a photograph or two. Time was running out; they had three more days before Fahad arrived at the camp. Tige had come up with an alternative plan to get a visual on Fahad. It was risky and Eagle made it clear it was a last resort measure. One of the team would hike out before dawn and hide in the desert until Fahad arrived. After gathering as much intel as possible, he would have to make it back to the compound fast enough to relay the information so the team could attack early the next morning. She knew that the logical choice for the task would be Cabbott, since he rarely slept on missions and his intel gathering was excellent.
Climbing up to the roof, Eagle saw Tige, Jake, and Cabbott sitting around in the lounge chairs. They were playing cards peacefully.
“Well, this is a surprise. You’re all behaving.” The men started to get up. She called, “As you were, gentlemen.”
Jake flipped his cards over onto the lounge. “We’re trying to be good. You have no idea how hard this is, but we’re really trying.”
“I fully appreciate it, believe me!”
Cabbott moved over on his lounge. “You wanna play a few hands with us?”
Eagle sat next to him. “Sure, what are we playing?”
Tige grinned. “Well, since you’re here, I think we should switch to strip poker.”
They all laughed. Eagle had grown comfortable with their sense of humor. Even though she was female, and their commander, she took great pride in fitting in like one of the guys. Occasionally she would surprise them by telling a joke normally reserved for men; in the beginning they were a bit confused, but learned she could tell it and get away with it. “Well, gentlemen, I must warn you. I’m quite good in poker, so you all’d better be wearing lots of clothes!”
“Ha, ha, very funny,” Jake replied. “Remember I grew up in Atlantic City.”
“Yes, but that doesn’t make you a card shark, now does it?” she retorted playfully.
“Whoa!” Cabbott and Tige jeered. Eagle grinned at her insult. She collected all the cards and shuffled them. Quickly she dealt out five cards to everyone.
“Okay, gentlemen, five card stud. I don’t think D.M. would approve of me playing strip poker with you guys.”
“Naw, you two can play that when you get home!” Jake teased. Tige and Cabbott laughed. She tolerated their ribbing about her relationship with the major.
Eagle shifted her cards into her left hand. She then touched her right index finger to her lips and then drew an imaginary vertical line in the air. “Score one for the lieutenant,” she laughed. Taking a look at her cards, she decided she needed two. “All right, who wants what?”
“I’ll take three, ma’am,” Cabbott said as he dropped them face down on the lounge. Eagle dealt out three and passed them to him. He looked at the cards and scowled.
“Not a very good poker face, Cap,” she said. “Jake what about you?”
“Two please.”
“Tige?”
“Two as well.”
“And the dealer will take two.” She handed out the cards, taking two. Looking at her hand, she realized she was in fine shape. “What’s the wager gentlemen?”
“Umm, we don’t really have anything to wager. We’ve just been playing for nothing,” Jake replied.
“What? No money changing hands? That’s so unlike you guys. Hmmm, well, that’s not very sporting…How about this: winner gets dinner bought for them by the losers—their choice of restaurants.”
“How many hands are we talking?” Cabbott asked.
“Mmm, best three out of five?”
The three men looked at each other and then nodded. “Very well then,” she waved her hand. “What’ve you got?”
Tige tossed his cards down. “Pair of tens with an ace high. Not too shabby.”
“I’m not much better,” Jake said as he put his down. “Pair of jacks and a king.”
Cabbott put his cards face down. “I’m too ashamed!”
Eagle reached and flipped them over. “Hmmm, pair of eights, that sucks.” She laid her hand out. “Pair of queens and a pair of aces.”
“Bugger!” Tige said.
“Ah, that’s score one for the boss,” she smiled. Collecting the cards, she handed them to Tige. “Your deal.”
After winning three straight hands of poker the men were wondering who the real card shark in the group was. Eagle giggled, happy she’d beaten them. “Well, I guess we buy you dinner, huh?” Cabbott said as he collected the cards and put them all neatly back together. “You may beat me at poker, but you’ll never beat me at chess.”
“Yes, Cap, I’m well aware of that.”
“How did you get so bloody good?” Tige asked, a bit surprised he’d been beaten so quickly. He wasn’t a sore loser, taking it in stride; he’d be happy to buy her dinner.
Eagle laughed, “Well, when you’re doing internship and residency, you don’t ever seem to find time to sleep. You’re always on call or always working; kind of your rite of passage into the medical community. So, on those long nights when we couldn’t sleep, we’d either go play sports in the parking lot, or play cards…I’ve probably played several thousand hands of poker in a few years.”
Cabbott nodded, “That explains it.”
D.M. poked his head up from below. “Ernest says dinner’s gonna be ready shortly.” He looked at all of them sitting around. “I miss a party?”
Jake looked over at D.M. “Hey, I got an idea, how about you and the major have a friendly game of blackjack? And winner takes all?”
Eagle stood and went to the ladder where D.M. had his arms resting on the wall. “Oh no, not on your life! I know he counts cards!” They all laughed. She leaned down to him and whispered, “Besides, you’ve already won, you got me.”
D.M. smiled and fought off the urge to kiss her. When they were in public or around the team, they maintained as much of a professional relationship as possible. But when they were alone, it was different. He started to climb back down the ladder. “What was all that about?”
“Oh, it was just a few friendly games of poker for a prize.” She started down the ladder.
“I guess you won?” He gazed up, enjoying the view.
“Of course!”
“What’d you win?”
She looked down at him. “The losers have to buy me dinner when we get back.”
He chuckled, “Never figured you as the gambling type. And you get mad at us for betting back home.”
“Oh, I gamble a little. I took a big gamble on all of you misfits, didn’t I?”
D.M. reached the last two rungs and hopped down. He waited for her to reach the bottom. “And it was a very good gamble too.” Reaching up, he made a quick caress of her cheek before turning toward the door. He’d be glad when the mission was over and he could spend time alone with her.
The team stood in line waiting for dinner. Interspersed between them were children from the orphanage. During the day, there were fifteen or twenty children from the village that came for school. They were fed lunch and went home for dinner. The orphans lived on the property and took all their meals in the roomy cafeteria.
On the average, there were fifteen to eighteen children that shared the two-story adobe-type dormitory. Most were boys, but there were four or five girls. Their ages ranged from five to about fourteen. They chattered loudly as they waited in line for dinner. One of the women volunteers was handing out trays to everyone as they passed by. Jake and Sam stood next to each other in line. “Gee, kinda makes me feel like I’m back in basic again,” Jake joked.
“Hmmm, this is normal on a ship; you do the ‘chow line shuffle’ and by the time you get to the end, your dinner is mostly cold,” Sam replied as he took his plate of food.
“I’m glad we don’t have to stand in line at home. And the food is so much better!”
While the food wasn’t always of the highest quality at the orphanage, it was better than the boxes of MREs they’d brought with them. And since they were staying longer than planned, Ernest invited them to dine with them. He figured it would be good for the children to interact with people from a different country so they could learn about other cultures.
Eagle carried her tray and found a seat across from D.M., who was flanked on either side by young teenage girls. “I think you have a fan club, Major,” she teased.
He looked to his left and then to his right. “It would appear so,” he said, smiling.
“Well, too bad you have to be a heartbreaker.”
“Aw, they can dream a bit.” He turned to the girl on his right. “What’s your name?”
The girl giggled, too embarrassed to talk to him. He turned to the girl on his left. “Okay, what’s your name?”
She giggled, but answered him, “My name is Shamila.”
“That’s pretty, what does it mean?”
“Friendly.”
He chuckled, “I guess that suits you.”
“And your name?”
He looked at Eagle for a moment. She motioned for him to continue. “My given name is Douglas,” he finally said in an awkward tone.
“Doug-las. What does that mean?” Shamila asked.
“It means dark water.”
She looked up at him. “Like your eyes.”
Eagle laughed, “Major, I think she’s hitting on you!”
He smiled, put his arm around her, and kissed the top of her head. Shamila squealed in delight. The girl on the other side of him protested loudly in Arabic.
“What’d she say?” D.M. asked.
“She said she saw you first.”
The major turned to the girl. “All right, young lady, what’s your name?”
She looked up at him. “Ghada.”
“Well, Ghada, I’m afraid I have to disappoint you. I have a woman in my life.” He put his arm around her. “But I’m flattered you got the hots for me.” He leaned down and kissed her on the top of the head. He then put his arm back around Shamila and leaned down so both girls could hear him. “You know, there are five other eligible bachelors here,” he pointed at Jake. “See, he’s available, and he’s younger and less screwed up than I am.”
CIA agent Blake Carrington poured himself a cup of coffee. He looked at his coffee mug and wondered if he should replace it. After many years of use, it was chipped, stained, and showing its age. Maybe in a couple of years we can both retire, he thought. Passing up the cream and sugar, he returned to his office. He’d long ago been forced to drink his coffee black; expediency on the job was sometimes a matter of life and death.
“Good morning, Blake,” the Deputy Director teased as he passed him in the hall.
“Morning,” he replied gruffly. Why the hell did his parents have to name him that? Blake Carrington, after the TV character on Dynasty. Was there nothing better they could come up with? And to make matters worse, he couldn’t go by his middle name; no, his mother decided Gaylord was a great middle name. Some days he just hated life. At least the show was old; the number of agents who would know it was fading. His teasing would only go on for so long.
Easing into his chair, he picked up the morning’s reports. His back screamed and he hadn’t even done anything. It was a painful reminder of a nasty wreck following a wild car chase six years ago in Ankara, Turkey.
Hmmm, nothing of interest in the reports; the world seemed a relatively quiet place for once, he thought. Taking a long drink of coffee, he poked at the computer. Admittedly he was probably the worst typist in the agency. Those skills were secondary in the field; survival and completion of the mission were primary. But there would be no more fieldwork; at age forty-nine, the CIA benched him, saying he was too old and beat up to be out. Now he was forced into daily battle with the evil that lurked on his computer.
“Come on, you damn thing,” he growled, smacking the desk. Patience was not one of his virtues. The computer finally obliged and he perused his email. Nothing new, nothing out of the ordinary. Gee, what’s this world coming to? he thought, running his hand through his short salt-and-pepper hair and fixing his tie. Today he’d felt especially cheery, selecting a yellow tie with little blue paisley print. He thought it looked nice with his black suit. His entire wardrobe consisted of black suits; he owned very little casual clothing, as he rarely had time to go out with his wife. He was more or less married to the CIA. He lifted the tie up, inspecting it. Did my wife buy this for me? Or was it the kids? he thought, realizing the last seventeen years had been a blur. He had one son who was in college and a daughter just starting. My God, where have the years gone? So much of his family’s life he’d missed.
“Good morning, Agent Carrington,” a voice said from the doorway.
Carrington looked up. “Aren’t you supposed to be on your way to Berlin?”
Agent Ralph Schlostein carefully entered the office. He was one of the new agents, fresh out of school. “Yes sir, actually I leave in three days.” He offered a folder to Carrington. “Did you see this, sir?”
“What is it?” he said, taking the folder, opening it.
“That’s a satellite photo taken a few minutes ago. Looks like one of the Colombian cocaine factories blew up. Check out the size of that crater!”
“Whose was it?”
“One of the Medellín’s.”
Carrington chuckled, “Pity.” He studied the photo; something looked amiss. “Are there any agents in the area?”
“Yes, sir, three.”
“Can you have ’em check this out? That’s an awfully big crater for a coke lab.”
“Sure, I’ll let the bureau chief down there know. I’m sure they’d like to check it out anyways,” Schlostein said.
“Good. Can you have ’em send me a report? I’m curious about it.”
“Yes, sir, I’ll pass that on to them.”
Carrington handed the photo back. “Can you get me a copy of this? I think I’m gonna keep an eye on this region.”
“Certainly, sir, I can have surveillance forward photos to you on a daily basis if you’d like,” Schlostein replied, tucking the photo back in the folder.
“That would be perfect…Have a good trip to Germany. You’ll enjoy your posting there; it’s a great place.”
“Thank you, sir, I look forward to it.”
It was Thursday morning when Max awoke. He sat up in bed still fuzzy from all the pain medication. Looking around, he saw the others beginning to stir. The terrible pain from the kidney stone had disappeared and he felt fine. He climbed from his bed and headed to the latrine. Eagle saw him go by. “How are you feeling?”
“Absolutely fine. No pain, nada. Did I pass the thing?”
“Probably not; I bet it dropped into your bladder. From everything I’ve been told, you’ll know when you pass it.” She rolled over, sat up and dug through her medical bag. Taking out several packages of 4X4 gauze, she handed them to him. “Now the fun part; you get to strain your urine.”
“Ugh! Gross! This sucks!”
“Sorry. If we can catch the stone and have it analyzed, we might be able to figure out how to keep you from getting them in the future.”
He looked at the gauze. “I guess it’s a small price to pay in hopes of never getting one again. This was horrible! I think I’d have rather been shot instead.”
“Some say it’s worse than childbirth…I knew a female nurse, she’s done both: kids and kidney stones, and she said the stones were the worst.”
“I can imagine. At least with the kid the labor’s over in a day or so. I’ve been laboring with this thing over a week…How long will it stay in my bladder?”
“Dunno. They pass when they want to.”
The team was on the roof when Eagle’s cell phone rang. It was just after lunch. She hurriedly answered it, “Yes, General? Did you manage to get a photo of Fahad? You haven’t? Not good…And lemme guess, they want Fahad alive right? Yes, sir, that’s what we figured…Well, we have a plan of our own; so we’re pretty sure we’ll be able to bag him…We’ll try to get him in one piece, but you know how combat goes…Oh they are, huh? The CIA has done nothing but make this mission harder. They cut off Captain Westmoreland’s account so he couldn’t access any information that would be helpful to us, despite the fact we’re really doing this job for them! Yes, sir, I intend on giving them a piece of my mind when we get back, this was totally unacceptable on their part…Right, sir, I will. Goodbye.” She hung up and looked at them all. “Looks like we’ll be going with Tige’s plan to get the intel we need.”
“Who’s gonna get the job?” Tige asked.
She studied them all. “Not to be playing favorites or anything like that, but I think Cabbott should go. He rarely sleeps at night anyways and he’s a highly trained observer… As for the rest of us, I want everyone to get as much rest as possible. This is gonna be a tough mission. There’s forty or fifty of them to seven of us. They’re armed and willing to die for their cause. We need to fight smart.”
Cabbott raised his hand. “Ma’am, do you mind if I go catch a nice long nap?”
“You know what you need to do.” She waved him off.
“Yes ma’am,” he replied and quickly made his exit.
Six men sat on the floor of a mud hut intently watching TV. A grainy video played on it; a masked terrorist explaining in Arabic how to wire an explosive. The men chatted and occasionally pointed at the TV making comments. They were at a small terror training camp in Jubayt, in the northeast of Sudan. The camp was situated in dry, rugged mountains about fifty miles from Port Sudan. It was a place not many wanted to venture.
The leader of the cell, Ahmed bin-Sutrien was a tall, thin man in his mid-thirties. He had a dark scraggly beard that was beginning to show some gray. He sat back a little further from the group. He was deciding who would be the first to try out the new explosive.
Four days ago a shipment of arms arrived at the camp. It wasn’t the guns they were after, it was the packing material. He looked over to the corner of the hut and found it amusing that there was a pile of guns stacked haphazardly on the floor; and the packing material was carefully placed on the table next to it. Guns were of little use in this region; not many people around, not much to eat.
His cell phone rang. “Hello? Yes, we got it. They are watching it now…No, I have to get some supplies before we do it…So that’s the target? Okay.” He hung up and leaned forward to his second in command, Abdul-Samad al-Renit. “We need to go to Port Sudan; I need to pick up supplies.”
“What do we need?” al-Renit asked. He was a short man in his late twenties; his beard was thick and dark.
“I need small wire and a couple cheap digital watches.”
“For the new explosive?”
“Yes. From what I was told, it is easily detonated,” bin-Sutrien replied. He was curious on how much explosive would be needed to do the job.
“So it will be easier to get through check points?”
“It sounds like it.” He picked up a small piece of the explosive and turned it over in his hands. “We must thank our brothers in Colombia for this wonderful gift.”
There were cheers from the other men as they watched the explosive being used. “Ahmed, when will we get to test this?” Boulos el-Katiri asked, his face taut with excitement. He was a young man, barely eighteen, bold and enthusiastic.
“In time; we need to get more parts. And then we can try it. I was given a target.”
“I want to be the first!” el-Katiri cried. “Yes, make me the first!” He shook his fists in the air.
“Are you sure? It’s not a very worthy target.”
“To die a martyr for the cause is good, no matter how small the target is.”
“But Boulos, if this works, there will be much more important objectives.”
“Yes, perhaps. To be the first; I will be remembered.”
“As you wish…Abdul and I are going to Port Sudan. When we return, we will test the new explosive. If it works, then we will send you to the target.”
“Allah be praised!” el-Katiri bellowed, raising his AK in celebration. The others cheered, not exactly sure what they were cheering about, but it seemed to be a good excuse. They were eager to try out the explosive.
Fakhir bin-Abdullah, a twenty-one-year-old recruit turned to bin-Sutrien. “I want to go on a big mission. I want to kill as many infidels as I can.”
Bin-Sutrien waved his finger. “In time, my young apprentice, in time.”
Friday morning, 0300 and Cabbott’s watch beeped. The sun would be up by 0600 and he needed to be in position before that. He climbed out of bed, surprised he’d actually managed to get three hours of sleep. Making a quick trip to the latrine, he returned and got dressed. Digging through his bag, he found his pain meds. Flipping the cap off the Camelback drinking straw, he popped the pills in his mouth and took a drink of water. He wasn’t in any pain, but he took them anyways. Half an hour later he was out the door and heading to the camp.
He walked along at a good pace; he needed to get there so he could set up his camouflage. Being exposed all day long in the desert was going to be risky—high tech body armor or not. Lying in the sand, the human body still created shadows no matter how well he tried to blend in.
Finding the spot he’d seen on a satellite map, Cabbott proceeded to dig a shallow trench. Next, he cut several branches off the native scrub brush and carried them to his hide. This would help break up the shadows should someone drive by or fly over. The weather report called for it to be hot, just about one hundred. Cabbott packed water, but he knew that once in his position, he could not move very much. He knew the slinky suit only had about eight hours of use before the batteries ran out, so he would have to conserve it for the hottest part of the day.
The sun peeked over the horizon just as Cabbott was pulling the last scrub branch over. He was ready for the long day. He’d carefully done his best to cover his tracks, tying burlap sacks over his feet to hide boot tread prints. He’d been lucky enough to find a place where some goat herder had been through not that long ago, so there were animal and human prints all over. The hide was more to the northeast of the knoll the team observed from. It had a perfect view of the camp and most of the dirt track roads leading to it. Just to his north was part of the quarry, a possible escape route if necessary. He’d found a few small tunnels that had been dug by workers as they mined the hard clay dirt for building purposes.
Setting his watch on vibrate, Cabbott worked his shemagh up around his face. It was far too early to expect Fahad to show up at the camp. He’d snuggle down in the sand and catch another nap. The alarm would go off in two hours and then he’d decide if he wanted to begin his observations.
The sound of an approaching helicopter got Cabbott’s attention. Checking his watch, he noticed it was 1600. Listening, he zeroed in on the direction it was coming from. Could this be Fahad? It seemed highly unlikely for a terrorist to be moving around in such an obvious mode of transport. The captain figured he would arrive by car; probably from the north, or maybe from Khartoum. Instead, the helicopter was coming from the northeast, from the direction of Port Sudan. The sound got closer. Cabbott looked around to make sure he was well hidden. This could get hairy, he thought as he carefully pulled his spotting scope close to his body. The helicopter was only a short distance off. Cabbott realized the aircraft was on a course to pass right over him. From the sound it was making, he knew it was Russian built. Closer and closer it got, and then changed course until it was coming up directly behind him.
“Shit,” he hissed, doing his best to become one with the land. The helicopter was low; he could hear the dust and debris being kicked up as it approached. Vibrations rattled his lungs as it got closer. He reached and grabbed the one branch that covered his head and torso; hopefully it wouldn’t blow away in the down draft. He’d buried his legs in the sand, so he was less worried about them being seen.
A few seconds later it roared by overhead, just fifty feet off the ground. Dust blew in the air; Cabbott had his shemagh pulled all the way over his head to keep it out of his eyes. He peered through the fabric and watched as the helicopter circled once and then landed outside the camp. Pulling his shemagh back, he quickly picked up the spotting scope and peered through it.
The door on the helicopter opened and several men stepped out. They were greeted by what appeared to be the commandant of the camp. Cabbott reached in his pack and took out a tiny digital camera. It was designed to be attached to the spotting scope to take recon photos. Carefully attaching it, he settled back down to observe and photograph.
“Did you hear that?” Eagle said as she looked to the north. They were standing on top of the school building. The rest of the team was down napping, except D.M. and Tige.
Tige stood next to her. “Yeah, helicopter. Not a normal mode of transport for a terrorist. Strange I’d say.”
“You think that’s Fahad?”
“Dunno.”
“I hope Cabbott’s okay.”
“I’m sure he’s fine. That man’s the epitome of a bush bunny. He loves his field work and he’s damn good at it.”
Eagle rested her hands on the wall. “See, I am a gambling woman. I took a big gamble on him and it’s worked fabulously.”
“Yes, ma’am. And I’m right happy for it. I’ve learned a lot from him just in a short time…Where did you want dinner at anyways?”
She laughed lightly, “Oh, I’m not exactly sure. We’ll see about it the next time we’re in Reno.”
D.M. wandered over to her. “Are we gonna do one more equipment check?”
“Of course, you know better.”
He paced around, anxious to get going. “What time are we gonna head out?”
“Most likely as soon as Cabbott gets back, which will probably be a few hours before dawn…I suggest you figure out how to relax.”
“Not happening. You know how we get.”
“Yes, I do. And you know it’s important to stay loose and focused.” She turned to him, “I’m not going to say anything else on the matter.”
The major looked down and saw the kids playing. “Well, Tige, you wanna go play some more soccer?”
“Bloody hell, mate, I’m not playing you anymore, my ribs are still sore from the last game.”
“Okay, how about this, we play on the same team?”
“That’s not exactly fair to the others. We grew up playing footie.”
D.M. started down the ladder. “Suit yourself; I’m gonna go play with the kids.”
Tige watched him as he headed across the dusty playground and stood waiting for the kids to run back in his direction. They kicked the ball toward him. D.M. got his foot under the ball and flipped it into the air. He kept the ball in the air using alternating kicks. The kids cheered him on. “Show off!” Tige hollered from the roof.
D.M. kicked the ball down the field; the kids tore off after it. “Well then, ya bloody Aussie, get your arse down here and do something about it!”
“You callin’ me out?”
“Damn straight!”
Tige hurried down the ladder and took his place on one of the teams. The kids cheered; they loved having grownups on their team. “All right, you bloody Spaniard, get ready for a thorough thrashing!”
“Now, now, we need to play nice. Eagle’s not very happy with the fact that we’re getting hurt,” D.M. teased.
“Bugger! You’re the one who hurt me!”
“All in good sport, Tige.”
The captain got the ball and made a mad dash down field. D.M. ran after him, but was having trouble keeping up. For some reason, Tige’s team of kids managed to run interference for him. He easily scored a goal. “Hah! Got ya this time!”
D.M. finally came to a stop next to him, resting his hands on his knees. “You got lucky this time, mate.”
Tige leaned over to him, “At least I got lucky.”
The major growled and gave him a firm slap on the shoulder. “That’s not amusing.” The look on his face told Tige he’d screwed up.
The captain nodded, “Sorry, mate.”
He leaned over so he was close to Tige’s ear. “Look, what goes on between me and Eagle is our business. I’d appreciate it if you keep it quiet.”
“Yes, sir,” Tige replied, roughly stiffening to attention.
“Thanks.”
Juan Ortiz al-Hassat walked cautiously down the concourse of LAX airport. He was now in a strange country; the country of his enemies. Having been only partly briefed in Calí, al-Hassat was hoping that his contact in America would fill him in. People passed him, none even gave him a second look; he fit in nicely in Southern California. His dark Colombian skin was a close resemblance to the large Hispanic population in the area.
Making his way to baggage claim, he quickly found his bag and left the area. A man stood not far from the exit with a small sign; it simply read “Juan H.”
“I am al-Hassat,” he said softly, afraid the whole world would hear.
“From Calí?”
“Sí.”
“Come with me,” the man said as he picked up al-Hassat’s suitcase and headed to the parking lot. He strode along at a fast pace.
“Who are you, sir?”
“The name’s David Rahman. I’ll tell you more later once we’re someplace safe.” He was close to six feet tall, had dark brown hair and blue eyes. He looked every bit American.Al-Hassat guessed his age to be mid-thirties. They walked for quite a while until they reached the car. Grabbing his keys, Rahman opened the trunk and tossed the bag in. “We got about an hour’s ride. Are you hungry?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Quit fuckin’ callin’ me sir.”
“Sorry.”
“I hope you’ve been workin’ on your English,” he said, sliding into the driver’s seat. Al-Hassat got into the passenger’s seat. He closed the door and looked at his surroundings. This was the busiest place he’d seen in his life.
“I have been studying…May I ask you a question?”
“What, kid?”
“Why was I sent for?”
Rahman put the car in reverse and backed out. “Because someone thinks you have skills that we need here.”
“Me?” he said, a bit surprised.
“Miguel el-Wadanan said you were a good student.”
“I guess I was. What am I going to be doing here?”
He drove out of the parking lot and stopped to pay his fee. After, he rolled up the window and turned on the heat. Despite being mid-March, the weather was unseasonably cool. “You were sent here because you are young; you can blend in.”
“Blend into what?”
“Schools.” Rahman made a left turn and headed toward the freeway. “You’re young, smart, and perfect for playing an exchange student…Did they ‘adjust’ your age on your passport?”
“Yes.”
“Good. It may take me a week or more to get you into a school, after that, your job will be quite easy.”
Al-Hassat was silent for a few moments. Was he going to be sent in as a suicide bomber? If he was, it seemed a waste to send him all the way to America for just one job. Maybe there was more in the works. “What am I to do?”
“El-Wadnan said you worked on the new explosive.”
“I did some work with it, yes.”
“We’re gonna have you take backpack bombs and carry them into schools.”
“I don’t blow up, do I?”
Rahman laughed, “Not unless you accidently set one off…No, we want you to go in as an exchange student, get to know some people, gain their trust. Then when they’re comfortable with you, we want you to get into a big group setting, leave your bomb and disappear.”
Al-Hassat nodded. It seemed like a job he could do. “Why do you help us?”
“Huh?”
“You clearly do not look like you practice Islam.”
“The color of my skin and place of birth does not automatically mean I am Christian,” Rahman retorted.
“My apologies.”
“There are many here that are not happy with how things are going. We wish to change that. We work in small groups, quietly.”
Max sat on the bench outside the school. He watched the children play. Despite only getting three scant meals a day, they were playing hard. The sun was beginning to dip lower on the horizon and the whole landscape took on a reddish, dusty appearance. One of the kids, a little boy maybe six years old walked up to him. “Hey kiddo, what’s the matter?”
“They pick on me,” he said in broken English.
“Why?”
“Because I little and come from Darfur.” He climbed up and sat down, wiping the sweat from his face.
“Well that’s not very nice of them.”
“You get picked on in school?”
“Naw, I was on the football team; they knew better than to pick on me,” Max replied. “Do you have any family?”
“No. Mamma and Dah are gone. They killed in ref-u-gee camp. I come here to school with my sister.”
Max studied the young boy for a few moments. He was indeed small. His brown skin was much darker than the surrounding landscape and his eyes were deep black pools. “So what’s your name, kid?”
“Abiodun.”
“ A-bio-dun? What’s that mean?”
“Born during war.”
Max raised an eyebrow. “Appropriate considering what’s going on around here.”
“My sister, Esosa, she killed…I see man who do it. He do bad things to her and he kill her…He make me have bad dreams when I sleep.”
“Welcome to our world, kid.” He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “We are good men who do bad things.”
“You kill people?”
“Yeah, but we only kill bad people, so you can grow up big and strong.”
Abiodun reached over with his small hands, wrapped them around Max’s bicep and squeezed. “So I can grow strong? You have bad dreams too?”
Max sat silently for a few moments watching the setting sun. “Lots of bad dreams, my little friend, lots of bad dreams. My nights are full of them.”
“In my dreams I see the bad man who killed my sister. Can you make him go away?” Abiodun asked.
“There’s lots of bad men in this country. It would be very hard to find the man who killed your sister.”
The boy hopped off the bench and took a few steps so he could see past the end of the building. “There. The bad man there,” he pointed north toward the training camp.
“What do you mean?”
“The bad man there!” He pointed again.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I see him when they come to well for water.”
Max scratched his head, this was getting too strange. Abiodun sat back down and turned to face the lieutenant. “I know it him, he have this.” He drew a line across his face starting above his right eye going across his nose and down his left cheek.
“He has a scar?”
Abiodun nodded enthusiastically. It was obvious the kid knew what he was talking about. Max leaned forward resting his forearms on his thighs. If the guy was at the camp then he was going to be eliminated as part of the strike. It wouldn’t do any harm to ask the kid if it would make him happy if the bad man was dead.
“Hey kiddo? Would it make you happy if I made that bad man go away?”
“You kill him?”
“Yes. We’ve been sent here to do a job; and if he’s at the camp, then he’s a bad man we’re supposed to kill.”
Again Abiodun nodded. “Please make the bad man go away. I afraid he will come here and kill us.”
“Would your dreams be happier if he died?”
“Yes. I would not be afraid.”
Max reached up and put his hand on the boy’s head. Abiodun was so small his hand covered nearly his entire head. “I promise that the bad man will never hurt anyone again. I’ll make sure of that.”
As the sun set, lights came on in the camp. Cabbott yawned and looked at his watch; it was 2000. There was still a lot of activity. He could hear men shouting and the occasional rattle of gunfire. Peering through the spotting scope, he studied all the men trying to figure out who was who. He’d quickly figured out which one was Fahad; they’d done everything but roll out a red carpet for him. A chair was placed on a raised platform and he was seated on it so he could observe their training. It was obvious they were doing their best to try and impress him.
By 2300 the camp started to settle down for the night. Most of the personnel had gone to bed and there were a few hanging out near one of the guard shacks socializing. Finally, half an hour later the camp went dark. The captain closely observed where Fahad bunked down. He hoped it would be beneficial to the mission because the hut they’d chosen to house him in was the furthest to the left of his position. This was perfect because it was the most southern building in the camp; easiest for the team to get to.
Cabbott groaned and slowly got up. His legs were numb from being in the same position for an entire day. Pushing the branches off, he sat up and looked around. He’d planned on returning just a couple of hours before the team was set to attack, but decided he had enough intel.
He returned just after 0100. The team was in various stages of preparation. Most were dressed in their armor and were checking weapons and ammo.
“You’re back early,” Eagle said, loading a magazine into her rifle.
“Got what I needed so I decided to come back.” He handed her the small camera. “Download these into the laptop. I think you’ll be quite pleased.”
“I’m sure I will; thank you.”
“If you don’t mind, I’m gonna grab something to eat and get a short nap.”
“That’s fine. What time do you wanna brief?”
“How about 0230? That should be plenty of time to brief and get rolling.” He yawned, dropped his pack and leaned his rifle against the wall.
“All right then. Can you tell me which one is Fahad?”
“Dark red shemagh, tan robe, fairly long gray beard. He looks to be in his mid-seventies.” He pulled off some of his armor so he could be comfortable. His slinky suit was out of charge, but he figured he probably wouldn’t get a chance to recharge it.
“That old? Really?”
“Yup.”
“Excellent, thanks.”
“Cap? Cap?” Eagle said softly as she knelt down next to his bedroll. He stirred, moaned, and rolled over. “Captain? Umm, time to go to work.”
“Mmm?” he said lazily.
“Time to go to work.”
He looked up at her, his eyes were peaceful looking. Eagle thought it was strange considering they were hours from a combat mission. She’d seen him worked up before the mission against Westland; his eyes were a fiery shade of red instead of their usual brown. Cabbott sat up and stretched. “Yeah, okay, I guess so.”
Tige went by, smacking him on the shoulder. “Don’t sound so enthusiastic, mate.”
“Sorry, was a long, hot day. I guess I’m not quite as hardy in the field as I used to be.” He stood and stretched again. “Well, lemme make a pit stop and get some water and I’ll be ready to brief.” Taking a couple of steps toward the latrine, he stopped when he saw Max hurry inside. Several moments later, a loud shriek rang out.
Eagle turned and looked at the door. “Ah, I believe he’s finally given birth!”
Tige cringed. “Oh, that sounded like it hurt.”
The door opened and Max walked out. His face showed part relief, part pain. He held a 4X4 closed together at the corners. “Son-of-a-bitch that hurt,” he sighed, offering the gauze to Eagle.
“Well, was it a boy or a girl?” she teased, trying to find a bag to put it in.
“Hmmm, what gives you the most trouble?”
Eagle looked around the room. “From my perspective, I’d say it was a boy.” She found a bag and held it open while he dropped the gauze inside. “Feel better now?”
“Uh, well, I feel mostly better.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He leaned over and whispered in her ear. Eagle put her hand over her mouth in embarrassment. “Oh, right, uh, okay. Are you fine to go out?”
“Sure. Now I can concentrate on the mission instead of my pet rock.”
Ten minutes later Cabbott called everyone together. Eagle had the laptop turned on and the photos brought up.
“Our target is bunked in this building. Good for us since it’s on the outside of the compound.” Cabbott pointed at a simple mud building with just a couple small windows.
D.M. studied the photos. “So there’s gonna be four to take out the guards?”
“Yes, Tige, Jake, Max, and I will take care of the guard positions. Eagle will be out on the knoll with the RPGs in case we need some help.”
“What about me and Sam?”
“Ah, I have a perfect job for you, Major…Your formidable size makes you perfect for door-busting detail.”
“Goodie!”
“And Sam, you’re going in right behind him. I want you guys to start with that hut first. If you can get Fahad, grab him and get out…Get him a safe distance, tag and bag him. Then come back and join the party.”
“I’m sure it’s gonna be a great party,” D.M. grinned.
“I’d bet on it.”
They continued to map out their plans, make final equipment checks, and quietly slipped away into the night. It took twenty minutes to make it close to the knoll overlooking the camp. Cabbott got the group together. “Jake, you take the northwest, Tige, southwest. I want the major and Sam to hang back behind Tige and wait until we have the guards eliminated. Max, you’ll take the northeast and I’ll take the southeast. I think it’d be best to leave all the LAWs with the colonel; they take quite a bit of distance to arm and I think the camp is gonna be too cramped to use them effectively. Any questions?”
“What’s our ‘go’ code?” Tige asked.
“One click on the radio to start the operation. One click if you’re not at your objective. When you reach your target, two clicks. And when we start the attack, two clicks. When your target is down, two more clicks. There should be enough time in between so there shouldn’t be confusion.”
“Roger that,” Tige replied. He looked at D.M. and Sam. “Well, mates, shall we?”
D.M. picked up his sub machine gun, making sure the suppressor was screwed on firmly. “Yeah, let’s go.”
“Sam? You got the zip ties?” Eagle asked as she lined up all the rockets.
“Yes, ma’am, I got probably two dozen of ’em, the good thick ones. And a piece of duct tape stuck to the back of my leg for a gag. I even have a nice hefty dose of valium drawn up to take the fight out of him.”
“Excellent. Get Fahad out of there, and then both of you return and help out. You’re primary for medical since I’m so far out here. You have all your gear?”
“Yes, ma’am. I inventoried supplies this afternoon.”
“I’d be happy with no casualties, but this is combat and we all know how it goes.”
“We all would,” D.M. said as he slid down the knoll. Sam and Tige followed along behind. They disappeared into the darkness.
“You think you can handle this thing?” Cabbott asked as he finished going over the use of a LAWs rocket to Eagle. Max headed to the northeast to take up his position.
“I don’t seem to have much choice. I’ll do what I need to in order to help you guys out,” she replied. There was a thin sliver of moon in the clear night sky, just enough to see up close without night vision.
“Just be careful and sure of your shot. Don’t rush it. These things are pretty much dumb rockets; they’ll go more or less where you aim them. There’s gonna be a lot of chaos going on, don’t let it bother you. Just follow instructions and shoot when I tell you. I need you to take out the middle two buildings; they house the majority of the staff and trainees. I watched them bed down. Fahad is in the first hut; hopefully D.M. and Sam can get him before it gets too hot.”
“What do you want me to do with the other rockets?”
“Use them if I tell you. I may not have time to pop smoke grenades, just follow my direction.” Cabbott decided to give Eagle all the rockets. The closeness of the camp would make it hard for the team to fire them. The weapons required forty meters to arm before they could be considered live and there wasn’t enough room to do that in the camp. Some of the others had grenade launchers on their HK 417s, so they could assist at a closer distance. Eagle didn’t have any problem taking direction from Cabbott. Despite being the leader of the team, she knew better when it came to combat letting the seasoned vets call the shots.
“So what do we do now?” she asked.
He checked his watch. “I’m gonna hang out here a while. I have the shortest distance, so it won’t take me long.”
“You think we’ll be okay on this job?”
“From what I’ve seen, they have the skills and are battle tested. We’ll be fine.”
“Sorry, I always worry,” she said softly.
Cabbott studied her for a moment in the dim light. “You have a lot invested in them, not to mention me. I don’t blame you for worrying.” He noticed how the thin moon reflected off her white bangs; he wished he could touch them. There was something about her that drove him mad. He fought back the thought, biting his lip. No, he had to keep his focus on the mission.
It was 0400 and the camp was quiet. The team had disbursed and was waiting for Cabbott’s signal. Behind them, Eagle heard the sound of movement, a lot of movement. She tapped Cabbott on the arm. “Noise behind us.”
“Yes, I know, perfect timing.” He checked his watch. “Prompt little buggers.”
“What do you mean?”
“Goats; a whole bunch of ’em. They come through here looking for food and water.” The clanging of bells could be faintly heard.
“I figure they’d be asleep this time of morning.”
“Naw, they wander most of the night. They kept me good company and covered my noises. I plan on using them to hide my movement up to the camp.”
“You seem to have been born into this line of work.”
“Grew up in it more like. My father hunted a lot. He taught me plenty.” The goats came closer. “Now to make ’em my friends.” He reached in his web gear and took out several pieces of bread. “All I need to do is feed a couple of them and they’ll follow me anywhere. With that racket going on, the guard will never hear me coming. They’re so used to the goats they don’t even shine their flashlights on them.” He made his way down the knoll. “Just listen for my direction, you’ll be fine…If anything goes terribly wrong, head southeast and then cut back west and get to the school.”
“I hope it doesn’t.”
“Me too.” He slipped away into the darkness. Eagle could hear the goats approaching a bit faster; they must have picked up on Cabbott. A few minutes later they passed her position and she could faintly see them heading to the camp. A dark shadow hid amongst them. One click came over the radio, the signal for the others to begin their advance. It would take nearly an hour to make it to the guard positions.
Tige crept forward toward his target. Sam and D.M. were loitering about thirty meters behind. They weren’t in any hurry to go forward; they needed to wait until the guards were neutralized before doing their part. The desert was fairly dark, but the faint moon meant Tige had to approach on his belly; there was just enough light that the floor of the desert could be seen. It was going to be a difficult approach. Wild dogs yipping and howling in the distance made enough noise that it was at least going to cover up the noise he was making. He inched along slowly hoping the armor was providing enough camouflage. To his right, he could hear the goats approaching, which meant Cabbott was nearing his target. He stopped for a moment to study the guard shack. It wasn’t exactly a shack, more like a platform raised about fifteen inches off the ground with a simple railing around it and a tin roof to keep the sun off. He studied it, deciding how to approach. The platform railing opened toward the inside of the compound, so Tige would need to crawl under the platform to reach the other side where he could make his attack.
Cabbott was nearing his objective. The goats were wonderful cover and he was able to quickly make the distance to his target. He stopped, pulling out another piece of bread and crumbling it into small pieces. The goats mobbed around him. He clicked his radio twice and waited for replies. He received one click from each man; they weren’t at their targets yet. Flattening down, Cabbott crawled along slowly. The goats continued to group around him looking for more to eat. They stayed with him until he crawled right up to the platform. Crawling underneath, he clicked again and waited. This time he got two clicks from two men in return. There was just one more man to make it to the target. From his position under the platform, Cabbott observed the compound more in depth. To his right was a machine gun nest ringed with sand bags. A bit further on was the training area and what appeared to be a small shack—perhaps a latrine. Past that to the north was another guard platform. He couldn’t tell who had made it to their objective; he just knew there was one man still out there.
Jake inched along slowly. He felt like he was making no progress at all. The others were at their objectives, and he still had probably fifty feet to go. He could hear the dinging of goat bells approaching him. Maybe they would come his way and make enough noise that he could make faster progress and get under the platform. The goats milled around the platform then moved toward him. Jake crawled a bit faster using their noise to cover his movements. They saw him and came over. He lay still as they swarmed around him, pulling on his gear and nibbling at his fingers. Crawling even faster, Jake hurried to cover the distance. The goats tagged along with him. He slid under the platform and clicked his radio.
Eagle listened to all the clicks on the radio. She knew everyone was in place. Picking up one of the rocket tubes, she flipped the front sight up. It was a matter of time before the whole operation would go down. Quietly, she rose up and knelt on her right knee, shouldering the weapon. Now she had to wait.
Cabbott reached into the pouch on the side of his leg removing his spiked meteor hammer. He arranged the rope and prepared to make his attack. Making sure his fighting knife was close at hand if needed, he took a long, slow breath to settle his nerves. Crawling a bit closer to the edge of the platform he stopped and waited again. Clicking his radio twice, he waited for replies. It was nearly a minute before the rest of the men signaled they were ready. The captain edged his way out from under the platform and peered over the floor at his target. Darkness hid his face and he could see the guard had his back to him. Perfect. As quietly as he could, Cabbott rose up. He let out enough rope and with two quick swings, sent the hammer to its target. It embedded in the base of the man’s skull instantly severing his spinal cord. There was barely a sound from the whole procedure. The guard’s knees buckled and he began to fall. Cabbott rushed up and caught the man, quietly laying him down. He clicked his radio twice indicating that his target was down.
Max moved on his assigned guard position. As fast as he could, he stood and jumped onto the platform, grabbed the guard, his hand over his mouth, and quickly slit his throat. He laid the man down and clicked his radio twice. He could hear more clicks; Tige and Jake must have completed their assignments.
D.M. listened and counted clicks. “That’s all of ’em, let’s go,” he whispered. As quickly and quietly as they could, they made their way to the mud hut. He led the way, Sam fell in behind. They ducked low to go under the windows and stopped at the corner of the building. “Ready?” the major whispered as he readied his sub machine gun.
“Yeah, let’s go bust some doors.”
D.M. keyed his radio. “Angel, Lone Wolf. We’re ready to bust a door,” he whispered.
“Quietly!” Cabbott hissed.
“Roger that,” D.M. replied. He wasn’t happy about having to go in quiet, but it was needed to give the team more time to prepare for any terrorists that managed to get out of the barracks. He slipped around the corner and stood facing the door; Sam was right behind him. “On three,” he whispered.
Cabbott watched from his position on the guard platform. He could see the dark figures of D.M. and Sam at the door. A moment later, the door on the hut next to them opened and a man staggered out. He headed for what Cabbott discovered was the latrine—a small shack that was close to the guard platform Max had taken out. “Bull Dog, you may have company,” he said softly.
“Got it,” came the reply.
The captain glanced over to see D.M. and Sam both frozen. They’d seen the man come out and hadn’t moved a muscle so not to attract any attention. It was dark enough they blended in with the shadows from the overhanging porch. He watched as the man went into the outhouse. A short while later he emerged and it looked like he was going to return to the hut. As the man got partway across the compound, he turned and headed straight for Cabbott. The captain knew he was in trouble. The man approached closer and said something in Arabic. Cabbott did not respond. He walked closer and repeated what he’d said. Again, Cabbott said nothing. He was hoping to draw the man in close enough to take him out with his knife. No such luck. The man realized the person standing on the platform was not his friend. He turned, shouted something in Arabic, and began to run back to the hut. Cabbott pulled out his pistol and fired. The silenced round dropped the man. A light came on in the middle hut and he could hear men starting to move inside.
“Oh shit, the gig’s up!” the captain said as he readied his rifle. “White Feather, can you take out that middle hut? Lone Wolf, Ground Zero, move in now!”
“Roger!” D.M. kicked in the door and stormed inside. Most of the men were still asleep. They sprang up, looking around wildly. The major turned the flashlight on his machine gun and quickly started shining it in the men’s faces on the left side of the room. When he recognized one was not his assigned target, he pulled the trigger and dropped him. Sam was behind doing the same on the right side. Outside they could hear the clamber of men rushing from huts and gunfire being exchanged; so much for trying to do this quietly.
D.M. reached the back of the hut. His light shined on the last man still alive in the room. “Got him.” He rushed forward and seized Fahad, throwing him to the ground. Sam quickly pulled out some zip ties and bound his hands. He took the strip of duct tape off his armor and placed it over Fahad’s mouth. They wrestled him to his feet and headed for the door. Outside they could see the firefight. Tige came forward after taking out his target and was firing from the side of the hut they were in.
“Lone Wolf, Wombat, I’ve got the red carpet out; exit, break right and bugger the hell out of here.”
“Roger, Wombat, we’re moving.” D.M. grabbed Fahad by the arm and manhandled him out the door. They turned the corner and hurried off into the darkness.
Eagle lined the hut up in her sights. She’d had problems with the first rocket and had to grab another. Rising up on one knee, she fired. The rocket streamed into the compound and exploded on the ground in front of the hut. “Shit!” She grabbed another rocket and prepared to try again. Men were pouring out of the huts. They were shooting at anything that moved. Lining up her target, she pulled the trigger. The rocket finally found its mark, the middle hut exploded. “Yes!”
“Good shot, White Feather, take out the hut to the right,” Cabbott called as he was trying to find some sort of cover to get behind. Bullets impacted the flimsy wood of the platform and sent splinters flying in the air. A couple hit him on the breastplate; they stung, motivating him to move faster. He hopped off the platform and dropped down behind it. There just wasn’t much to hide behind.
One of the men managed to make it to the machine gun nest. The rattle of heavy machine gun fire echoed through the night air. “Shit, not good!” Cabbott cursed as he tried to take a shot at the machine gunner. The whole camp was complete chaos.
Eagle took aim and fired again. This time the rocket flew true and impacted on the hut, blowing it into a million pieces. “Got it, Angel, what’s next? I got two left.”
“Two? Why two? You’ve only shot three.”
“Had a malfunction with the first one, that’s why I was late getting my shot off.”
Cabbott scanned the area looking for the rest of the team. He spotted Jake at the back corner of a smaller hut next to the one that had just been blown up. He was firing his rifle and occasionally launching a grenade. Max dropped off the back of his platform and was holding his position the best he could. Tige was still at the corner of the hut Fahad had been in. There were probably twenty terrorists still standing after the first salvo of rockets and grenades. The machine gunner continued to fire in the direction of Tige and Jake.
“White Feather, can you take out the machine gun nest?” Cabbott radioed.
“I’ll try.” She readied another rocket, took aim and fired. It streamed right over the top of the sand bag wall and impacted the ground twenty feet past. “Damn it!”
“Good try, White Feather. Hold that last one for now.” He watched the machine gunner swivel around and open fire in the direction of Eagle. “White Feather, get down!”
Eagle saw the muzzle flash from the heavy machine gun. Rounds impacted the sand just below the knoll. She dropped the rocket she was holding and scrambled down the back to safety. “Angel, I’m pinned down. I had to get off the knoll.”
“Stay where you are, I’m workin’ on it.”
“Roger that,” she replied, crouching down as low as she could. Sand and small rocks showered her.
Tige reloaded his rifle and pointed it around the wall. He fired several times hitting a few men. Some fell back and were retreating down the other side of the hut. He knew he had to stop them. Hurrying around the back, he popped out from the corner and opened fire, catching the retreating men in the backs. “Ha! Got you ya lousy tangos!” He dropped three more before he advanced down the length of the wall. Tige was making his move to meet up with Jake when a heavy machine gun round struck him on the right shoulder plate and dropped him to the ground. He lay there stunned for a few moments, his shoulder burned with intense pain.
“Wombat? Wombat do you read?” Cabbott called. He’d seen the whole thing. He looked over, trying to think of some way to stop the machine gunner. The captain decided against fitting his HK with a grenade launcher, now he regretted it. Reaching down, he found a grenade in one of his pouches.
Poking his head above the platform he looked across at Tige. He could see the captain’s body moving about. “Wombat, don’t move. I repeat, don’t move; play dead. If they see you, they’ll open up on you. I’m not sure how much more lead you can suck up. I’m gonna try and take the gunner out.” He readied his rifle, pulled the pin on the grenade and held the spoon down. “All, this is Angel. I’m gonna try and take out the machine gun nest. If you can cover fire for me, please do.”
“Angel, Lone Wolf, and Ground Zero are back in the fight. We’ll try and cover your left flank.” They’d dropped Fahad a safe distance out in the desert. Bound and gagged, he wasn’t going anywhere. And just to make sure, Sam gave him a heavy dose of valium, which knocked him out.
“Roger, thanks.” He stepped away from the platform and made a mad dash toward the sandbags. Several rounds ricocheted off his armor. He could feel the sting of the bullets but knew they had not penetrated the plastic. He ran as hard as he could until he was near the machine gun nest. The man saw him and tried to swivel the gun around but Cabbott was too quick. Letting go of the spoon, he made several more strides, tossed the grenade into the sandbag pit and continued running. Three seconds later there was an explosion; the machine gun fell silent. As he was nearing his cover behind the latrine, Cabbott felt something snap in his right ankle. Searing pain shot up his leg and he managed to hop the last few strides before diving for cover.
“Yeah!” Eagle cheered and quickly returned to her position on the knoll. There was still gunfire, but it was easier to deal with now that the heavy was out of action.
“White Feather, Angel. We still got resistance along the north side in the shed where they keep the vehicles. Do you think you can get that last rocket in there?”
“I’ll give it my best shot.” She picked up the rocket and carefully aimed. It was going to be a tricky shot. Max was still pinned down behind the north guard platform and Cabbott was now hiding behind the latrine. She had a forty foot gap in which to thread the rocket so it would hit the vehicle shed. Checking her aim one last time, she pulled the trigger. The rocket fired and headed toward the camp. She dropped the launcher and quickly crossed her fingers, hoping it would fly true. She watched it sail right through the gap and explode on the shed. “Jeg klarte det!” she hollered in Norwegian. “I did it!” she said over the radio.
“Good job, White Feather. Hold your position. We should have the rest of the tangos mopped up here shortly,” Cabbott said as he pointed his rifle around the corner and dropped a few more terrorists. Most of the gunfire had died out. Jake advanced forward and cleared the remainder of the vehicle shed that didn’t get blown up. Max joined with Cabbott and they started across the compound dispatching any terrorist still alive. D.M. and Sam came around the corner of the building. Cabbott noticed Tige was still lying on the ground. He approached him, “Hey, Wombat, are you okay?” The sun was beginning to come up.
“More or less, mate.”
The captain knelt down. In the dim light he could see a large gash in Tige’s right shoulder plate. “Son-of-a-bitch, that must’ve hurt.”
“Just a little,” Tige replied, holding his left hand up and showing his thumb and index finger close together.
Cabbott leaned down and looked him over more closely. He couldn’t see any blood, but from the depth of the gash, there had to be some sort of damage. The bullet had torn through the top and honeycomb middle layer of the armor, leaving the bottom layer intact but rather contorted. “How about a damage report?”
“It hurts.”
“No shit, Sherlock, what hurts?”
“My shoulder, of course,” Tige replied.
“You think anything’s broken?”
“Dunno, hurts too bad right now.”
D.M. and Sam approached. They stood over Tige. “What the hell did he get hit with?” D.M. asked.
“Fifty cal round,” Cabbott replied.
“Impressive. Nice to see it stopped the fifty.” The major wandered off and continued dispatching terrorists.
“Is that all he bloody has to say?!” Tige gasped, “No, ‘are you all right Tige? Or hey, good to see you made it through the fight.’ Bastard!”
“I resemble that remark!” D.M. called.
Sam knelt down and checked Tige. He removed the shoulder plate and palpated his shoulder. “Ah! That fuckin’ hurts!” Tige growled.
“Hmmm, I’m pretty sure you’ve got a broken clavicle. Considering how the round hit you, I wouldn’t be surprised.”
Tige struggled to sit up, Sam and Cabbott helped him. “Oh yeah, I think you’re right. I feel something grinding.”
Sam opened his medical bag and pulled out several cravats. He fashioned a sling and swath, quickly bandaging Tige. They helped him to his feet. Sam looked around the compound. “All, Ground Zero, anyone else hurt?” he announced over the radio. Negative replies came his way. “Okay, come with me, we’ll fall back and head to where we have Fahad. They can take care of the leftovers.”
Eagle wandered into the camp. She carried the spent rocket tubes and the one that didn’t fire. Everything was quiet; all the terrorists were supposed to be dead. The team was checking over bodies trying to find identification papers or anything else that would be helpful. She looked around, counting all she could find. Considering they were vastly outnumbered, the team pulled off the mission even after they’d been compromised. As she walked along, a slight movement caught her eye. One terrorist was still alive, barely. She stopped, looking at the man. He was lying on his back; there were several rounds to his chest. Blood pooled around him and it was obvious he was slowly bleeding to death. Eagle watched him for a few moments almost fascinated with how he was dying. She glanced over to see Cabbott approaching. She noticed he was limping. Dropping the tubes, she drew her .45 from her shoulder holster. Eagle let her hand drop down until the pistol was pointing at the ground. She stepped forward, took aim and fired a round right between the man’s eyes. A loud report rang through the quiet camp. The captain stopped dead in his tracks when he saw her. Some of the others looked around with concern.
She looked at him. “You said no quarter given, right?”
He swallowed hard, astonished by what he’d just seen. “Yeah,” he gasped.
Eagle holstered her pistol. “Wasn’t right to let him suffer like that.” He limped up to her and looked at the body. “Are you okay?” she asked softly. “You’re limping.”
“Something popped in my ankle when I made the run on the heavy.”
“Are you gonna be all right?”
“I think so. I purposely had D.M. make my lower body armor a bit snug so it’d give me extra support since my legs are so messed up.”
“That was probably a good idea.” She walked around him checking him over. “Looks like you took a few hits.” She rubbed her fingers over a couple of scratches on his armor. “Are you all right otherwise?”
“Yeah. Stung like hell, but this stuff’s damned impressive.”
“If you want, I’ll check your ankle when we get back.”
“Yes, thank you.”
Max wandered back over to the guard platform where he’d taken out his assigned target. Somewhere in the heat of battle he’d dropped his favorite knife. He looked around and finally decided to look on the platform where the guard lay. Grabbing the body by the shoulder, he rolled it over. The morning light shone across the dead man’s face. A large scar ran from his right eyebrow across his face and down his left cheek. He stepped back and gasped. By some strange twist of fate, he’d killed the man that had raped and murdered Abiodun’s sister. He could tell the little kid he could sleep at night because he’d personally killed the bad man. Picking over his gear, Max found some sort of amulet around the man’s neck. He yanked it off and put it in one of his leg pouches. It would be given to Abiodun as a war trophy. The bad man would haunt him no more.
Sam and Tige walked to where Fahad lay. He was face down in the sand, his hands bound behind his back, and his legs drawn up and fastened to his hands. They’d more or less hogtied him to ensure that he didn’t get up and run away in the middle of the battle.
“Shit, you weren’t gonna let this mongrel move a muscle were ya?” Tige said as he walked around the terrorist, nudging him with his boot.
“Nope. I even hit him with valium just to make sure.”
“Good onya, mate!”
Fahad looked up at the men. His eyes were still glassy from the drugs. Sam pulled his knife out and stepped across the terrorist. He reached down and cut the zip ties that were keeping his legs bound to his hands. “Get up!” Sam barked as he yanked on Fahad’s arms. Tige reached down with his left arm and helped Sam get the man to his feet. “Do we wanna wait here or head back to base?” Sam asked.
“I’d head back to base so we can get him stashed before the kids are up and about,” Tige replied as he gave Fahad a shove in the back.
“Good idea.” They headed back to the compound.
The rest of the team stood in the middle of the training camp. They’d made sure all the terrorists were dead and collected anything that looked important. “Well, gentlemen, I’d say this was a first-rate operation; only two minor injuries on our side and probably forty or so dead terrorists on their side. And we captured the HVT they wanted,” Eagle said as she slung her sub machine gun over her shoulder. “Shall we head home?”
Cabbott took one last look around. He was making sure there wasn’t anything they’d missed. “I think so.”
“Hey, what about the helicopter?” Jake added. They all turned and looked at the old Russian helicopter that sat to the south of the camp.
“I don’t see any need for it, do you?” Eagle said.
“No way we could use it for anything?” Jake asked. Despite being a Russian craft, it was a helicopter; and he had a love for all things rotary.
“Jake, it’s an old, noisy Russian helicopter. There’s no intel value in it. We can’t use it, it would be far too obvious, which is exactly what we don’t want,” Cabbott replied.
“So what do we do with it?”
Cabbott reached into one of his leg pouches and pulled out two grenades. “We blow it up.”
“Ugh, that seems like sacrilege.”
“It’s a hunk of junk.” He offered the grenades to Jake. “Now go have some fun and blow the damn thing up.”
Jake held his hand up. “No, I can’t. You do it.”
“I would, but I got a bad ankle, I can’t run right now.”
D.M. stood, his arms folded across his chest. “Would someone make up their damn mind? We don’t have all day.”
Cabbott tossed the grenades to D.M. “Here, Major, you go have some fun.”
“Thanks, I will.” He stomped toward the helicopter.
“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Eagle said as she headed out of the compound and toward the southwest where the school was. Cabbott, Max, and Jake followed along behind her carrying the LAWs tubes. They didn’t want to leave any obvious evidence that Americans did this. D.M. went to the helicopter and opened the back door just enough so he could toss the grenades inside. Pulling the pins on both, he let the spoons fly and quickly flicked them inside the door. Taking off at a mad dash, he ran in the direction of the others. Five seconds later the helicopter exploded in a ball of fire and smoke. He paused, looked over his shoulder, laughed and trotted off to catch up with the group.
“Yes, General, we have him. And no, the merchandise isn’t damaged…I counted at least forty, although there might have been more, but I blew up a couple of huts before some of them could get out,” Eagle said as she sat on the school roof, talking on her cell phone. “Who wants custody of him? The CIA? Oh, I don’t think so! They nearly caused us to fail by not giving Captain Westmoreland the intel he needed. I’m not exactly feeling very warm and fuzzy toward them right now…Yes?…Hmmm, didn’t think of that…Good idea, sir, I may just play that card when we get back…Yes, sir, we should be home in a couple of days. My contact here is making arrangements to get us flown out the way we came in…Oh, we’ve figured out a way to smuggle Fahad out. Don’t worry, we’ll have him in the States in one piece…Goodbye, sir.” She hung up, stood and went to the edge of the roof and leaned against the wall. The rest of the team had changed out of their armor and were playing with the kids almost as if nothing had happened earlier that morning.
She watched as they played soccer; their game not anywhere near as rough as it had been before the operation. They must be feeling better; the hormonal tension from the mission was now eased and they were once again controllable. They laughed and carried on, having a good time. She was feeling more relaxed, not from the waning of their testosterone, but from the relief of knowing they’d survived another outing. D.M.’s armor had proven without a shadow of a doubt it would protect against small arms fire and even against the heavy machine gun. Tige suffered a broken collar bone and quite a lot of bruising. He didn’t let that slow him up. With his arm in a sling, he ran up and down the field with the kids.
Eagle climbed down from the roof and returned to their small building. Cabbott was lying on his bedroll; his ankle wrapped in an ice pack and propped up on his gear bag. “How are you doing, Cap?”
“Fine. A bit sore.”
She knelt down next to his foot. “You want me to take a look at it?”
“Sure.”
Eagle unwrapped his ankle and examined him. “Hmm, no swelling, no bruising, nothing. And you felt something pop?”
“Most definitely.”
“The only thing I can think is maybe you broke some hardware.”
“I didn’t think about that. Maybe that’s what it was.”
“Think you’ll be all right to make it home?” she said.
“Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
“Once we get home, get it looked at.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Max sat on the bench next to the school catching his breath. He’d been playing for nearly an hour and the kids never seemed to run out of energy. Whatever they were feeding those kids, it must be plenty enough to keep them running, he thought. Abiodun trotted over and climbed up on the bench next to him. “Hey, kiddo,” Max said as he put his hand on the boy’s head and rubbed his fingers over his short-cropped curly black hair.
“Hi, Mr. Max,” the boy replied, with a bright smile.
“Tired of playing with the big boys?”
“Yeah, they run too fast!”
Max chuckled. He sat watching as the game continued; the men teamed up as equally as possible with several kids on each of their teams. They played hard but fair. As one team would score a goal, they’d celebrate with high-fives and cheers. He watched as D.M. got tangled up with one of the older kids and found himself face first in the dusty desert. He got up, helped up the kid and continued playing. There were no racial, social, ethnical, or political barriers; it was just a good old-fashioned game of soccer in the middle of nowhere.
Abiodun tugged at Max’s shirt. “Mr. Max?”
“Yeah, kiddo?”
“When you go home?”
“We go home tomorrow.”
“Take me?” he pleaded.
Max looked down at the young boy. “I wish I could, kiddo, but I can’t.” He reached into his pocket and produced the amulet. “But I have something for you.”
“What? What?” Abiodun’s eyes lit up.
He held up the amulet. “See this? I took this off the bad man.” He made a motion across his face to indicate the man’s scarred face. “I took it from him after I killed him…That bad man will never scare you again.” He reached down and tied the amulet around the boy’s neck.
Abiodun looked at it. “No more bad dreams?”
“No, you can have happy dreams now…I took the bad man’s magic away and now you have it. You can make happy dreams from it.”
“Thank you!” Abiodun reached over and grabbed Max, hugging him as hard as his little arms could. Max gently returned the hug. Despite the brutality of what he’d done, he felt good he made the boy feel better. Because of him, Abiodun would no longer fear going to bed at night.
Cabbott opened the door to the well house and peered in. Fahad sat restrained in a chair, a gag over his mouth. The team decided to stash him in there because it was small and easy to keep an eye on. Ernest told the children they were not allowed to play there anyways. The captain walked in, closed the door and leaned against it. It was his turn to babysit the prisoner, which meant he had to offer him food and water. Even though all of them despised what the terrorists stood for they were duty bound to deliver this one back to the States alive.
The heat was oppressive in the well house. All the tiny windows had been opened to allow as much air in as possible, but it did little good. Cabbott grabbed a stool and sat down. He wiggled a bottle of water out of his pocket and set it on a small table. He quietly observed Fahad for a few moments before finally speaking. “You speak English?” The terrorist stared blankly at him and then slowly nodded. “Good, this’ll make things much easier. My name is Captain Westmoreland. You no doubt know you’ve been captured and are now a prisoner of the United States of America.” Fahad nodded. “You’re known for being a high-ranking officer in al-Qaeda, which is why you’re here and not left to rot in the desert…We obliterated the training camp; none were left alive…You’ll be taken to the U.S. and most likely handed over to the CIA for interrogation…I’m not here to do that, even though I’m trained. My job right now is to babysit you and give you food and water. I suggest you do this without a fight. If you resist, I have ways of making you comply. Do you understand?” Fahad took a moment to absorb what Cabbott said. He finally nodded. “Good. I’m going to take the gag out of your mouth. It’s pointless to cry out or make a lot of noise; no one here will care.” He stood and went over and removed the cloth gag from Fahad’s mouth. The terrorist sat quietly. The captain took the bottle of water, unscrewed the cap, and offered it. “Here, it’s nice cold water.”
Fahad resisted at first. Cabbott offered again. “It’s just water. No tricks. I’m not interested in interrogating you. If I was, I’d have already been at work on you…Come on, drink…You may hate us, but we’re not all barbarians.” He tipped the bottle to Fahad’s lips. He took a few small swallows, feeling the cool water going down his throat.
“Are you CIA?” Fahad finally said something.
“No. I used to work for them; assassinations mostly.”
“So you are a murderer?”
Cabbott studied him for a moment. “No more than you. Although I did kill one of your men in this very room a couple of nights ago.” Fahad looked around the room. “No, I don’t do it messy if I don’t have to. I simply gave him some drugs and put him to sleep after I’d gotten what I wanted from him.”
“And that information led to my capture?”
“Yup.” He offered more water, Fahad drank. “I can’t say I always agree with what my government does, but it’s my job, and I do as they tell me.”
Fahad nodded. “We are both soldiers.”
“Just on opposite sides of the war.”
“Is the CIA going to torture me?”
“Dunno. They have many ways of making someone talk. Personally, I never found brute physical torture to be very effective in getting information…Contrary to popular belief, I’m actually a rather nice person…Are you hungry?”
“Yes.”
Cabbott patted his pockets to see if he had anything in them. “Uh, I don’t have anything on me, but I can go over to the kitchen and get something for you.”
“So what is to become of me after the CIA is done?”
“You’ll be sent to a terrorist prison where you’ll spend the rest of your life.”
“I won’t be executed?”
“Probably not. If you wanna have the best chance against the CIA, I suggest you roll over and give them what they want before they get brutal. I’ve seen many a man die in their hands.”
Fahad studied Cabbott for a few moments. “Perhaps I want to die. I’m not a young man; I’ve fought in many wars. Allah would be happy to have me.”
The captain stood and replaced the gag over Fahad’s mouth. “That’s entirely up to you. I’m just here to ensure you make it to the States in one piece.” He went to the door and opened it. “I’ll be back in a few with something to eat.”
That night at dinner Abiodun grabbed Max and made sure he sat right next to him. The boy had shown all his friends the amulet and told them the story of Max killing the bad man. The children eagerly gathered around Max and wanted him to tell the story again. Sam walked by carrying his tray. “Looks like you got some hero worship going, huh?”
“It seems that way.” The lieutenant smiled.
“Well, enjoy the fame while it lasts.”
Max laughed. He’d finished dinner but the children kept him stuck at the table. He really needed to get back to their building and pack. Ernest came through the dining room. “Uh, hey, Ernest? Can I talk to you for a minute?” He stood. “Excuse me kids, I need to talk to Mr. Ernest.” He hurried over and caught up with him.
“Yes, Max, what is it?” He continued walking.
“These kids…What happens to them after they finish school here?” He shoved his hands in his pockets.
“We turn them out.”
“Huh?”
“We send them out into the big bad world.”
“God, they’re still pretty young though,” Max said with empathy. He couldn’t believe what he was being told.
“They leave here with an eighth grade education. That’s far more than the majority of kids in this country will ever get…Most will probably end up as soldiers or with one of the local warlords. You know our mission here is not really to provide aid. This is a front and you know that,” Ernest replied softly. They continued out of the dining room and into a long hallway.
“But these kids…”
“We do what we can for them, but with the country the way this is, they don’t have much hope for a bright future.”
Max sighed heavily. “What about Abiodun?”
“Mmm, sad story, that little boy. Having his parents killed at the refugee camp and then coming here with his sister. He watched her get raped and murdered by some of the men from the training camp.”
Max stopped. “He asked me to kill the bad man who did it, and I did. I told him he can have good dreams now.”
“That was a very noble thing you did for him.”
“I gave him the amulet I took off the body and told him that he has all the magic and he can be happy again.”
“Was it really the man who did it? Or did you just tell him that?” Ernest said.
“Oh, no, it really was the guy; he had the scar and everything. I was shocked he was on guard, and that was the position I was tasked to take. I told him the truth.”
Ernest patted him on the shoulder. “Well, I guess there are some SF operators out there with a heart after all.”
Max smiled. “I think everyone on our team has a heart; they’re a good group of people. Unfortunately we get tasked to do all the bad stuff.”
“Yes, well I did too. I’m happy to be out of that line of work now.” They continued down the hallway. “You seem to have a soft spot for that boy.”
“Kinda.”
“He’s a bright kid, one of the best students.”
“So he’s told me.”
“Thinking of trying to adopt him? It’d be quite easy.”
Max shook his head. “Not in my line of work, I can’t.”
“Too bad, he’d make a great kid for someone.”
Eagle came out of the well house; it had been her turn to take care of Fahad. As she closed the door, she smelled cigar smoke. Looking at her watch she noticed it was 2100. The sky was pitch black with a few stars twinkling above. Walking toward the ladder to the roof, she heard male voices above. Quietly she climbed up and peered above the wall. In the dim light she could see all the men. Some were relaxing on lounge chairs, others leaning against the wall. Most were holding lit cigars and bottles of beer.
D.M. spied Eagle watching them. “Well, my dear, do you wanna join us?” he said, taking a puff of his cigar.
Eagle climbed up another rung so she could rest her elbows on the wall. “Those the Cubans you bought?”
“Yup.”
“Weren’t you saving ’em for a special occasion?”
“Oh, I’d say this is pretty special. We all got out alive, didn’t we? Besides, I got plenty more; just a few of us are smoking.”
She climbed all the way up and over, finally deciding to join them. Max pulled a beer out of a bucket of ice. “Wanna beer, ma’am?”
“Yeah, sure.” While she wasn’t much of a beer drinker, this was one time she felt like having one. Her nerves had been on edge far too many days; now she could relax somewhat. Max popped the cap off and handed it to her. “Thanks, cheers,” she held her bottle up. He held his up and nodded.
D.M. sat up and motioned to her. “Come on over, have a seat.” He moved his legs so one was on each side of the lounge and patted the seat, indicating for her to sit.
“Hmmm, that’s not exactly good military etiquette there, Major,” she said as she stopped in front of him.
“Etiquette schmetiquette. Come on, sit your butt down and hang out with the boys. Maybe we’ll even teach you how to smoke a cigar.” There were several chuckles from the rest of the group.
“Not on your life!”
D.M. laughed, took a good puff and blew the smoke into the air above his head. “Well then, just have a seat and enjoy your beer.”
She settled down on the lounge. D.M. reached forward, wrapped his left arm around her waist and pulled her against him. “Hey!” she protested.
“Hey, nobody cares, relax; have some fun for once,” he said softly.
Eagle struggled for a few moments and then gave up. The major wasn’t going to let go. She decided it was a losing battle and relaxed against his chest. He kept his arm around, content to be holding her. It was one of the rare times they let their relationship show in public.
Cabbott finished off one beer and retrieved another from the bucket. “So, are you happy with how the mission went?” He could feel a hint of jealousy well up in him; he wanted to be the one she was leaning against.
“Yes. Considering how many snafus we had in the beginning with planning and intel; I think it went very well…I appreciate the efforts everyone put in,” she said.
“Just doin’ our job, ma’am,” Tige said as he gently rolled the ash off his cigar.
The next morning the team loaded up the truck. The ARP transport plane was on the tarmac waiting at Khartoum airport. They said their goodbyes to the staff and kids. Cabbott did his best to disguise Fahad by putting a shemagh on him and covering up all but his eyes. He was placed in the front of the truck bed, the rest of the team piled in behind. Ernest drove them to the airport and they quickly worked to get the plane loaded. Eagle stood on the ground watching.
“Well, Ernest, I appreciate all you’ve done for us. I can say this was a highly successful mission.”
“Glad we could be of help.”
“I hope we don’t have to come this way again; I’m not very fond of stomping terrorists in the middle of nowhere.”
Ernest chuckled. “Unfortunately Sudan is quickly becoming a haven for them; another training camp will probably pop up a few miles from where that one was.”
“Think it’ll ever stop?”
“We can only hope.”
Jake poked his head out of the cargo door. “We’re loaded and ready to go.”
“Thank you, I’ll be up in a minute.” She turned and offered her hand. “Good luck on your endeavors.”
Ernest took her hand and shook it gently. “And the same for you. Good luck with your team.”
Once airborne, the team settled down and tried to find places to sleep. They were exhausted; most hadn’t realized it until they were heading home. The mission had taken its toll. Fahad was secured to a bulkhead and at times someone would check on him. The flight home seemed to take forever. Finally they landed back at Yeager Airport in West Virginia. As they unloaded the plane, their next ride arrived. “Ah, good timing,” Eagle said as she grabbed her bag.
“Hey, what are we gonna do with him?” Jake asked, pointing to Fahad.
“Take him with us.”
“Huh? What? Why? Can’t the CIA just come pick him up? I mean, we’re not incredibly far from them right now.”
“I’ve gotta use for him; you have to trust me on this.”
“Ooooookay,” Jake replied, carrying several equipment bags to the K-loader.
After another seven hours, the team finally arrived in Reno. The air was crisp and cold; several inches of snow still remained on the edges of the tarmac. Jake looked out the back of the plane. “Why we in Reno?”
“Can’t very well take Fahad to the base now, can we?” Eagle replied as she stood and approached Cabbott.
“Oh, yeah, I guess you’re right.”
“Cap?”
“Yes, ma’am?”
“I have a job for you.”
He yawned and stretched. “What?”
“I need you to babysit Fahad for me. I booked a hotel room near the airport. I’m gonna make the CIA come and pick him up.”
“How long do you think that will be?”
“I’m hoping just a couple of days. Are you gonna be okay with your ankle?”
“Yeah. Surprisingly it doesn’t hurt much anymore; I think I’ll be fine…Uh, can Max hang back with me? It’d be nice to have another set of hands and eyes.”
“Sure. I actually plan on taking the rest of the gang home, putting away the gear and then coming back for a couple of days so they can blow off some steam.”
Cabbott chuckled, “Are you sure that’s wise?”
“I think they’re big enough to behave. If they don’t, the major’ll have words with ’em.” She put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes for emphasis.
D.M. came up behind Eagle. “Yeah, and what if I’m one of the ones misbehavin’?”
She looked over her shoulder, smiled, and winked. “Then I’ll deal with you later!”
Cabbott escorted Fahad from the back of the C-130. “Uh, ma’am? What do you want me to do with him?”
“Get your gear and we’ll put him in the staff car. Jake can watch him for a few minutes while you do that.”
“Right.” He hurried off to get his bags. Max noticed the captain grabbed both of his bags; his personal gear and his battle gear.
“Cap? Why ya bringin’ both bags?”
“Because I don’t trust the CIA. I’d feel more comfortable with a layer of armor under my clothes when we make the exchange.”
Max studied him for a moment. “Okay, I guess you know better.” He picked up both of his gear bags and headed to the staff car. Once everything was loaded, they quickly hustled Fahad into the backseat. Eagle gave them the hotel information. The place wasn’t far from the airport, so it would be a short drive.
“You both have your cell phones, right?” Eagle asked as she poked her head in the window before they left.
“Yes, ma’am, sure do,” Cabbott said.
“And you programmed the duress number into it?”
“Yes, ma’am,” they replied in unison.
“Good. I’m gonna contact the CIA tomorrow morning. As soon as I know something, I’ll call…Be safe, gentlemen.”
Cabbott pushed the door open to the hotel room. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was close to the airport. The room was reasonably furnished and there was only a small window on the back wall that looked outside. It was far too small for someone to climb out. Eagle booked them a fourth floor room, again making sure it would not be very accessible or easy to escape from.
“Okay, home sweet home for the next few days,” Cabbott replied as he helped Max get Fahad inside. They quickly closed the door. Fahad stopped in the middle of the room and stood patiently.
“Why aren’t you trying to escape or put up a fight?” Max asked as he set their bags down.
“I’m too old; it’s not worth it,” Fahad replied.
Max shoved him onto the sofa. “Yeah? Don’t give me any trouble, you hear?”
“I don’t intend to. Captain Westmoreland has been most equitable to me.”
The captain came from the bedroom. “Leave him be. He’s not much of a threat.”
“How do you know? He’s a terrorist for God’s sake,” Max protested.
“Mir Fahad and I had a few long talks…He’s right, we’re all just soldiers doing as we’re told…And my job is to keep him alive until the agency picks him up.”
“So you don’t want first crack at interrogating? You know, get the information out of him before they do?”
“No, not my assigned job.” He looked at his watch and then disappeared into the bathroom. He came out a few moments later with a bath towel. He lay it down on the floor. “Close to prayer time, isn’t it?”
Fahad eyed him with suspicion. “No tricks. Remember we’re not all barbarians,” he said as he picked the towel up and lay it on the floor pointing in a different direction. “Sorry, that’s east.” He pointed toward the door.
The terrorist stood. His hands had been rebound in front of his body and his legs were free. He studied Cabbott before kneeling on the towel. He held his hands above his head and then leaned down prostrate in prayer. The captain nudged Max, “Come on, have a seat at the table and give him some privacy.” They sat down, keeping an eye on Fahad from a short distance.
“I can’t believe you’re being so nice to that guy,” Max whispered as he leaned forward over the table.
“He’s a human being like the rest of us…Although I may not agree with his ideology, I’ll still respect his religious requirements and treat him with some compassion.”
“That seems so unlike you.”
“I’m here to watch over him, not to interrogate him, or kill him. But to ensure he reaches his destination alive…What they do after that is of little consequence to me.”
“I guess you’re not the stone-cold killer after all.”
“No. I only kill if I have to. I don’t always do it for fun; I’m not like some of the other trained killers. I have my morals and values, and I try to stick to them. Combat unfortunately brings out the worst in me…It’s not so bad when I have one preselected target to take out, but when you have multiple targets in the chaos of battle, I can get a bit out of hand and then the beast takes over.”
“What do you mean?”
“The beast, your inner demon; the part of our psyche that lives in the blackest part of our soul. When it comes out, your sense of reason and logic goes out the window. You do horrible things that you’ll likely regret the rest of your life.”
“Like what?”
“Rape, murder of innocents, decimating remains of the enemy, collecting war trophies,” Cabbott replied softly.
Max gasped, “You’ve never done stuff like that have you?” He sat back in his chair, chills running down his spine.
The captain sat quietly for a few moments. “My call sign may be Angel, but I’m far from it sometimes…No, I’ve never raped anyone…Came close once, but my morals kicked in…Yeah, I’ve killed a few innocents…I let the heat of battle get the best of me, and when one of my platoon mates got killed, I snapped and opened fire on whomever was in the way of my bullets…And as far as the last two on the list…Well, they sent me out on a counter sniping mission. This guy was good, damn good. I tracked him for five days in rough terrain and finally caught up to him. Along the way I watched him kill several officers who were stationed at one of the FOBs. I just couldn’t get the correct angle to get him. And I had to sit there and watch him kill our own troops…So when I finally did get my shot, and I got him, I packed my ass all the way across a valley and up to his hide…He was a lone sniper, no spotter…I was so pissed off after watching him that I cut off his trigger finger and then took a shit right in the middle of his back.”
Max let out a nervous little laugh. “Did you feel any better after all that?”
“Actually, yes I did.” He regarded the lieutenant with a serious expression. “So you see, I’m no Angel.” He looked over at Fahad. “And after a while, I stopped asking God for forgiveness. I figure I’m damned to hell and shouldn’t bother Him anymore.”
“Can never hurt to keep asking,” Max said softly.
Fahad finished his prayers and stood. He turned and sat back down on the sofa. Cabbott took the towel, folded it neatly, and placed it on the arm of the sofa. “Sorry it’s not a prayer rug, but it’ll have to do.”
“I appreciate your thoughtfulness.”
Eagle dropped her bags and opened the door to her room. D.M. was doing the same at his room. “Pssssst,” he hissed, trying to get her attention.
“What?”
“Can I come over later?” he said softly.
“Aren’t you tired?”
“No, I slept quite a bit on the plane. I’m wide awake.”
“Well maybe I’m not in the mood.”
He walked over to her. “I’d figure you would be after hanging out with all us testosterone driven males.”
“Mmm, was a bit difficult; especially sleeping all those nights right next to you.”
He leaned down until his mouth was just a few inches from her ear. “I can make it easier for you if you want,” he whispered in a deep voice. Eagle felt his breath against her ear; it was giving her goose bumps all over. It had been a while since they’d had much in the way of quality time together. Perhaps tonight would be a good time. They were returning to Reno tomorrow afternoon to get some R and R. That usually meant D.M. making sure the others behaved and their time together was limited.
“All right,” she whispered. “Can you give me twenty?”
“Oh, I think so. I need to put my stuff away too.” He leaned down and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll let myself in.” He returned to his room.
Eagle opened the door and carried her bags in. She dropped them in the living room just off the landing, not in the mood to do much with them. Walking into her bedroom, she undressed and decided to take a quick shower. Her clothes smelled like the inside of a C-130: hydraulic fluid, grease, and oil. She went into the bathroom and on turned the shower. Stepping inside, she let the hot water run over her body. It felt good; her muscles were cramped from riding in less than comfortable conditions for the last twenty-something hours. She let the water run over her for quite a while.
Taking the bar of soap, she worked up a lather and rubbed it over her shoulders, chest, and abdomen. She was tired, but in a way looked forward to the major’s company. Moving her hand down, she brought it between her legs, letting her finger play about. A tingle of excitement shot through her body. “Mmmmm,” she moaned and did it again. She spent a few moments exploring her sexuality. Finding it highly arousing, she definitely was ready for some male companionship.
Eagle turned off the shower and climbed out. Drying off, she debated about getting dressed or not. They were going to end up naked anyways, so why bother? Picking up her watch from the vanity, she noticed it had been nearly half an hour. Was D.M. coming over? He certainly wouldn’t have forgotten; he was the one who’d made the invitation. She climbed into bed naked and turned on the TV. Flipping through the channels, she found an interesting program on one of the scientific channels.
D.M. opened the door to Eagle’s room. He was dressed like he was going to the gym; he even wore an oversized sweatshirt. Making his way to her bedroom, he peered around the corner. “Hi,” he said softly.
“I was wondering if you were gonna show.”
“Of course I was!” he said.
“What’s in your hand?” she replied.
D.M. took his right hand and took the deck of cards out and rifled them back into his left hand. “I thought we’d have a bit of fun. Since the guys said you’re so good at poker, I thought we’d play a few games of strip poker.”
Eagle giggled. “Strip poker? My, my, you must wanna be parted from your clothes rather quickly!”
“No, let’s make it even. We’ll alternate a hand of poker with a hand of blackjack.”
“That sounds fair. But I got a problem.”
“What?”
“I took a shower, and well, figured that we’d end up bare anyways, so I didn’t put anything on.” She pulled down the covers showing her bare breasts.
The major laughed, “Oh, that’s funny! Should I consider myself the winner?”
“No way! We’ll make this a fair game. How many articles are you wearing?”
He made a quick count. “Shoes included, six.”
“Okay. You wait in the living room and I’ll find six things to wear and then let you know when I’m ready.”
“Oh, all right.” He spun around and went out the door.
Eagle climbed out of bed and quickly put on some clothes. She climbed back on the bed. “Okay, ready!”
D.M. returned, closing the door to the bedroom. He sat down on the edge of the bed. “Shall we start with poker?”
“Sure, what are the rules?”
“Clothing has to be removed in the proper order. No telling the other person to take off their underwear when they still have pants on.”
“Fair enough. You can deal this hand,” she said, getting comfortable.
D.M. shuffled the cards and then passed out four. “Four, right?”
“If you wanna play that way; I can play four or five.”
“Leave it at four with three card max draw.”
“Okay, that’s fine.” She picked up her cards and looked at them. D.M. had dealt her a wonderful hand. “I’ll take one please.” She took a card and laid it face down on the bed. He passed her another. Looking at his own hand, he dropped three cards and took three more.
“Right, what’ve you got?” he asked.
Eagle dropped her cards. “Three aces and a king.”
“Shit!” He flipped his cards down so she could see.
She laughed, “Okay, I guess you can lose the shoes.”
“Fine, not a problem.” He took off his shoes and gathered up the cards, passing them to her. “Okay, you deal the blackjack then.”
“Sure.” She shuffled the cards several times before dealing them out. D.M. looked at his cards and Eagle looked at hers. “Well, what do you want?”
“Gimme one,” he said dryly.
She flipped a card on the bed face up. “Eight.” Looking at her cards, she decided she wanted one. She flipped a card out. “Three…Okay, whatcha got?”
D.M. flipped his cards over. “Twenty.”
“Crap. Okay, what do you want me to take off?”
He flipped her cards over. “Hah! You busted!”
“Yeah, I don’t count cards like you do.”
The major studied her. “Okay, lose the socks.”
Eagle pulled off her socks, tossing them on the floor. She collected the cards and handed them to him. “Your deal.”
After eight rounds of cards, D.M. sat in just his boxer shorts. Eagle still had her bra and panties on. She’d managed to beat him at a game of blackjack he didn’t plan for. “Right, Major, this could be the last hand.” She gave him the cards.
“God, this is embarrassing.” He shuffled the cards and passed them out. Eagle took her cards and looked at them. Once again, the major had dealt her a good hand. She knew he wasn’t doing it on purpose, but it almost seemed that way. “How many do you want?” he asked.
“Mmm, just one please.” She dropped one on the bed.
“Oh hell, I might as well give up when you say that!”
Eagle laughed. D.M. passed her a card. She picked it up and added it to her hand. “Okay, I’m set.”
D.M. dropped two cards and picked up two more. His hand wasn’t too bad, perhaps she was bluffing. She’d done that on one hand, and he felt dumb that he’d fallen for the trick. “All right, what do you have?” he said, not happy he was probably going to lose, but amused they were both going to end up naked anyways.
“Hmmm, well…” She pulled out two cards and put them down. One was a king, the other was a queen. Then she dropped one more card, a jack.
“Shit, I bet you’re holding the ace.”
She held the card against her chest, leaned over and kissed him hard. After a few moments she drew away. “Sorry, Major, the skivvies gotta go!” She tossed the card down revealing the ace of spades. D.M. flopped back on the bed and laughed. “Come on, lose the shorts!” she insisted as she grabbed the waistband of his boxers and tugged at them.
He sat up. “In a hurry to get me naked?”
She unhooked her bra and pulled it off, sending it flying across the room. D.M. chuckled and leaned forward, cupping her left breast in his hand and kissing it with enthusiasm. She moaned and gently caressed his shoulders and chest. Deciding to move things along a bit, he put his left arm behind her and guided her until she was lying on her back. He inched his way up and found her lips, kissing her passionately. Eagle could feel the fullness of him against her lower abdomen. D.M. continued to kiss her and moved his body against hers, trying to work himself into just the right spot where he could stimulate her. He worked carefully, knowing that he shouldn’t push too hard or he might cause her discomfort instead of pleasure. After a few moments, she gasped and moaned.
“Feel good?” he whispered.
“Yeah.”
D.M. rolled off her and wiggled out of his boxers. “There, I’m naked, you win,” he said smugly.
“Now we’re even,” she said, taking off her panties.
D.M. sat looking at her for a few moments. She was truly beautiful. He’d come to understand she wasn’t going to be one of those tanned beach blondes; her skin was pale, creamy, and soft. He could see blue veins in her arms and neck, reminding him that she was a “blue blood” and needed to be treated as such. As hard as it was to fight his strong desire to make love to her, he had to refrain. Eagle made him promise she had to remain a virgin until her wedding day. He took his hand and gently rubbed her stomach. “You know this sucks.”
“I’m aware of that. This isn’t easy for me either.”
“Have you ever thought about saying to hell with it and giving up that slim chance at the throne? I mean, it’s awful slim.”
“I’ve given it a lot of thought, believe me. After I met you it got even more difficult.” She put her hand on top of his.
“You still wanna get married next spring, right?”
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.”
“Well, then, I guess we can suck it up for a while longer,” he smiled slightly, “It’ll make that moment we finally get to be together as one all the more special.”
She sat up part way and kissed him. “You’re a big romantic, aren’t you?”
“I can be.” He leaned down and kissed her stomach. “Mmm, speaking of sucking it up, are you game for a fun little experiment?”
“What do you have in mind?”
D.M. slid off and went to the foot of the bed. He crawled back up, but this time he nudged her legs apart and climbed between them. Using his left arm for support, he caressed her thighs, kissing her gently. Wiggling just a bit further, he stopped when his chin was just above her curly mound of hair. He studied her for a few moments. “Most women find this to be highly pleasurable.” Taking his nose and lips, he nuzzled apart the hair and soft folds of skin. He took in a deep breath, inhaling all the scents that were uniquely hers: the perfumed soap she used, the smell of the sheets, and most of all, her own scent. It was intoxicatingly wonderful and the major found it highly arousing. Moving slowly, he was trying not to make her nervous, and to savor the moment for himself. He was after the beautiful little rose bud as he called it. His tongue sought her out, gently playing. Eagle groaned; D.M. looked up to see her watching him with eyes half closed. “Like this?” he said.
“Yes.”
“I’ll carry on if you want me to.”
“Mmm, please.”
The major smiled to himself and turned his attentions back to her. He playfully flicked his tongue about trying different things he thought she might like. Then he leaned in a bit further and pressed his mouth over it, gently sucking. It was obvious Eagle was enjoying herself. He continued, finding great pleasure for himself as well.
“Mmmmmm,” he said trying to draw it out so she could enjoy the feeling of the vibration. He looked up at her. “You know, this reminds me of something.” Eagle studied him for a moment. “Yes, this reminds me of Spain,” he said with a half smile.
“Major, I fail to see the correlation between what you are doing now and your home country,” she replied in a rather matter-of-fact tone.
D.M. chuckled. “When I was a young boy, I’d come home from school. It was late summer and the honeysuckle vines would be in full bloom. Our whole backyard used to smell so sweet…I’d go pick a few blossoms and gently suck the nectar out of them.”
“You’re trying to be a mushy romantic, aren’t you?” she said with a smile.
“Mmm, different nectar; still just as sweet.” Letting his tongue play, he thought it felt like a young bud from a rose bush; soft, yet firm all at once. Delicious. Eagle may have lost her innocence on the battlefield, but when it came to love, she was innocent as a newborn babe. D.M. found it interesting; here was a woman, who was easily in her mid to late thirties (she refused to tell her age) that had very little experience with romance. In a way he kind of understood; she’d put her career ahead of her personal life. Sure, she could be quite a tease; she’d proved that while they were training at China Lake. But in reality, he discovered she was bluffing the whole time. D.M. hoped to change that. He took his time, allowing her to get comfortable with their relationship. There was no sense rushing things; he wouldn’t be able to make real love to her until they were wed. For the most part, he was a patient man, and for this he had the patience of an oyster. And having never felt this way about another woman, he knew the right time would eventually come when he could pick the beautiful flower of her virginity.
He moved his tongue a bit more, looking up at her. She had her eyes closed, and her hands were playing over her breasts. D.M. found himself extremely aroused by the whole situation. Despite being caught up in the moment of giving her pleasure, he was now feeling his discomfort. Working his tongue a bit faster and lightly sucking with his lips, he watched as she writhed with sheer delight. He continued until he realized with great frustration she wasn’t going to climax. D.M. wanted so badly to give her extreme pleasure, but it would take something else to get her over the top. It was going to take time to figure out. When he could stand it no longer he stopped. “Hey,” he said softly.
“Mmmm?”
“Did you enjoy yourself?”
“Yes, yes I did.”
He brought his other arm down so he was resting on his elbows between her legs. “Don’t think I got you over the top, but I gave it a good try. Sorry.”
“What do you mean?”
“Mmm, an orgasm like that.” He sat up and crawled over until he was lying next to her. “Women have two spots that get you off…I think I’m gonna have to work on finding just the right thing. I was close, but no Cuban cigar for me this time.”
“I remember reading that somewhere in a medical book, but was never quite sure it existed. And every woman is different, some say it works, some it doesn’t.”
He smiled. “It exists, trust me. I’ve pleasured many a woman that way.”
She sat up and looked at him. “Oh? How many women have you been with?”
“Enough to have experienced my share of amazing things.” He gently caressed her legs.
“How many?” she insisted, her voice lower.
D.M. was quiet for a few moments; he was trying to remember how many women he’d actually been with. He was by no means a Romeo; in fact, he tended to be rather choosey about who he had relationships with. It had been several years since he’d had anyone of significance in his life. “Oh, eight maybe ten. I didn’t just hop into bed with every available female…Some were older and taught me things; and at least one was a virgin.”
Eagle rolled partway over and caressed his chest. “I guess I can’t complain; it’s good that one of us knows what we’re doing.”
He smiled, leaned over, and kissed her. “Remember a while back when we took a shower together and you, uh, washed me?”
“Yeah,” she replied, reaching down and letting her fingers wrap around his fully engorged manhood.
D.M. groaned. “Well, can you do it again? Minus the soap and shower?”
“Oh, I guess I can give it a try.” She squeezed gently and slid her hand up and down. He groaned louder. “A bit worked up, Major?” she teased.
“After all I did to you, yes, uncomfortably so…God, doing that drives me nuts!”
She moved her hand up and down a few more times. D.M. gasped. It wasn’t going to take much to send him over the top. Working a bit faster, she changed the position of her hand slightly. He groaned loudly, tipping his head back. She knew she’d found a spot he found pleasurable, his face drew tight and his teeth were bared. “Feel good?”
“Yes, don’t stop,” he replied hastily.
She giggled and continued to pleasure him. D.M. reached over and snatched a couple of tissues from the nightstand. A few moments later he climaxed, letting out his customary ragged howl. He let his head flop back on the pillow. “Oh that was most excellent! Been a while.”
“More enjoyable because I did it, huh, Lone Wolf?”
He looked over and laughed lightly. “You didn’t hear me complaining, did you?”
“No, not one word.” She smiled, snuggling up against him. “I’m glad we spend our time over here, not sure how thick the walls are.”
He held her close, happy to be with the woman he loved. “Gee, are you implying I’m noisy?”
“Yes, surprisingly so.” Eagle looked over at the clock. “Mmm, guess we should get some sleep. I need to call the CIA tomorrow to arrange the handoff of Fahad.”
“You’re up to something, aren’t you?”
“Yes. I’m hoping it works out too.”
“What are you doing?”
She gently caressed his chest. “Mmm, I’ll let you know if it works out. Hopefully it will.”
“Giving me a taste of my own medicine? Yeah, I know how much you hate it when I’m secretive about something.”
Eagle slid off the bed and walked around to the side he was on. He’d rolled over and was on his back. She gently caressed his body from top to bottom. He moaned softly, enjoying the attention. Stopping at his feet, she sat down. Her fingers tracing over the bones of his ankles. “Mmmm,” she said with a little chuckle. “You have very sexy ankles.”
D.M. started to laugh. Soon he realized she’d said something so unusually funny he was caught completely off guard. He laughed so hard tears formed at the corners of his eyes and his ribs began to hurt. Eagle joined in his laughter. It was several minutes before he regained his composure. “Oh shit that was funny! No woman’s ever said that to me before!”
“What?” she replied trying to get her own laughter under control. “It’s true; I do think you have sexy ankles.”
D.M. laughed some more. His ribs were really hurting now. “I thought you’d say there was something else on me that was sexy; just never thought it was my damn ankles.”
Eagle caressed his legs, moving her hand up higher. D.M. watched her with interest. She continued her caresses, taking extra time when she reached his pelvis. He wasn’t immediately aroused, but it wasn’t going to take much. She played her fingers over his manhood, feeling the warm, soft skin. “Sorry, the cannon’s not quite ready to fire again. Have to reload first,” he grinned. She continued to caress him, one hand gently moving over his abdomen, the other working to stimulate him. He groaned, feeling the blood in his body making a move again. It wasn’t long before he was ready. “All right, you’re locked and loaded again, whatcha gonna do about it?” he teased.
She reached over and grabbed some tissues, offering them to him. “Mmm, I guess I’ll see if you can fire for effect.”
He laughed, trying not to let it get the best of him. “Well, I’ll try.” He reached up and caressed her face, his hand wandering down until it rested on her left breast. The next thing she did completely surprised him. Eagle leaned down and gently kissed her way from the base to the tip. He gasped, “Ohhhh, that’s nice…You can do whatever you want, I don’t mind. Just as long as there’s no teeth involved.”
She looked up at him. “Mmmm, not sure I’m ready to tackle that right now…You enjoy that?”
“Oh hell yeah! I’m not meaning to sound extremely crude, but a woman who can give a good blowjob is worth her weight in gold.”
“Yeeeeaaahhhh,” she replied with a hint of embarrassment. Turning her attentions back to him, she worked until he climaxed again.
Cabbott was up early and returned with breakfast. Max was sitting on the sofa watching TV with Fahad. “All right, breakfast is served,” the captain said as he placed the bags on the table. He headed into the bedroom to grab his morning dose of pills.
Max got up and went to the table. “Good, I’m starving, did you get what I wanted?”
“Yes, of course,” he called as he came back out.
Fahad sat down with them. Cabbott handed him his meal. “This should be acceptable for you. Sorry it’s not exactly what you wanted. I did the best I could.”
“I appreciate your efforts, Captain,” he said.
Cabbott opened his carton of orange juice, popped the pills in his mouth, and chased them down.
“You take a lot of pills, Captain,” Fahad said softly.
“Yeah, this broken up body doesn’t function well without ’em.” He opened the container with his food.
Max dug into his pancakes. He was tired of being cooped up in the room. He knew his turn out in civilization would be after breakfast. They’d organized a duty schedule that kept one person with Fahad at all times. It was as fair as possible; in fact Cabbott was far more lenient with Max, allowing him the better parts of the day. The captain had no problems spending time with Fahad. The elder man was a peaceful captive and Cabbott found talking to him an interesting experience. Fahad wasn’t going to give up any information, but he did enlighten the captain about his culture and heritage.
Fahad finished breakfast and sat back in his chair. “Thank you, Captain; that was good.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I had a son…Hmmm, I guess he would have been about your age now…I sent him off to fight against the Russians…He went into battle, got wounded and they captured him…He was tortured for five days before they killed him.” He bowed his head slightly.
Cabbott took a drink. “How do you know that?”
“They brought his body back to our village and strung it up as an example.”
“That’s not cool,” Max replied as he got up and threw away his paper plate.
“There’s a certain brutality to war, but sometimes an army can cross the line and they become your worst nightmare,” Cabbott said as he finished his milk.
Fahad shifted in his chair. “We are tired of war. We want to live our lives how we used to: simply.”
“I wish it were that simple,” the captain replied as he got up and cleared the remaining plates from the table. His cell phone rang. “Hello? Yes, ma’am…Uh huh…They are? Okay, that should be fine…Yes, we’ll have him there… All right…Goodbye.” He hung up. “The CIA will meet us at the executive jet area at sixteen hundred.”
“Today?” Fahad asked.
“Yes, I guess Eagle got in touch with them already.”
Fahad sighed, “Then I guess my life will be in their hands…Captain, Lieutenant, I thank you for your hospitality…I know you don’t agree with what I stand for, but you have been most accommodating to me when it came to my religion.”
“Like I said, we’re not all barbarians…I wish I could speak for the agency, but that would give you false hope.”
“I understand.” He bowed his head. “I can only hope they end my life quickly.”
“Perhaps, and only after they get what they want.”
The bell rang signaling the end of the school day. Pablo Ortiz al-Hassat made his way toward the gym. The school was having a basketball game; they were in the running for the district championships. He knew there would be a big crowd there to watch. Although he’d only been at the school a short time, and hadn’t made many friends, he figured this was too good of an opportunity to pass up. He’d informed Rahman about the game and was given the go ahead to place a bomb.
Walking down the long hallway, al-Hassat stopped by the bathroom and went into a stall. Unzipping the black backpack, he carefully connected the wires of the bomb. Next he set the timer on the device. An hour and a half would be just about right to catch the maximum amount of people in the gym.
Zipping the bag, he gingerly slung it over his shoulder and continued on his journey. Turning the corner, he almost bumped into a beautiful Middle Eastern girl. “Oh, excuse me,” al-Hassat said as he dodged her.
“Hi,” she replied, her voice indicating interest in him.
“Hello.”
She leaned against her locker. “Are you new here?”
“Exchange student from Colombia.”
“Oh, interesting. Are all the guys in Colombia as good looking as you?”
Al-Hassat tried to hide a smile. She was very cute. “No, not all.”
“Are you going to the game?”
“Yes, that’s where I was going.”
“I’d like to sit with you, if you don’t mind.” She gave him a coy smile.
“Uh, um, uh, I uh, guess so.”
“My name’s Alissa,” she said, offering her hand.
“Juan.”
“Shall we? That way we can get good seats?”
“Uh, yes,” he said. Now he was seriously beginning to doubt if he could do this. Alissa was very cute and evidently liked him. How could he be so cold and heartless to kill someone like her? Was there a way he could get her out before the bomb went off?
They walked down the hall to the gym. Already there were probably two hundred people in the stands. Both teams were warming up on the floor. Al-Hassat looked around, taking stock of the situation. Many more people would fill the bleachers and he wanted to find a place that would maximize casualties. Alissa found a seat about in the middle of the bleachers and half way up—exactly where he was thinking of sitting.
“This should be a good seat,” she said, settling down on the wooden bench.
“Yes, good view.” He sat down and tucked the backpack between his legs. Checking his watch, he knew he had a lot of time left. How could he get her out? The more he thought, the fewer options he came up with. Maybe she’d have to go to the bathroom and then he could slip out. No, that probably wouldn’t work.
“So how long are you gonna be here for?” she asked.
“Uh, just a semester.”
“That sucks. It would be cool to hang out with you more.” Alissa purposely brushed her arm against his leg.
The basketball game started and the gym rapidly filled. Al-Hassat scanned the area trying to guess how many people were present. His best guess was close to five hundred. He checked his watch, forty-five minutes to go. Reaching down, he gently touched the bag, making sure it was still there. His stomach churned and he could feel the acid eating at him. He was less than an hour away from doing something so horrible it was almost unthinkable.
“Oh, I hope they win,” Alissa said. “If they do, we go on to the regional championships.” She looked over at him. He was staring straight ahead. “Juan?”
“Huh?”
“Do they have good basketball teams in Colombia?”
“There are some. Mostly we play football—soccer to Americans.”
“I played soccer last year. Our girls’ team did pretty good…” She jabbered on telling him a story of how she made her first goal and went on to help win the game. Al-Hassat listened half-heartedly; his mind was on the bomb sitting between his legs. Looking at his watch, he was alarmed to find just ten minutes left. He needed to make his escape. Looking over at Alissa, he ran options through his head one more time.
“If you will excuse me, I need to go to the bathroom,” al-Hassat said as he stood.
“Okay. I’ll be right here when you get back.” She smiled and winked at him.
He managed a weak smile and headed out of the gym.
Jake picked up bags and loaded them into the Warhawk. Tige was stowing them against the back of the cabin. Sam came out with his bag and tossed it inside. “We ready to go yet?”
“Naw, still waiting on Eagle and D.M.,” Jake replied.
“What are they up to?”
“Dunno. I saw D.M. heading down to his lab, and I think Eagle’s in her office.”
Sam checked his watch. “She wanted to leave now. Not like her to be late.”
The door to the hangar opened and D.M. stepped out carrying his bag.
“Hey, where’s the boss?” Jake called.
“She’ll be along. She had some business to take care of before the CIA takes Fahad.” He handed his bag to Jake, who in turn passed it inside to Tige. The major leaned against the fuselage of the helicopter. The air was thin and cold; a couple of feet of snow still lay in the valley. He looked out at the bleak landscape and sighed, “I never thought I’d say this but I’ll be glad to see some greenery again.”
Jake took his place next to him. “Yeah, me too; been a really long, hard winter.”
“According to the weather data, we still got five more weeks of this shit to go.”
“Where’d you hear that?”
“Mmm, Frank told me…Since he’s in charge of security he gets daily reports on the weather. In fact, there’s another front moving in that’s supposed to hit tonight.”
“Ah, maybe we’ll be stranded in Reno!”
“Fat chance. They’re only calling for three or so inches.”
“Damn! I was hopin’ to have an extra day or two of booze, broads, and blackjack.”
The major chuckled, “Blackjack eh? I take it you were hoping to hook up with me and win some more?”
Tige and Sam poked their heads out of the door. “Hey, we’d like to get in on some of that action if you don’t mind,” Tige said as he sat down on the edge of the door.
“I can’t juggle all of you…Maybe if you guys figure out how to play in shifts or something. I’ve only got one set of eyes.”
Eagle appeared from inside the hangar carrying her bag. Before D.M. could make a move, Jake quickly jogged off and met her, taking the bag. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”
“No problem. We’re ready to go.”
She smiled at him. “I’m sure you are.”
“Well, ya know, I’m not one to turn down some fun.”
“Yes, that’s quite obvious.”
He helped her into the helicopter and then scrambled into the pilot’s seat. He didn’t ask if she wanted him to fly anymore, he just took the initiative.
A little more than half an hour later, they touched down at the air guard hangar at Reno airport. Sam hopped out and disappeared into the hangar. A few minutes later he appeared, keys in hand. The rest of the team began to unload. “You want me to bring the van around here? I think I can,” he replied, twirling the keys around his finger.
“Yes, if you can,” Eagle replied as she climbed out of the Warhawk.
Jake pulled out the last bag. “I’m glad General Spears gave us an allocation of some staff vehicles, makes getting around much easier.”
“Yes, having two sedans and one ten-passenger van is handy. Granted we’re quite obvious in them, but at least they’re available until we can find other modes of transport.”
Sam brought the van out onto the tarmac and they quickly loaded the bags. Eagle checked her watch; it was nearly fifteen-thirty. Cabbott and Max would be making the handoff shortly.
Agent Carrington hurried back to his computer. He’d just seen breaking news on CNN of an explosion in a Los Angeles school. Hundreds were feared dead and wounded. The local authorities were not sure of the cause. All they knew was the explosion happened during a basketball game in the gym. He frantically typed, cursing as he made typos; his fingers were not cooperating. “Son-of-a-bitch!” he barked, his fingers banged the keys. “Who the hell did this?”
“Sir? Did you see the news?” Agent Plimpton said, leaning in his door. She was on her way home. A tall brunette with green eyes, she normally stopped traffic as she walked the halls.
“Yes, yes,” he growled, still working on the keyboard.
“Who do you think did it?”
“Agent Plimpton, if I knew, I wouldn’t be fighting with the fucking computer. Aren’t you going home?”
“Yes,” she replied, and left.
Carrington looked at his watch. It was already after work hours, and his day just got busy. Picking up the phone he called his wife. It was going to be a long night.
Max looked at the clock on the dashboard. “Where are these guys? They’re late.” They were waiting at the executive jet area for the CIA plane.
“Dunno, I guess they get here when they get here,” Cabbott replied. He was in the backseat with Fahad.
“Well, I hope they hurry up, I’m damned uncomfortable in this stuff…I mean the armor’s okay to be standing and moving around in, but sitting, it’s not making me very happy right now.”
“In this line of work you learn to deal with a certain amount of discomfort…Personally, I’d rather have this discomfort than a bullet tearing through me.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right on that one.”
Fahad turned to Cabbott. “You wear bulletproof armor because you are afraid your own countrymen will shoot you?”
“Yes…Well, let’s just say that I’m not very well favored in the agency’s eyes right now. While I don’t think they’d kill me, I don’t trust them.” His phone rang. “Hello? Yes, ma’am…We’re waiting; they haven’t shown yet…You what? How? Oh, I see…Yes, not a problem. I’ll make sure I get that in the exchange…My ankle? Mmm, hurts a bit, but nothing that happy pills can’t fix. I’ll be fine…Right…You’re at which hotel? Yeah, we’ll find it…Okay, goodbye.” He hung up.
“What’d she do?” Max asked.
“She managed to use Fahad as leverage and got my CIA account reinstated. We’re supposed to pick up a memorandum of agreement when we make the exchange.”
“Gotta give her credit; she brokered a deal with one of the most difficult agencies to work with in the U.S.”
“She may have, but the agency is notorious for reneging on their promises.”
“I don’t know how you could have worked for them; I’d be looking over my shoulder all the time,” Max replied.
“I usually did,” Cabbott said softly. They watched as a white, unmarked Gulfstream jet pulled up and stopped. The door opened and two men dressed in black suits walked down the stairs. “That’d be them.” He opened the door and stood. Deciding to be stubborn, he would make the agents come to him. Max started to get out. “No, you stay put. Anything goes wrong and you’ll need to get us out of here pronto.”
“Roger that.”
The two men approached. They reached inside their coats. Cabbott knew they were probably just taking out their ID badges, but he didn’t trust them. His left hand slipped inside his coat, his hand on his pistol.
“Relax, Captain,” one of the men said as he carefully pulled out his badge.
“If I relax, I get killed.” He kept his hand where it was.
“I’m Agent Winthrop and this is Agent Harvey. You have something for us?”
“I have someone for you, yes.”
“Well, let’s make this quick, we have a long flight back to Langley,” Winthrop said.
“Not so fast. My commander told me you’d have a signed MOA for me. I’m not giving up Fahad until I have it.”
Agent Winthrop folded back the lapel of his coat and removed a piece of paper from his inside pocket. “Here ya go.” He offered the paper to Cabbott. The captain took it, unfolded it, and read it. “See, it’s even signed by the director himself.”
Cabbott licked his finger and gently wiped it across the director’s signature. Agent Harvey watched him curiously. “What are you doing?”
“Making sure that ‘his majesty’ didn’t sign with his own rubber stamp.”
“Boy, you are paranoid.”
“And that’s why I’m still alive in this line of work.”
“You got what you came for, now give us Fahad.”
Cabbott tucked the paper in his pocket. He leaned down and motioned to Fahad. “Come on, time to go,” he said softly as he helped him from the backseat.
“Aw, look at you. You’re being so nice to that fucking terrorist,” Winthrop scoffed.
Cabbott regarded him sternly. “You know, you guys would get much better intel if you were nice about it once in a while…It’s true, you get more with sugar than with vinegar, but you guys are such a bunch of sour pusses that you’d never do that.”
“Has he told you anything?”
“No. And I haven’t asked either. I was following orders to keep him alive and get him to you.” He moved Fahad around the door. Agent Winthrop grabbed him roughly and hustled him to the plane. Fahad looked over his shoulder at the captain as he was shoved up the stairs. Cabbott almost felt bad about the fate of the old man. Perhaps he should have questioned him; he might have gotten some viable intel. It was too late now. Agent Harvey turned and hurried back to the plane. Within a few moments the door was closed and the plane’s engines started up. Cabbott closed the back door and crawled into the front seat. “Come on, let’s find a bar, I need a drink.”
Max studied him for a moment. He could see the displeasure on the captain’s face. Cabbott had done something he wasn’t very proud of. “You sure getting a drink is a good idea?”
“Yes, it’s a very good idea.”
“You’re not happy about all of this, are you?”
The captain shot him a nasty glare. “Are you gonna drive us to a bar or do I fucking have to do it myself?”
“Yes, sir,” Max replied as he started the car and backed out of the parking spot. He knew Cabbott had a temper; he just wasn’t expecting to see it in this sort of situation. They’d formed a good friendship over the last few months. He hoped in a couple of days he could talk to the captain about what happened.
Max grabbed the key card from the concierge and tucked it in his pocket. Cabbott waited patiently, standing guard over their bags. After a few drinks he’d mellowed out and was being civil again. “All right, I got the key. We’re on the tenth floor,” Max said as he scooped up his bags and headed for the elevator. The captain followed along behind not saying much. They reached their room and quickly worked on getting out of their armor. A knock on the door startled them. “Yes, who is it?” Max said, drawing his .45.
“Tige.”
“Hang on.” He went to the door, gun still in hand.
“Hey mates, how’d the handoff go?”
“Fine. Fahad’s on his way to Langley as we speak.”
“Good. Good. Uh hey, Cap?”
“Mmm?”
“Remember that game of cards we lost?”
“Yeah?”
“Well, I was thinking that you, me, and Jake should make good on our gambling debt tonight,” he said with a bit of a smile.
“Sure, that’s fine, come get me when she’s ready.”
Tige headed to the door. “Right. Cheers, mate.” He left.
“What was all that about?” Max asked.
“We got into a poker match with Eagle and lost; so we have to buy her dinner.”
“That’s pretty sad. You guys got beat by a girl?”
“She’s a damn good poker player. I dare you to play her sometime,” Cabbott said with a wide grin.
“I’m not much of a gambling man, I’ll pass.”
Tige knocked on Eagle’s door. “Oy, it’s Tige.”
She opened the door. “Yes, Captain?” She motioned him inside. Tige wandered in and looked around. He was surprised to find the major was not about. “Uh, we were wondering since the three of us have a gambling debt to you, that maybe you’d like to collect on it tonight?”
“Yes, that would be lovely…Hmmm, a date with three eligible bachelors, fascinating,” she said with a grin.
“Will D.M. be accompanying you?”
“No, probably not. He’s down playing blackjack. I think he has Sam with him.”
“He won’t get jealous?”
“He better not. This is a simple dinner, nothing more than that. I dine with you all every day, why should this be any different?”
“I dunno; didn’t wanna start something with him.”
“You won’t. Be assured if he says anything, I’ll take care of him. He’s gotta maintain a professional image just as I do. In our relationship, business always comes before pleasure and he knows that.”
“Yes, ma’am. Let me know where you wanna eat and I’ll make reservations.” He checked his watch. “Seventeen-forty-five now; how about dinner at nineteen-thirty?”
“That’ll be fine. I’ll have a quick look and see where I wanna eat, and then I’ll call you. Is that good?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He let himself out.
Sam took a long drink of beer before looking at his cards. They’d been playing for nearly two hours and his pile of chips was adding up quickly. He’d caught on to how the major counted cards, so D.M. was letting him play on his own.
“Hit,” Sam said as he picked up his beer again. The dealer dropped a card in front of him. “Hmmm, not exactly what I was wanting, but it might have to do…I’ll raise two hundred.”
D.M. studied his cards. “Think I’ll stand.” He added two hundred to his bet.
The dealer flipped out one card for herself. “Dealer is showing seventeen.” She was a tall rather attractive brunette with deep brown eyes and pouty lips. Sam had been rather chatty with her the whole time she’d been dealing. Having D.M. sitting right next to him, he knew he couldn’t say much about whom they were or what they did for a living. He did his best to come up with nonclassified conversation to entertain her.
“Well hon, whatcha got?” she asked, looking at D.M.
He turned his cards over. “Twenty.”
“All right, and what do you have?” She pointed to Sam.
“Mmm, rather ashamed at this hand.” He flipped his cards over. “Eighteen.”
She flipped her cards over revealing a five, a nine, and a three. “Dealer has seventeen.”
“Damn, didn’t think I was gonna win that one.” Sam smiled. The dealer passed out all their winnings.
D.M. yawned and looked at his watch. “Hey, I’m gonna see what Eagle’s up to. Maybe she wants to get something to eat.” He pushed his pile of chips forward. “Color out please.”
The dealer took his chips. “Aw, not gonna stick around and play longer? It’s been so nice to have polite people on the table for once.” She quickly counted them all up. “You have thirty-five thousand six hundred.”
“Yes, that’s correct…I’d like to stick around, but I got things to do…I’ve played enough for the day,” D.M. replied as he picked up his chips. He dropped the six-one-hundred-dollar chips back on the table. “For the dealer,” he smiled.
“Thank you, sir!”
Eagle, Tige, Cabbott, and Jake stood outside the Shogun restaurant. It was a massive, elaborate-looking façade with heavy gray block work that made it look like the entrance into an oriental castle. A large ornately carved red door appeared to be “guarded” by the doorman who was dressed in full samurai armor.
“Wow, uh, you gentlemen sure you can afford this?” she said as she studied the grandness of the entrance.
“Sure, we got nothing better to do with our money besides booze, broads, and the occasional bit of gambling,” Jake joked. Tige and Cabbott nodded in agreement.
“All right, let’s eat, I’m starved.” She headed for the door, her black high heeled boots clicking on the sidewalk. Eagle decided to wear a reasonably comfortable black pantsuit. It was nicely fitted through her bodice and waist, giving her a tall, slender appearance. She’d pulled her hair back into a simple ponytail and even put on a bit of makeup. On top of everything, she wore a heavy, black ankle-length wool coat. A few flakes of snow drifted down from the approaching storm. The others were dressed in smart casual; Cabbott wore a heavy sweater, Jake and Tige wore jackets.
As they approached, the doorman snapped to attention, bowed lowly and greeted them in Japanese. He then quickly opened the massive door. They stepped inside to warmth and the aromas of steamed rice, teriyaki sauce, and of fresh fried tempura.
“Oh, this is lovely!” Eagle said as she took in the surroundings. It was a relatively new place in the heart of downtown. The whole dining area was decorated in ultra-traditional oriental artwork and furnishings. It was a large restaurant that could seat well over two hundred in its grand expanse; giving the diners the feeling of eating in the castle’s great banquet hall. The wait staff was dressed in traditional Japanese costumes; the women had their faces painted up like Geisha girls and wore black fancy wigs. The busboys and waiters were dressed as Shogun warriors; some even were wearing pieces of armor. It was quite proper Japanese dining; the majority of the tables were low and everyone sat on thick pillows. There were a few tables that were “westernized” and had chairs. Holding to Japanese tradition, you were required to remove your shoes before sitting down to dine. The men didn’t have any problem with her choice of cuisine, they all liked Japanese food.
A waitress approached, her small wooden sandals clacking on the pale decorative bamboo floor. She bowed. “You have reservations?” she asked in a strong Japanese accent.
Tige stepped forward. “Yes, ma’am, reservations for four. The name’s St. Ivor.”
She consulted the reservations list. “Ah, hi, come with me please,” she said with a nod and led them off to their table. It was in the far back of the restaurant and up several steps. She slid open an opaque paper door and motioned them inside. Tige had reserved one of the private dining rooms, figuring it would be more comfortable if it was just the four of them together without prying eyes or ears.
Eagle stepped to the top of the stairs. “My, this is nice. You guys have gone all out…Trying to make brownie points with the boss?” she smiled.
“Please, remove shoes,” the waitress said as she motioned to their feet.
“Oh, yes, sorry.” Eagle quickly kicked off her boots and went inside the cozy room. It was decorated like a Japanese dining room. She stopped and waited for the others. Tige and Jake took off their shoes and stepped inside.
Cabbott was the last one in. He looked at the low table and pillows. “Uh, this is gonna be challenging.”
“Aw hell, sorry, Cap, I should have taken you into consideration,” Tige said as he looked around the room. “Maybe you can take the head of the table and stretch out.”
“That all right by you, ma’am?” he asked. “I’m just not very flexible with all this hardware in my lower half.”
She smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Sure, not a problem.” Finding a seat on one side, she folded her legs up and sat down with ease. Jake and Tige took their seats with more effort, having to make a few contortions in order to get settled on the pillows.
Cabbott took a long time. He carefully took a knee and then proceeded to slowly maneuver his legs under the table. After a few minutes, and much groaning, he sat on the pillow with his back leaning against the wall. “Well, that was fun. I hope we don’t have to get up in a hurry!”
“Sorry, mate. Maybe I shouldn’t have booked the fancy traditional dining experience. They did have tables.”
“Naw, I’ll be okay. Might need some help getting up.”
A waiter appeared in the doorway. He was dressed in traditional costume and even wore a samurai breast plate. Slipping out of his sandals before entering the room, he held a stack of menus in his arms. “Good evening everyone, welcome to Shogun, I am Kenji; I will be your servant this evening.” He passed the menus out. “We offer a fine selection of Japanese cuisine from sushi to imported Kobe beef. We also have a fine wine, beer, and sake list for your consideration…I will return shortly to take your drink orders.” He bowed lowly and quickly left.
Tige opened the drink menu and perused it. “Hmmm, is everyone cold like me? Shall we get some warm sake to take the chill off?”
Eagle crossed her arms on her chest and playfully jiggled back and forth as if she was shivering. “Yes, that would be lovely,” she said, even though she wasn’t cold.
“Are you cold?” Cabbott asked.
“Oh hell no! I’m Viking. I was born inside the Arctic Circle. This is summer to me.”
A few minutes later the waiter returned and Tige ordered several bottles of sake. Jake ordered a round of Ashai beer. They looked through the menu and discussed what they wanted to eat. The waiter returned with a tray holding the beer, four white ceramic bottles, and four small white ceramic cups. He made his way around the room, placing the cups on the table and quickly filling them with warm sake. Tige picked up his cup and motioned to the others to do the same. “Ah, a toast…To losing…I don’t think we could have enjoyed it more! Kampai!”
“Kampai!” They clinked their cups together gently and drank. The sake went down smooth and warm.
Eagle laughed lightly. “Well, I should hope you all learned your lesson about gambling against your boss.” She held her cup to her nose, taking in the sweet, tangy aroma of the rice wine.
Cabbott smiled and nodded his head at her. “Yes, ma’am, I think we have.” He continued to look over the menu, finally deciding what he wanted for dinner. The waiter returned and stood ready to take their orders.
“Ma’am, what would you like?” the waiter asked.
“Hmmm, I think I’d like to start with a few pieces of sushi,” she pointed to the ones she wanted, not wanting to mispronounce anything. The waiter repeated her order. “Yes, that’s right. And for dinner I’d like the Kobe beef with tempura vegetables.”
“Ah, a fine choice,” the waiter replied and continued taking their orders. When all had placed their orders, he again bowed and left.
Tige looked around the room. “Hmmm, been a while since I was in Japan.”
“Yeah, me too. Did you make it to the bathhouses?” Cabbott replied, rubbing his hands together.
“Of course! Nothing better than having a great meal, loads of sake and beer; and then soaking it all off in water hot enough to cook fish.”
They all laughed. Jake sipped on his sake. “I never got to Japan. Boy, did I hear some great stories from the guys who did.”
“You should go sometime; very educational. The mamasans take great care of you,” Cabbott added.
Jake grinned. “So I’ve heard.”
The waiter arrived and brought their sushi orders. All were ornately arranged on beautifully decorated and glazed square plates. Eagle took a long drink of sake before picking up her chopsticks. “Hmmm, this is gonna be a challenge.”
Tige picked up his chopsticks and quickly arranged them between his fingers. He looked over at her. “Problem?”
“Yes,” she said, fumbling with the utensils.
“Allow me,” he reached over and arranged them between her fingers. “There, now you just pinch your fingers together.” He picked up his set and demonstrated.
“Okay, if you say so.” She reached to take a piece of sushi. With great effort she picked it up a few inches off the plate. Her fingers slipped and the piece fell back onto the plate. “At this rate, I’m gonna starve!”
Cabbott reached over and took the chopsticks from her. “You can eat sushi with your fingers; we won’t say anything.”
She sighed, “Good, because I think it’s gonna take every ounce of digital dexterity I have to get the steak into my mouth!” She held up her hand, wiggling her fingers. The others chuckled. Picking up her piece of sushi, she took a small bite. “Oh, this is lovely!”
“Ever been to Japan?” Tige asked.
“Mmm, was there a whole four hours once,” she replied, taking a piece of shaved, pickled ginger and putting it in her mouth. The taste was sweet, hot, and spicy all in one moment. She knew ginger was used to cleanse the palate between different pieces of sushi, and it also was good for digestion.
“Four? Why so short of a stay?”
“I was on a VIP hop taking a general over to Korea. We stopped there for refueling and so the general could have a nice little lunch at the club.” She picked up her cup and took a drink.
“So all you saw was the base, huh?”
“Yup.” She finished off her sake and motioned to Tige to pour her more. He happily refilled her cup. They drank several more bottles of beer and sake before dinner arrived.
After devouring half a dozen pieces of choice sushi and several more cups of sake, Eagle was beginning to feel the effects of the alcohol. Her mind grew fuzzy and began to spin. As her inhibitions dropped, she felt a flood of emotion wash over her. Something had triggered her post traumatic. She wasn’t sure what had set it off. It could be a sound, an image, a smell; sometimes the sufferer would never know what it was. Images flashed into her mind of the bad things she’d seen: D.M. getting hit, killing her first man, Frank in a coma, the horrible scars on Cabbott’s legs, the rockets she’d fired on the training camp, and the face of the terrorist she’d put a bullet in. The emotions proved to be too much. As hard as she tried to fight them back, they continued to nag.
Dinner arrived and she started on her steak and tempura vegetables. Despite her inebriated state, she managed to work her chopsticks with minimal effort. “Excellent steak,” she said as she put her chopsticks down, picked up her cup, and washed it down with more warm sake. The images were still haunting her mind.
“Hey, you’re hittin’ that sake a bit hard, aren’t you?” Cabbott said. He’d never seen her drink much before.
“I’m a grown woman; I can do as I please.”
“Yeah, but you’ve had two bottles of sake just on your own, and a beer as well.”
“So?”
“Well, I just figured…”
She drank the last of the sake and motioned for more. Tige held the bottle, but was reluctant to fill her cup. “Come on, gimme more,” she demanded.
“Don’t you reckon you’ve had enough?” Tige said.
“No, pour me another. That’s a direct order.”
He slowly poured another cupful. Eagle drank it down quickly and sat the cup loudly on the table. “Another.”
Jake sat quietly watching. He’d never seen Eagle like this before. Even though she was fairly secretive about her emotions, he knew something was wrong. The evening had started out okay, but after time, he’d noticed something wasn’t right with her. “Uh, ma’am? Is something the matter?”
“I’m fine, just fine,” she barked. Tige went to pour her another drink. She snatched the bottle from him. “Lemme have it, I’ll pour my own damn drinks.”
It was obvious to the threesome they were losing the battle. Eagle had some motive for her excessive drinking and she wasn’t going to tell them. All they could do was keep her from making an embarrassment of herself.
Half an hour later, all the bottles were empty. Cabbott paid the bill, Tige and Jake got an arm each around her and helped her to the car. Eagle was so drunk she could barely stand. They got her back to the hotel and up to her room.
“Uh, ma’am, we need your room key,” Cabbott said as he reached for her purse. She swatted him. “Oh come on, ma’am, we need to get you inside.”
Jake looked at Eagle. “Cap, I really think we need to get her inside. She looks like she’s gonna barf.”
“Oh, not good!” Cabbott tried to wrestle her purse away but she held onto it tighter. “Please, ma’am?”
“Go away, leave me alone!”
Tige rapped on the door to her room, hoping D.M. would answer. “Bloody hell, where’s the major?” He knocked louder, still no answer.
The door to Jake’s room opened and D.M. came out, “What the hell’s going on?”
“She’s drunk off her ass and I think she’s gonna puke,” Jake said quickly.
“Why’d you guys get her so drunk?”
“We didn’t. She did this on her own. We tried to stop her, but she polished off several bottles of sake and beer,” Cabbott replied.
D.M. reached in his pocket and pulled out a room key she’d given him. Quickly opening the door, they took her inside. They sat her down on the sofa. Eagle groaned and put her head in her hands. The major sat down next to her. “All right guys, I got this. Thanks.”
“Right, we’ll see you in the morning,” Tige said as he ushered the other two out.
D.M. put his arm around her. “You wanna tell me what brought this on?”
She groaned and struggled to get up. “I think I’m gonna be sick.” He quickly helped her to the bathroom where she spent several minutes throwing up. D.M. held her hair out of the way and flushed the toilet a few times to keep from making himself sick. She retched until her stomach was empty and she dry heaved a few times. The major rubbed her back trying to comfort her. When she finally sat up, he gave her a warm washcloth to wipe her face. “Thanks,” she said softly.
“Feel better now?”
“No, not really.”
He helped her to her feet and guided her into the bedroom. “Do you wanna tell me what that was all about? It’s not like you to do something rash.” He laid her on the bed and began undressing her. It seemed she was too drunk to undress herself.
She didn’t resist. “I’ve had enough.”
“What do you mean?”
“Come on, let’s do it, right here, right now.” She sat up and pulled off her shirt. “I’m tired of living my life by someone else’s rules.”
D.M. stopped. “Are you sure?” he said softly.
“Yes…No…I don’t know!” She started to cry. He sat down and put his arms around her. After a few minutes she looked up at him. “Well, aren’t you gonna do it?”
“No,” he replied flatly.
She smacked him on the shoulder. “Why not?”
“Because you’re drunk and that’s the alcohol talking.”
“What do you care? You’re a guy; guys’ll screw anything.” She was frustrated by his answer.
“Hey!” he said as he grabbed her chin firmly. “I love you. I made a promise to you and I’m gonna keep it.”
“I don’t care anymore. Just get it over with.”
“No.”
“You want this and you know you do,” she taunted.
D.M. was growing impatient. He knew she was drunk and she really didn’t mean what she was saying. Eagle sat up and continued undressing. “Come on, Major, don’t you wanna do it? Huh? Don’t you wanna do me?” Soon she was naked and lying on the bed. “Come on, here’s your shot at me.” She had one hand on her breast and one hand between her legs. “Are you gonna do me? Huh? You gonna fuck me, Major?”
He growled lowly. D.M. was by no means aroused by her little show. In fact he was getting madder by the moment. He stood and faced her. “You’re drunk and you have no idea what you’re doing.”
“Do I have to order you, Major?”
“Say what you want but it won’t have any effect.”
She reached over and grabbed his pants and started to unzip them. “I want you to fuck me.” He started to back away, but she held firmly. This was not making him any happier. Perhaps doing something a bit drastic would change her mind? He hated the thought, but it might work.
“You want me to fuck you?” he said gruffly.
“Yeah.”
“All right, you want it, you got it.” He jumped on top of her and pinned her shoulders down. Eagle didn’t fight him. Reaching down, he adjusted himself out of the way. His plan was to use his pelvis as a weapon. If he could make her uncomfortable and perhaps a bit scared, she might give up the idea. He locked his eyes on hers and with one swift motion, thrust himself against her. “You sure you want it?” He thrust again with more force. She cried out, lashing at him with her fingernails. Grabbing her arms, he held her down so she couldn’t fight him. She began to struggle. He continued a few more times. “You really want it? Do you? Huh? Do you really want it?” Eagle struggled harder; he could see a hint of fear in her eyes.
“OW! No, stop!”
He quickly got off her and zipped up his pants. The front of his pelvis stung from his repeated blows against her; it hurt, but he tried to ignore the pain. Grabbing the comforter, he threw it over her. “Go to sleep. We’ll discuss this tomorrow morning when you sober up.” He headed for the door.
“You bastard! I hate you!”
Stopping, he turned, “Yeah, I am a bastard, and you’re still a virgin.” He stomped out and sat down on the sofa. What was going on with her? It seemed all of a sudden she came unglued for no good reason. Looking at his watch, he saw it was quite late. Grabbing a pillow, he mashed it up and plopped it down. Swinging his legs around, he curled up. It was going to be an uncomfortable night’s sleep.
The next morning D.M. awoke. He looked at his watch; it was 0800. Carefully he tiptoed into the bathroom and relieved himself. Then he peered into the bedroom. Eagle was still asleep. Going back out into the living room, he grabbed the room service menu and called in an order. A few minutes later he heard the shower going. Eagle must have finally woken up. D.M. turned on the TV and watched the morning news. Fifteen minutes later there was a knock on the door. “Who is it?” he said cautiously.
“Cap.”
The major opened the door. “Hi. I’m actually waiting for room service.”
“She okay?” the captain said with concern.
“Yeah, I think so. God, what the hell happened? Why’d she get so drunk? She’s never done that before.”
Cabbott leaned against the doorpost. “I think she had a bit of a breakdown.”
“What do you mean?”
“She popped. We all do sometime in our career. Her mind finally realized everything that’s gone on, and freaked.”
“Hmm, I didn’t think she was affected that much.”
The captain rubbed his face. “Did you know she dispatched a terrorist up close and personal?”
“When?”
“After the battle. She found one still alive and put a .45 round between his eyes.”
“She could’ve had one of us do it,” D.M. said with a sigh. Now things were beginning to make sense.
“I’m not sure of her motives; she said the terrorist shouldn’t have to suffer.”
The waiter showed up with breakfast. D.M. opened the door wider to let him in. “I’ll catch up with you guys later. I’m gonna try and get some food into her.”
“Right, see ya later.”
The major tipped the waiter as he left. He closed the door. Eagle came from the bedroom. She was dressed in sweats and a t-shirt. Sitting down on the sofa, she rubbed her face. He sat down next to her and opened the cover on their breakfast. “Hungry?” he said with a light tone.
“Yeah, thanks.” She studied him for a moment. “I made a royal ass out of myself last night, didn’t I?”
“Yeah, you did,” he said softly.
“Can you forgive me?”
“Sure…Can you forgive me? I didn’t wanna hurt you, but there seemed to be no other way. You were just totally out of control.” He gently touched her face.
Eagle rubbed her pubic bone. “I’m still a virgin, right? I don’t remember much of what happened last night.”
“You wouldn’t be happy with yourself if you knew what you did.” He took a plate and handed it to her.
“Oh God, what did I do?”
“You pretty much ordered me to have sex with you.”
“Oh dear,” she gasped, closing her eyes in shame.
“Just be glad I have strong willpower and a lot of love for you, otherwise you wouldn’t be a virgin.”
She sighed, “I forgive you and I appreciate your restraint in the matter.”
“Cap seemed to think you were having some sort of breakdown.”
“Perhaps I was. All of a sudden it felt like my world was crashing down around me, and all I wanted to do was bury my misery in a bottle.”
“Something trigger your PTSD? A smell, sound, or taste maybe?” He put his hand on her leg.
“I dunno. Something did and I went off the deep end.”
“You gonna be okay?”
“Yeah, I think so.” She took a spoon and broke the yolk on her eggs. “I suppose I owe the guys an apology, I wasn’t very nice to them either.”
“I’m sure they’ll understand. It’s not easy to be in your position doing the things you do…Some days I don’t know how you do it.”
She put her arm around him. “I can because I have a wonderful man who loves me and five other guys who wanna make this team work. You’re all my heart and soul.”
He leaned over and kissed her. “And you are ours.” D.M. glanced up at the TV; the morning news was on, the story of the LA school explosion all over it. The reporter announced that al-Qaeda had claimed the bombing, but the FBI was very skeptical. “What do you make of that?”
Eagle watched for a few moments. “Dunno. I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”
Cabbott and Max walked down the busy street in the Reno shopping district. It was their last day in the city; the team would be returning home that night. They were on their way to meet Sam and Tige for lunch. Max was trying his best to help the captain feel comfortable in society, but he could tell Cabbott was very nervous.
“Just another block and we’ll be there,” Max said reassuringly. He could feel the captain’s tension.
“Not gonna make it,” he replied flatly.
“Huh? What do you mean?”
“We’re being followed. Looks like the agency.”
“Can we shake ’em?”
Cabbott looked ahead and noticed more men coming their way. There was no place to run or hide. “No.” He reached into this pocket and quickly took out his cell phone. The men were closing in faster. He dialed the number Eagle had given them if they were ever in distress and put the phone back in his pocket. “They want me, I know they do. If they take you as well, don’t fight ’em. Just go along calmly.”
“Shit, this is our government!” Max gasped. “They shouldn’t be kidnapping their own people.”
“I think they’re pissed because Eagle forced them into that MOA. She’s not about to loan me out anymore and risk me getting hurt or killed on one of their stupid missions.”The captain stopped and studied the situation. “We got maybe ten seconds… A van is gonna pull up on the street, the door will open, and the four guys who are following us are gonna rush up and force us inside.”
“Are you armed?”
“Of course, but the odds are against us right now. Better to pick our battle later. And I’ve called in the cavalry.”
“Right.”
Cabbott watched as the men closed in. Just as he said, a van quickly pulled up on the street. The door opened and within seconds the four men rushed them, shoving them in the van. They were immediately handcuffed and searched for weapons. Once disarmed, they were pushed to the floor. One of the men approached with black cloth bags to put over their heads.
“Look, you can dispense with the black bags. I know you guys are CIA,” Cabbott said calmly.
“And how do you know that?” the man replied.
“Because I’ve worked for you assholes long enough I know your style. Just tell me what the hell you want.” He struggled, sat up, and leaned his back against the wall.
“Your services are required on a job.”
“Yeah? And didn’t my commander tell the agency I’m not a library book? She’s not gonna loan me out.”
“The needs of the nation outweigh your commander.”
Eagle climbed out of the bathtub and was drying off when her cell phone rang. She looked at the number and noticed it was from the base. “Hello?”
“Ma’am, it’s Frank. I just received a duress alarm activation on Captain Westmoreland’s cell phone.”
“Have you tried calling it?”
“No answer. I tried to call Max; and no answer either.”
“Great. I bet I know who’s behind this too. Do you have them on GPS monitoring?”
“Yes, ma’am. They’re heading to the airport.”
“All right. Thanks Frank, keep your eyes on them. Call me if there’s any change.”
“Roger that, ma’am.”
Eagle hung up and quickly got dressed. D.M. came out of the bathroom wiping the last of the shaving cream off his face with a towel. “What was all that about?”
“Cabbott and Max are in trouble.”
“What? I thought they were meeting Tige and Sam?”
“Frank called and said Cabbott activated his duress alarm. He’s tracking them; they’re heading to the airport.”
“Think the CIA retaliated and grabbed him?”
“I’m betting on it.”
“So what’s the plan?”
“Recall everyone. We need to have a meeting.”
The major grabbed his phone. “I’ll call Jake. He’s downstairs playing blackjack.”
“I’ll call Tige.”
Within an hour the rest of the team gathered in Eagle’s room. She sat at the table working furiously on her laptop. D.M. paced around the room.
“I can’t bloody believe the CIA would go to such lengths to take Cap. It must be a pretty important job to make a grab for him. They must know you’re gonna be pissed,” Tige said as he looked out the window.
“I only hope they aren’t hurt,” she replied.
“No, they won’t hurt him; they need him too bad. Max on the other hand…”
“Cabbott’s damn smart. He probably saw this going down and prepped Max for it. If neither of them put up a fight, they should be okay.” D.M. continued his pacing.
Eagle picked up her cell phone and dialed General Spears. “Sir, it’s Eagle. I got a big problem…We were getting ready to head back to the base after a weekend in Reno. Captain Westmoreland and Lieutenant Hauer were meeting up with two others for lunch when they were snatched; most likely by the CIA…Yes sir…Captain Westmoreland managed to activate his duress alarm. I got a call from the base and they’re tracking them…No, sir, no word from them, and it appears they’re heading for the airport…We’re not anywhere near the airport, and I’m sure they’ll make a quick getaway…Can you make some phone calls? I told the CIA he’s not gonna be doing jobs for them anymore unless I approve. I guess they can’t take ‘no’ for an answer.” She stood and joined Tige at the window. “Yes, sir, we’re going to return home. I’ll await your call.” She hung up. “Damn those jackasses!”
“So the CIA just up and took Cap and Max?” Jake joined the major in his pacing.
“Yes, they obviously didn’t take the hint when D.M. and I ran them off the base.”
“The agency’s too big for us to take on, with just the five of us…I mean if there were all seven of us, we’d stand a pretty good chance,” Jake joked.
“All right everyone, get packed and let’s head home. We can’t do anything until I hear from the general.” Eagle turned off the laptop.
Cabbott and Max were escorted down a dimly lit hallway deep in the lower level of the CIA building in Langley, Virginia. Their handcuffs had been removed but they were well aware the men behind them were armed. It was no use resisting or trying to escape. A door at the end of the hall opened and they were led inside a small conference room. They were pushed into chairs. Several minutes later a tall man dressed in a black suit entered and sat at the head of the table. Cabbott immediately recognized him. He sat back in the chair and folded his arms. “I should have known you’d be behind this, Carrington.”
“We have a job that needs your special skills.”
“Didn’t my boss make it clear that she’s not loaning me out anymore?” Cabbott retorted.
“The agency doesn’t take no for an answer. You of all people should know that,” Carrington replied. He took a folder and slid it across the table to the captain.
Cabbott continued to sit with his arms folded. “And what if I say no? Are you gonna harm Lieutenant Hauer?”
“You know we have ways of influencing you.”
“Humph! You’re all just a bunch of thugs,” the captain scoffed. “Can’t you leave well enough alone? I nearly died on that last mission. I lost a good friend and valuable asset because of your poor planning. I don’t work for the army or you anymore.”
Carrington walked over to Max, putting his hand on the lieutenant’s shoulder. “Don’t make us have to persuade you, Captain.”
“I’m not doing anything for you until I talk to my commander. She already knows we’ve been taken and where we are.”
“Yes, and that’s fine. I’m trying to do this as politely as I can.” Carrington wandered around the table, finally settling down in a chair across from Cabbott. The captain looked at his pallid complexion and cold, dead-looking eyes. It had been a while since the agent had seen field work.
“You asshole. Snatching us is just gonna make her mad and start a war.”
Carrington laughed. “And they’re just a tiny unit. There’s nothing they can do to an agency as large as this.”
“Ooohh, I wouldn’t say that. Her boss is a two star at the Pentagon. No doubt he’s been informed about this.”
“A two star is a nobody when it comes to us. Unless the president tells us otherwise, we have full control.”
Eagle hung up the phone. The rest of the team was in her office awaiting news. They’d returned home three hours ago and every minute had been spent trying to find a way to get Cabbott and Max back.
“So, are we at war with the CIA?” Jake teased.
“Damn near,” she said lowly as she got up and stood at the window.
D.M. stood next to her. “So, what’s the plan?”
“I’m thinking, I’m thinking.” She began to pace around her office. So far, they had been unable to come up with a feasible plan. Their options were limited.
“What’d General Spears have to say?” Tige asked.
“He’s making a few more phone calls, but he’s not sure he can leverage enough help to get them back.”
“So what do we do? We can’t just break into CIA headquarters and demand them back. I don’t think they would roll over that easy,” Sam said.
“No, and I don’t think diplomacy will work this time.”
The major sat down at her desk and started working on the computer. He searched on the internet looking for information that might help them. Accessing the CIA website he poked around. “Damn, these assholes are so secretive I can’t see any place where they offer tours of their buildings.”
“Why would a tour help?” Sam asked.
“Because we could get in and have a look around; maybe get some intel or something.”
Eagle stood behind him. “Even if we did get in, Max and Cabbott are tucked so far away we’d never find them.”
“Can I make a suggestion?” Tige spoke up.
“I’m open for any suggestions right now, Captain.”
“If we could get in touch with ’em and let ’em know to take the mission. They’ll need to let us know where they’re going. Once they get there, we snatch ’em back.”
Eagle and D.M. looked at each other. “We’ve come up with worse plans and pulled them off. But how are we gonna contact them?” the major said.
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