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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The entire bloody mess started with a phone call. It ended with ugliness and redemption and relief. 
 
    “Mr. Krupp. This is Case Lee. I represent a Swiss client very interested in Alaton’s services.” 
 
    A half-truth that intimated I ran in certain circles. Knowing his unlisted phone number added to the ruse.  
 
    “Spell your name,” he said, the voice flat and demanding. 
 
    I did and heard a keyboard’s light snick as his fingers flew. 
 
    “Give me your phone number. Your phone is encrypted.” 
 
    A barked command. Man, this guy was a delight. A MOTU. Master of the Universe. Elliot Krupp, founder and CEO of Alaton and one of the world’s wealthiest people. Perhaps the wealthiest. A tech entrepreneur who’d started several Silicon Valley companies in the world of big data, social media, and communications. His latest venture, Alaton Corporation, was the subject of my investigation. Alaton was a low-profile corporation, tucked away and obscure. No website, and a Delaware lawyer’s office as corporate headquarters.  
 
    I provided my phone number. I’d used my real name for this job, figuring the risks low and the rewards high. Krupp would attempt to check my background prior to our meetup. No worries. I lived on a boat, dealt in cash transactions, and utilized encrypted satellite cell phone and laptop—an existence that kept me buried in the shadows. The nature of my engagements mandated this lifestyle. As did the more than minor matter of a million-dollar bounty on my head.  
 
    “I’m in Hawaii,” he said. “I don’t know when I’ll be back in Palo Alto.” 
 
    “Yessir. I know you’re in Hawaii. We can meet there.” 
 
    A pause. So far, Krupp hadn’t uttered a single syllable or voice inflection expressing even guarded friendliness. When the MOTU speaks, people listen—common courtesies be damned.  
 
    I’d made the call from my boat, the Ace of Spades, moored in a run-down section of Chesapeake, Virginia. A workboat eased off the Elizabeth River and one of the crew waved a desultory greeting. I responded with the same. A gull perched on a nearby creosote piling stared my way. I returned the favor and continued waiting. The phone conversation was a big deal, and contract success was dependent, in part, on meeting this MOTU asshat. 
 
    “You know my personal phone number. You knew I’m in Hawaii. You assume that’s your way in, representing a legitimate client,” he said. “But all it tells me is you work for my wife.” 
 
    Wrong, genius. Krupp was going through a divorce, but I wasn’t hired by her. Jules of the Clubhouse had provided me Krupp’s number and current location. As for representing a legitimate client, well, that could be interpreted several ways. 
 
    “I don’t have any association with your wife. We couldn’t care less about your personal life.” 
 
    Delivered with a bit of my own ’tude. A gamble, but sycophantic behavior wouldn’t create a semblance of a level field between us. Another conversational pause ensued. 
 
    “Thursday. One o’clock. At my house. Do you need the address?” 
 
    “I do not. And I appreciate you taking the time to see me, Elliot.” 
 
    “As well you should. This had better be real, Lee.” 
 
    “As real as it gets. See you Thursday.” 
 
    He hung up. Thursday would work. It gave me two days for prep and travel.  
 
    My usual client—a murky Geneva outfit called Global Resolutions—had offered this job. It was the type of contract I’d often requested. One without the usual earmarks of espionage, revolution, or general mayhem. Mayhem of the bullets-flying variety. Global Resolutions’s contract offer was short and sweet: 
 
    “Provide detailed information on Alaton Corporation including client base.” 
 
    The paying customer who’d contacted Global Resolutions would remain, as always, unknown. A business competitor of Alaton, a national government, a wild band of gypsies. It didn’t matter. I’d long ago adopted the appropriate attitude—in it but not of it, baby.  
 
    Our short conversation painted a framework for Elliot Krupp the person. What a jerk. I had no inherent resentment toward rich folks. Hell, I’d like a private jet and a Hawaii estate. By and large, the super wealthy left me alone, and I was more than happy to return the favor. No, it was this guy’s attitude. Scratch that—the guy’s worldview. I’d researched everything I could on Krupp and discovered multiple references toward his status as a MOTU. Always accompanied by inferences that the great unwashed should heed their betters. He held a mountaintop view far above the scurrying crowd and believed he saw the future and would help direct it. Well, screw that noise.  
 
    But I’d dealt with asshats aplenty in the past. And I’d deal with this one to ensure mission success. Krupp was Alaton. Plain and simple. My client had thrown me a bone with this commercial sleuthing gig. So suck it up, Lee. Meet the MOTU and garner what intel I could. Rinse away the distaste with the knowledge that our scheduled meetup constituted a significant step toward success. A step that also provided a potent salve for the itch of self-doubt about this job.  
 
    There wasn’t a helluva lot of weaponry I could aim toward gathering legit intel on Alaton. My experience within this industrial spying realm was minimal. Other avenues, other tactics employed by more experienced investigators weren’t in the arsenal—yet—of a shot-up former Delta Force operator doing the gumshoe tango. But I’d plow ahead and utilize my unique skill sets and leverage a couple of hole cards yet played. 
 
    Krupp’s wife, Joanne, for one. Fertile informational ground, still unplowed, lay there. She resided in Hawaii as well, different address. The other hole card was a tech insider who’d forgotten more than I’d ever know about big data and big tech and whatever large deals might be in the works for outfits like Alaton. I’d sift through his paranoia and conspiratorial tendencies to capture valid intel, but rich soil lay there as well.  
 
    So shake it off, Lee, and get with the program. I wasn’t headed into a hot fire zone, hitters weren’t hell-bent on whacking me, and espionage spooks weren’t nibbling at the edges of this gig. I could have done a lot worse. 
 
    Man, did I ever have that wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Jules of the Clubhouse—who’d supplied me with Krupp’s phone number and current location—had warned me about being too sanguine about the job. Sound advice, tucked away, and poorly heeded.  
 
    The Clubhouse visit was standard operating procedure. I’d forwarded Jules my job offer message. As always, encrypted, dark web. Her spiderweb strands circled the globe, and she seldom failed to stock the informational larder prior to an engagement. Often life-saving information. 
 
    “Rarified air, dear,” she said. “An engagement, albeit alluring, that flings the door open to unpleasant exposure.” Cigar smoke wafted around her head, her one eagle eye affixed on yours truly.  
 
    “I don’t see it that way.” 
 
    “Color me less than shocked.”  
 
    She delivered a mild snort and leaned back. Her old wooden office chair protested. The usual double-barreled shotgun, pointed my way, rested on the even more antiquated desk. Her black eyepatch band was lost within the wild thatch of a DIY haircut. Jules. Jules of the Clubhouse. A simple and honest broker of information, according to her. I’d buy most of honest. She was anything but simple.  
 
    I’d deposited my Glock with an older female member of the Filipino dry-cleaning family below us. She had covered it with someone’s dropped-off laundry, eyes hooded, face expressionless. I climbed hidden stairs, knocked twice, and entered the Clubhouse. Did the slow twirl routine, arms extended, as Jules kept the shotgun aimed at my mid-torso. And I was one of her favorite clients.  
 
    “I see nothing but opportunity. A commercial contract and a far cry from past gigs,” I said. 
 
    “I do so love your wide-eyed enthusiasm. It invigorates this wretched creature before you.” She pointed with her cigar. “Do you intend sharing the tin of potential heaven, or shall it remain within your viselike grip?” 
 
    Licorice. Jules’s one soft spot. I’d picked up a tin of specialty licorice days before in Morehead City and with a smile slid it across the wooden desktop. She placed the cigar at the desk’s edge and lifted the lid. Her smile filled with anticipation as rapid head movements inspected the offering. She extracted the interior plastic bag and placed a side against the desktop-embedded Ka-Bar knife. The military-issue weapon, used to trim the sealed end of her cigars, stood sentinel at its usual location alongside her accounting system—an old wooden abacus. A quick and smooth move and the plastic split open. She poured the contents back into the tin and lifted a claw above her prey, focused on individual selection. 
 
     “You are such a dear boy.” She made a choice and inspected the piece of candy. “Do understand I applaud your efforts for a less precarious career. But let us not be overly buoyant about this particular engagement.” She popped the candy home and leaned back. Her eye closed as she chewed and sucked and delivered small grunts of pleasure.  
 
    I began with a question but Jules held up a palm, eye still closed, and paused her chewing. “Prior to discussions regarding your future, tell me about your sojourn into the fetid Amazonia jungles. Leave nothing out.”  
 
    My last job, in Brazil, had morphed from a simple search and rescue gig into preventing an apocalyptic scenario. Jules listened, worked the licorice, and uttered a few hmms.  
 
    “So what I am to understand,” she said when I wrapped up, “is that the information you last delivered—delivered for a substantial credit toward your account, I might add—is no longer viable.” 
 
    During the middle of the Amazon job I’d provided her the names and contact information for Mossad and Iranian spies, as well as the CIA’s Brazilian station chief. 
 
    “Two-thirds of the information is no longer viable,” I said. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Her eye edged open and settled on the old abacus. A bony finger, the tip covered with sealant to prevent the spread of fingerprints, extended as an accusatory pointer and shifted two abacus balls along a wooden rail. 
 
    “We stand, you and I, at a clean slate,” she said, leaning back. “I am no longer in your debt. Are you prepared to make payment for my services today?” 
 
    “Always, Jules.” 
 
    I’d brought a roll of Benjamins sufficient to choke a mule. 
 
    “It’s a simple question, one founded in protocol. Do not take offense, dear.” 
 
    “None taken. Now, let’s talk about the risk of exposure you mentioned with this contract.” 
 
    “In due time.” 
 
    She pulled open a desk drawer. Two index cards slid across the desk with the hand-written information face down. As I digested the information, Jules plucked another licorice and sat back with her eye closed again. 
 
    Jules exchanged information three ways—face-to-face discussion, handwritten notes on index cards, and encrypted electronic messages, dark web only. She didn’t trust the last option and kept her electronic communiqués brief and cryptic.  
 
    Over the years I would make regular delivery of intel index cards, prompting two moves: a glance at the card prior to its disappearance into a desk drawer, and the slide of a black abacus ball along its rail. Credit on the Clubhouse ledger.  
 
    Her index cards weren’t allowed to leave the Clubhouse, so I memorized the information as she sucked the candy and emitted small sounds of satisfaction. One card referenced Elliot Krupp. His private cell phone number and two addresses—Palo Alto, California, and the other in Hawaii.  
 
    “What’s with Hawaii?” I asked. 
 
    “Our Mr. Krupp has several abodes sprinkled across the US and Europe. Palo Alto is his prime residence.” She opened her eye and stared at me. “He is currently ensconced on the Big Island of Hawaii.”  
 
    She continued working the licorice. An air vent, hidden, blew warm air. The dangling on/off chain for the room’s naked lightbulb moved with the current. I shifted position; the uncomfortable wooden chair squeaked. 
 
    The second index card contained similar information on Joanna Krupp, Elliot’s wife. Her cell phone number and a different Hawaii address. 
 
    “They live in two separate houses on the Big Island?” 
 
    She didn’t deign to open her eye. 
 
    “The couple are in the midst of a divorce. A less than amicable parting and quite hush-hush. One can only imagine the veritable horde of attorneys engaged on both sides.” 
 
    Solid intel and the beauty of the Clubhouse. I slid both cards back across the desktop. Jules didn’t budge, focused as she was on enjoying the dark treat. I sat back and inspected the room. Nothing had changed. A steel cabinet hid her electronics, the antique green-glass desk lamp joined the abacus and Ka-Bar knife as desktop decor. The bare steel walls remained empty except for the old Casablanca movie poster—the lone item in the Clubhouse subject to alteration. Jules swallowed and sighed and fished in her work-shirt pocket for a kitchen match. Fired on the chair’s armrest, she relit the cigar and posed a question. 
 
    “How shall you, Monsieur Poirot, initiate discussions with our Mr. Krupp?” she asked. 
 
    “Working on that.” 
 
    “If I may suggest, start with a truth. A fulcrum for further discussions.” 
 
    “Tell him I’ve been hired to investigate Alaton?” 
 
    “Not that truth, dear. You represent a client—and you may add Swiss to the client descriptive as a sweetener—who is keenly interested in Alaton’s offerings. A due diligence quest. He is a businessman, after all.” 
 
    “Okay.” I smiled. “Any reservoirs of untapped information across the desk from me regarding him or Alaton?” 
 
    A dismissive cigar-hand wave as she placed a thin chin in her other palm, elbow anchored on the armrest. 
 
    “Rumors, whispers, innuendo. All of which I shall broach anon. Your tactical endeavors are my immediate concern. I do wish for success as you traipse along a less treacherous career path.” 
 
    I believed her. At least most of it. Jules had a soft spot in her heart for me. A sentiment I returned. She’d admonished me often to seek less violent engagements. More than a few times I’d sat across from her, nursing serious wounds. As for broaching the rumors and whispers, she’d reveal information restricted to Clubhouse advantage. Maybe. Or she might spill the beans. Hard to say. 
 
    “Okay. I appreciate it. So regarding tactics, I’ve now got Krupp and his wife. Alaton keeps such a low profile I couldn’t find anything on the web.” 
 
    “One can only hope your searches were both encrypted and dark.” She puffed and blew smoke toward the ceiling. “We deal with a hydra. A deadly hydra.” 
 
    Bad news. I’d learned over the years any Clubhouse statement regarding deadly held water. I’d often recall her warnings post-events, after I’d become too wrapped around the mission axle.  
 
    “Prior to you rocketing off for the Pacific’s azure seas, do you plan any other preparations?” she asked. 
 
    “Pretty sure the answer will disgust you, but nope. I’ll pack the Glock in checked luggage.” 
 
    “So off you go adorned with a semiautomatic talisman. How quaint.” 
 
    “Alaton doesn’t have an address. No corporate headquarters. Krupp is the lone connection point. What else besides talking with the soon-to-be-divorced wife do I do? Limited options, Jules.” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    She puffed the cigar and trained a squinted eye on me. I stared back. The standoff continued for fifteen seconds. Welcome to the freakin’ Clubhouse. 
 
    “Under the rubric of fostering your success, may I make a suggestion?” she asked as a slight smile formed. 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “The siloed one. Our mutual acquaintance.” 
 
    Chagrin washed across me. Oh, man. Should have thought of him. Hoolie Newhouse. He lived in a remnant of the Cold War—a former Atlas missile silo. A computer geek extraordinaire. Years before, Jules had provided me his contact information. Early in my contracting career, Hoolie—paranoid to the point of mental instability—ensured my laptop and satellite phone were locked down fortress-like. If anyone could provide insight about Alaton, he would. A known asset not called upon. What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
    “Yeah. Good point. Great point. I’ll make a Topeka stop prior to the Hawaii flight. Thanks.” 
 
    “Do not be too harsh on yourself, dear boy. You paddle through uncharted contractual waters.” 
 
    She reached for another licorice, reconsidered, and withdrew her hand. 
 
    “Now, we shall discuss the whispers,” she continued. “And the aforementioned subject near and dear to your heart and mine. That of unpleasant exposure.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Elliot Krupp’s latest venture is rumored to be embedded with those in power. A venture both shadowed and active.” 
 
    “Stretch that out for me, Jules.” 
 
    “Unlike those of my ilk, who focus on individuals and, I might add, personal encounters, Alaton landscapes a larger picture.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Collective mindsets, cultural trends, and societal tendencies represent his current milieu.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    “Which presents two rather large questions. For what purpose? And, as a commercial venture, who might his client base be?” 
 
    “Large corporations, I suppose. For targeted advertising and such.” 
 
    “No, dear. No. The shadow murmurs suggest something much more Orwellian.” 
 
    She balanced the cigar back on the desktop edge and reached for the licorice tin. 
 
    “A weakness long established,” she said. “And one I cannot resist. Your tin box is a thing of beauty and a joy to behold.”  
 
    She popped home another licorice. I considered the Orwellian statement. Big tech, big data, had long ago crossed the boundary into societal overreach. A known, and in my case, avoided. But Jules hinted at a darker world, one with tendrils into centers of power. 
 
    “You’re implying governments. Government clients,” I said. 
 
    She paused her chewing. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Which ties back to the interest in Alaton’s client base. Which cracks open the door to a world I’ve left behind. I’m living in a no-espionage workspace now, Jules. A spook-free zone.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    Couldn’t tell if her response addressed the candy or my statement or both. 
 
    “It’s a cut-and-dried contract. I’ll gather intel from Hoolie, then meet with Krupp and his wife. Figure out what I can and file my report back to Switzerland.”  
 
    She chewed, swallowed, and plucked the smoldering cigar from its resting spot.  
 
    “No shadow games, no spookville, no heading down a path where life sits on a razor’s edge,” I added. 
 
    She gave me a wry smile and said, “And I hold against my aged bosom hopes for a grand success. May you return from Hawaii with the Swiss version of huzzah ringing in your ears.” 
 
    “Just so we’re clear,” I said, “you’re talking about the one big thing.” 
 
    The one big thing—nothing was ever as it seemed. A Clubhouse cardinal rule. She shrugged. 
 
    “Time will tell. Your perception of the engagement may well be spot on. Now, allow us to move on to a more important subject. Exposure.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She leaned forward, hunched over the desk.  
 
    “Six degrees of separation. You are familiar with the theory?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I was, at a cursory level. The theory claimed any person could be connected to any other person through a chain of acquaintances with no more than five intermediaries. An interesting concept but one I’d given little thought toward. 
 
    “The object of your contract has accumulated vast amounts of personal data. In and of itself, a potent tool,” she said. “But consider. What if he has also mapped the glue that binds? Mapped those intermediaries as well. A treasure map, which might reveal connectivity to events from the past.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You and I have been assiduous in hiding such connectivity. We hope.” 
 
    “Where you going with this, Jules?” 
 
    Her eagle-eye squinted. 
 
    “Do you intend sojourning west using your real name?” 
 
    “Yeah. I considered an alias, but this cat won’t see me unless there’s an air of legitimacy. And I get that he’ll dig, do background on me prior to the meeting.” 
 
    “You see no issue with such excavation?” 
 
    “Birth record in Savannah. Maybe military service records. Not a helluva lot more for him to find. Since Delta Force days, I’ve been buried deep. Traveled on false passports, used Cayman bank credit cards with fake names. He won’t find much. Enough to know I’m legit, as in a real person. Enough for an air of mystery. Enough that, maybe, I can get a meeting with him.” 
 
    “Let us postulate he finds a bit more. Sufficient to reveal bright spots of connectivity.” 
 
    “You mean our relationship. The potential for Clubhouse exposure.” 
 
    “In part. Perhaps in large part, if I am to be honest. But other connectivity as well. Insight into your past.” 
 
    The killing. Dead bodies strewn across the Case Lee landscape. Hitters, spies, bounty hunters. Both domestic and foreign. Activities and specific actions shoved into the world’s dark corners. And shoved into the cobwebbed recesses of my head, seldom dwelled upon. Ugly business best left undisturbed. 
 
    “Don’t think this guy is capable of sorting through such mess. No literal or figurative fingerprints were left behind.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But do exhibit extreme caution during your near-term endeavors. Exposure has multiple consequences, most of which are of the negative variety. Tread softly. For your sake. And for the sake of the Clubhouse.” 
 
    “Will do, Jules.” 
 
    She straightened and cast an eye toward the abacus. 
 
    “Six thousand, dear.” 
 
    I unrolled sufficient Benjamins and handed them over. Gifts exchanged, promises made. The electronic clang, triggered by an unseen button, unlocked the Clubhouse door and signaled the meeting’s end. I stood and headed for the door. 
 
    “Off to see the wizard, Jules. Take a peek behind the curtain. And maybe do a little surfing. Wish me luck.” 
 
    “I always do.” She cocked her head. “But proceed with care. You joust with a very different creature this time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I began making definitive plans after the Clubhouse meeting and prickly phone conversation with Krupp. I’d leave the Ace of Spades in its current tie-up after sliding the crotchety dock manager a few Benjamins to ensure its safekeeping. 
 
    The Ace. An old wooden cruiser, rough around the edges, that sang a comforting blue-collar diesel tune while underway. She always got me from A to Z. Sleeping quarters belowdecks, a small wheelhouse centerline. A wheelhouse with bulletproof windows. The foredeck sported a plastic tarp—protection from the weather—and underneath it an old La-Z-Boy, repeatedly patched with duct tape. The throne. I’d spend the year cruising the Intracoastal Canal, affectionately known as the Ditch. From Virginia to Florida, the Ditch consisted of manmade canals lined with moss-laden oak trees, natural rivers, and cuts across bays and sounds. The Ace of Spades and the Ditch. Home. 
 
    Winter had arrived, and after the Hawaii contract I’d cruise south. Leave the cutting wind and bitter mornings behind. Plus my mom and younger sister resided in Charleston, South Carolina, and I was due for a drop-in. Meanwhile the warmth of Hawaii had considerable allure, along with the opportunity to stretch my legs within a different contractual framework. I shook off the irritation of Krupp snapping his verbal fingers toward a lackey and focused on my next steps.  
 
    Booked a Hawaii flight, with a half-day layover in Topeka, Kansas. Enough time to visit the home of Hoolie Newhouse. A computer geek/guru for hire. After I retired from Delta Force, and at the start of my contracting career, Jules turned me on to him. My first face-to-face meeting with Hoolie reaffirmed the old it-takes-all-types adage. But he’d been more than helpful, and I’d contracted his services a time or three over the years.  
 
    “Johnson Plumbing,” he answered after three rings. 
 
    Subterfuge and paranoia from the get-go. I braced for Hoolie-world. 
 
    “Hoolie. Case Lee.” 
 
    “Are you using the phone I set up for you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Silence. A conversational silence fully capable of stretching for minutes unless I plowed ahead. 
 
    “I’d like to drop in on you tomorrow. Got a contract I could use your help on.” 
 
    Another silence, followed with, “I’ll unlock it. Morning or afternoon?” 
 
    “Noon.” 
 
    He hung up. The object of his unlocking was the entrance to a farmhouse Hoolie had built years before. Built on top of the command center for an old ICBM Atlas missile silo, dug from the fertile Kansas soil. He’d leave the farmhouse door unlocked. 
 
    I packed light except for the necessary Kansas stopover clothing. Checked the weather. Topeka, twenty-seven degrees, overcast, howling winds. Just great. On the other hand, Kona, on the Big Island, was eighty degrees and sunshine. The Case Lee Inc. business model was taking an upturn.  
 
    Landed in Topeka, Kansas, rented a car, and headed forty miles west through miles of frozen and windblown wheat fields. A simple gate spanned the entrance to Hoolie’s fallow sixty-acre plot. Although unlocked, it did require my exiting the vehicle and freezing my ass off opening it… while allowing the hidden cameras ample opportunity for visitor inspection. The small farmhouse matched the style and condition of those I’d traveled past. I parked on a large snow-and-ice-covered circular concrete pad, fifty yards from the farmhouse. Below me, underneath the concrete and steel cap, an empty missile silo extended one hundred fifty feet straight down. Back in the sixties, at the height of the Cold War saber-rattling, a massive Atlas rocket carrying a thermonuclear warhead could be launched from there in ten minutes. The US Air Force replaced the fixed-launch missiles as the Soviet Union fell and new technology became available—nuclear submarines, cruise missiles, stealth bombers. The Air Force sold off the abandoned launch sites. Most remained part of the ground-level terrain as farmers plowed around the silo cap and nearby entrance to the launch control center. Wheat fields were reclaimed, although a few silos were picked up by, well, people like Hoolie.  
 
    While hustling toward the farmhouse as an icy wind whipped, I croaked out a version of “Those Were the Days.” A weird and spooky act, I know. But I found the old missile site weird and spooky in itself and was about to enter a world which, if not full-on spooky, damn sure made the weird list. 
 
    The clapboard farmhouse was heated, a welcome relief. The decor, Craigslist specials. A pantry door off the kitchen opened to another steel-lined shaft, sixty feet down. At the bottom, it widened into the former launch control area. A circular steel stairway wrapped around a central pipe leading down. I’d descended a few steps, my lower torso exposed, when he called out. 
 
    “Stop there.” 
 
    I did. Somewhere below, Hoolie aimed a fully automatic high-powered weapon at me. 
 
    “Hoolie. It’s me. Case.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Alone.” 
 
    “Was that a rental car?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    My voice echoed in the steel-cased space. 
 
    “Did you disable the GPS on it?” 
 
    “Did indeed. A couple of miles from the airport. Froze my rear off doing it.” 
 
    “Is the GPS on your phone disabled like I showed you?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Turn the phone off before you come any farther down.” 
 
    I did. 
 
    “Done, Hoolie.” 
 
    “Come down.” 
 
    As I descended, the large space below was revealed. Desks, computers, stacks of servers as lights blinked and fans hummed. Hoolie lowered his weapon and smiled. 
 
    “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “It has. I appreciate you seeing me.” 
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We didn’t shake hands. Hoolie was a germophobe, and small hand-sanitizer bottles littered his multiple desktops. He wore jeans and a flannel shirt, face and head and eyebrows and heaven-knows-what-else shaved. 
 
    “I’m gonna buy you new glasses, bud,” I said, also smiling.  
 
    His thick black frames were held together above his nose with white adhesive tape. Classic nerd fashion. 
 
    “No, dude, no. It’s my one bit of flair.” 
 
    I might have suggested being hairless as a mole rat could be added to the flair mix, but didn’t. He laid his weapon against a desk and padded across the vast room toward a pristine kitchen area. Coffee preparation began. 
 
    “This is the real deal,” he said and displayed a large water bottle. “Most of the stuff you buy is tap water. Full of chemicals. Not this.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “So you’ve got a contract you need help with. Good, good. Are you paying with crypto currency?” 
 
    “Nope. Cash.” 
 
    Bad answer; too late, I remembered going through this the last time we met. Cash had been handled multiple times by multiple people. Germs galore. He paused the coffee prep. 
 
    “How about a credit card?” he asked. 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    Less than desirable, but flow and forward momentum were important when dealing with Hoolie. I had a card tied to a Cayman account with me. It handed him the keys to a segment of my personal financial kingdom, but options were limited. Satisfied, he continued coffee prep. 
 
    “So tell me about the contract. I’m working a few now that make my eyes cross. Boring, boring.” 
 
    “This one probably will as well. Alaton Corporation. An overview of their business model including, if possible, their client base. So I’d appreciate you sharing what you know and do a little digging for me.” 
 
    He paused, rubbing his hands with hand sanitizer as the coffee brewed. 
 
    “Dude! I can tell you what I know but more importantly what I suspect.” He began rubbing in sanitizer again, the hand movement much quicker. “And I’ve tried the big dig, believe me. Krupp has his systems locked down so tight even I can’t get in.” 
 
    “So Alaton shows on your radar.” 
 
    And therefore on the radar of every Hoolie-like critter out there. 
 
    “On my radar? Dude, get real. Don’t you know what he’s up to?” 
 
    The door cracked open to conspiracy central. I’d endeavor to keep it halfway shut. 
 
    “Nope. Alaton doesn’t advertise their services.” 
 
    “You know about China, right?” 
 
    “Hate to tell you the truth. You’ll be disappointed in me.” 
 
    I smiled, kept things light, and kept a foot against the figurative door. Hoolie leaned forward and shook his head. 
 
    “China. C’mon. Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    He launched into great detail how China has developed a “social credit score.” For all its billion-plus citizens. A personal score derived through not just what you said and did on the internet but what your social media friends said and did as well. Your social credit score dictated whether you could buy a house, travel on an airplane, or get a loan. Big Brother personified. 
 
    “Alaton is building the system for them,” Hoolie said.  
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Get a grip, dude. We’re staring into the abyss. And that bastard Krupp leads the charge.” 
 
    “So China is a client. Got it. What else?” 
 
    He snorted in disgust and poured us both coffees. A wall of server lights blinked. Disinfectant’s acrid smell filled the air. At least he hadn’t insisted we go shooting like my first visit. A tunnel with an open blast door connected his work area to the missile silo. He’d grabbed an assembly of weapons and led me along the dim tunnel to stand at the edge of the massive empty chute. He’d insisted we each wear disposable surgeon masks. No earplugs. For the next ten minutes he’d blasted away down the cavernous hole. “Helps clear my mind,” he’d said. My ears had rung for half a day. 
 
    Hoolie pointed toward a chair while he sat back against a steel desk, coffee in hand. 
 
    “I can’t believe I have to lay this out for you,” he said. 
 
    “I’m a simple creature.” 
 
    “So here’s the deal. Data. Big data. I don’t mean simple stuff like personal information or purchasing history. It includes that, but so, so much more.” 
 
    He delivered a long lesson on the current state of data collection around the world. Every email or IM you sent, keywords plucked and digested. Your movement 24-7 through cell phone GPS. Your medical records. Comments you made on social media, who you associate with, their proclivities and connections—you name it. A vast social web that tied us all together. The whole six degrees of separation not only mapped with connection points but behaviors and attitudes and predictive proclivities as well. Jules was behind the times—we’d already entered the world she’d warned of.  
 
    “Krupp’s other companies assembled data silos. There was no connectivity, no pipelines between the silos,” Hoolie said. “Until Alaton. He pulled together those vertical mountains of big data and nested them in one place. Alaton. That includes facial recognition and remotely identified heart rhythms, dude. Do you still have your cameras covered?” 
 
    At our first visit he’d warned me to cover my cell phone and laptop cameras. Simple black electrician’s tape did the trick. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll admit that one spooked me a bit.” 
 
    “As it should. So picture this. You drive to the mall. They know you did because your cell phone GPS tracked you. You enter, and facial or heart rhythm recognition software tracks your movement. You want some fried chicken, so you walk into a fast-food joint. You may intend to pay cash, but it doesn’t matter. They know you’re in there. Your medical records indicate you shouldn’t eat fried chicken. Your social credit score goes down. You receive an IM telling you not to eat fried chicken. Your friends, who care about you, receive an IM asking them to contact you. Go eat a salad, is the government line. Being good citizens who don’t want their social credit score dinged, your friends IM you while you’re in line for some chicken: Go eat salad. Don’t eat chicken.” 
 
    “Seems far-fetched, Hoolie.” 
 
    It was also discomforting as hell. A part of me refused to accept it. Too invasive, too much of a violation of privacy. Of free will.  
 
    “Dude! It’s happening right now! China is the first country headed down that path. But don’t think for a minute the red, white, and blue protects you. Banks and credit card companies, right now and right here, assess your ‘character and capacity’ as they call it when it comes to loans and credit card interest rates. Have rich friends on social media? That’s good. Know some deadbeats, not so much.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me.” 
 
    “No, I’m not shitting you. Have you been living on another planet, dude?” 
 
    I supposed I had been. Off the grid, no social media, with fake driver’s licenses and passports. 
 
    “I guess so. Had no idea.” 
 
    “Banks and credit companies and governments coming to a theater near you call that character and capacity thing ‘behavioral scoring.’ Economic guilt-by-association. But it goes a lot farther than that.” He sipped coffee and reached for a nearby sanitizer bottle. “We each leave a trail of digital exhaust. Well, I don’t. But everyone else is a digital sensor. Leaving a digital trace. At its essence, each of us becomes nodes on the information network. Let’s say you take a walk.” 
 
    “A walk. Okay.” 
 
    Fascinating and scary stuff, but a drift away from Alaton intel. I’d attempt a rudder change shortly. 
 
    “Yes. A walk around the neighborhood. A simple act. But you have your cell phone with you. Your walking speed and distance covered is tracked, data collected. Data that is cross-checked with your medical records. So you receive a little note via IM, while you’re walking, that you should pick up the pace and cover another two miles. Or your social credit score gets dinged. How about if you and your wife stop purchasing birth control. A knock on your door soon follows and a sincere bureaucrat, full of goodwill, explains the two kids you have are sufficient. Have any more, and you get dinged. It’s real, dude. It’s now.” 
 
    Server fans hummed as Hoolie paused and sipped coffee.  
 
    “I kind of get it. Horrific stuff. Scares the hell out of me.” 
 
    It did. I didn’t want to live in a world where the lever-pullers of power tried controlling my life. With individual choice and individual responsibility relegated to a collection of morons who knew what was right for me. And even spookier, what was right for my fellow citizens as a whole. Jeez. More than disquieting, and I reminded myself why I sat here.  
 
    “Okay. I get it. It makes my gut tighten. So what about Alaton? You sure they’ve pulled together all this data? And you’re inferring their clients are mostly governments.” The same line as Jules. I wasn’t convinced. “Not a lot of Chinas around, Hoolie.” 
 
    “You don’t think so? We’re talking visions of the anointed. No government is immune from this if the people at the top think they know best.” 
 
    He had a point. Maybe. It stretched credulity, and I attempted to keep the conspiracy door under containment while I focused on the mission. 
 
    “Alaton. Global big data collected. Governments as the clientele. Is this what I’m hearing?” 
 
    “You’re hearing what I suspect. What I know deep inside. But like I said, I can’t crack into their systems. And if I can’t—and no disrespect—you can’t.” 
 
    “Agreed. But I’m meeting with Krupp. Tomorrow. In Hawaii.” 
 
    I could have left the Hawaii location out, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt. Hoolie shot straight up. 
 
    “You’re meeting with Elliot Krupp? Dude! He has a place in Hawaii? There’s no record of it, man. I’d know. But ownership could be hidden under several layers of fake companies. Offshore corporations. Who knew? Why didn’t you tell me this?” 
 
    “Just did.” 
 
    He began pacing. The overhead light reflected off his bald pate as he waved immaculate hands and spoke. 
 
    “Right, right. Okay. You’re meeting Krupp. Right. Tell him you work for a government entity. Very secret. Get his interest.” 
 
    “Already crossed that bridge.” 
 
    He paused, pushed his glasses back up his nose, and continued pacing. I sipped coffee. 
 
    “Right. Okay. Ask for a reference. Another client. I can break into their systems and see what’s going on. Where are you meeting him?” 
 
    “Hoolie, I’ll handle the meetup. And I’ll let you know what I find. Which is liable to be diddly-squat. We’re meeting at his house near Kona. The Big Island. What I need from you is a thumb drive. An extractor virus. A program that can pull information from his laptop and shoot it out.” 
 
    “No. No, dude. I mean sure, can do easy, but his home device won’t hold what you need. He might use it on occasion to access the main systems. Maybe. But I doubt it. Too risky. No. He’s got his own private data center somewhere. No one knows where. There are hundreds of them in the Bay Area.”  
 
    “Meaning it’s close to his house in Palo Alto,” I said. “He’s not the kind of guy to put up with a lot of traffic on his commute.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe.” He stopped pacing again. “Or Hawaii. How much time does he spend there? It would be the perfect place. It’s a huge island. He could have it tucked away somewhere nearby.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. Active volcanoes would make it high risk.” 
 
    “The Big Island is huge. Several thousand square miles. He could locate it a far distance from geological activity.” 
 
    Hoolie plopped down at a computer terminal with three screens and began a frantic search. 
 
    “I don’t usually care about physicality. The location of things,” he said. “It doesn’t matter to me. It does to you. You’re an on-the-ground guy. Which is cool. Primitive, but cool. Very retro. What’s his address in Hawaii?” 
 
    I told him, and told him I’d already checked it out on Google Earth. Not a house as much as a compound. Several acres that jutted into the Pacific with high cliffs separating the three main structures from the pounding surf. While he stared at one of the screens, I asked him if a small data center could be inside the compound. 
 
    “No, dude. No. Plus he’ll have employees. I’d guess forty or fifty people. Analysts, data engineers. A few hardware guys. He could set them up with housing in Hawaii. A strong allure for them and an isolated troop of engineers for him. No rubbing elbows with the Silicon Valley crowd. Loose lips and all that.” 
 
    He continued searching, shoulders hunched as screens flashed websites and data strings. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” I asked and stood to fetch more coffee.  
 
    “Where are you going?” His head snapped my direction. 
 
    “Coffee.” 
 
    “Put your cup down on a desk. I’ll get it.” 
 
    He did, ensuring I didn’t spread my personal germs near his operating-room-clean kitchen area. He placed the now-full cup back on the desk. Another sanitizer squirt, and he sat back down. 
 
    “So what are you looking for, Hoolie?” 
 
    “A data center near his compound.” 
 
    “Satellite images?” 
 
    He smiled and looked up.  
 
    “You really are old school. I’m not kidding.” 
 
    “So tell this old school dude what you’re looking for.” 
 
    He remained silent for a full ninety seconds. 
 
    “Speaking of old school,” I continued. “I could just follow him. Tail him and see where he goes during the day.” 
 
    Another minute passed. 
 
    “There. It took longer than I thought. You don’t have to follow him, dude. Give me a little more time. Follow him.” He chuckled. “Man, that’s rich. Like a nineties cop show.” 
 
    “What took longer than you thought?” 
 
    “Breaking into the power company’s billing records.” 
 
    “What power company?” 
 
    “The one on the Big Island.” 
 
    “Okay. You want to tell me why?” 
 
    Another two minutes passed in silence. 
 
    “Right, right. I’ll segregate all the large resorts. They suck juice pretty heavily.” 
 
    “Hoolie?” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    Several more minutes passed. His fingers flew, his clean-shaven head swiveling between large screens. 
 
    “Maybe,” he muttered. “Maybe, baby. Let’s go old school again.” 
 
    I stood and approached his collection of computer screens. 
 
    “No, dude. No, that’s okay. You stay put. I’ll print these out.” 
 
    He didn’t want me breathing near him as I stared at the screens. Welcome to Hoolie-world. A minute later he slid several satellite photos toward me across another desk. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” I asked. There was a close-up of a half-buried structure with an adjacent smallish parking lot. Multiple light poles stood scattered across the property, and an obvious razor-wire-topped fence surrounded what appeared to be twenty acres or so. 
 
    “His data center.” 
 
    Hoolie sat back, a satisfied grin on his face, hands crossed across his belly.  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “You want to elaborate on that, bud?” 
 
    “Data centers, even medium-sized ones like this, suck a ton of electricity. Cooling for all those servers, plus the juice to power servers themselves. I sorted the power company’s largest monthly billings from high to small. Eliminated the resorts. Then one popped.” 
 
    “Popped?” 
 
    “One of their customers. It’s not a resort. The name on the bill is ‘A Corp.’ Sound familiar? Payments are automatically withdrawn from a bank in the Channel Islands. One of those maps shows the route from his compound to the data center. Fifteen miles.” 
 
    For all the weirdness and freakish mannerisms, Hoolie was good. One of the best. Now I required a last item or four. 
 
    “Well done, you. Now I need some thumb drives. Four should do.” 
 
    His face fell, and he spun his office chair toward me and leaned forward. 
 
    “That was fun. Alaton’s data center located. Cool. But the road dead-ends there. You have to get inside and unless you’re some super-duper burglar, some Mission: Impossible dude, you won’t get in.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that.” I placed the coffee cup down, leaned forward, and locked eyes. “Now this is important. The thumb drives only acquire and send out Alaton’s business model. Clients, types of data they have, packaged data offerings—that sort of thing. No personal information. On anyone. Period. I mean it, Hoolie.” 
 
    “You won’t get in there.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat that part. Let’s be clear on what information I want extracted. A corporate topology. Only. No personal data. No deep-dive finances. High-level stuff, Hoolie. And I’m dead serious about that.” 
 
    Bottom line—the break-in and collection of data bothered me. A lot. Yeah, I’d get a high-level overview. A sense of what Alaton did and for whom. But I wasn’t prying into personal lives. There was enough of that crap at play, and I wouldn’t contribute. 
 
    “I could do a lot more,” he said. “A lot more.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. But you’re not going to. I’m more than serious.” 
 
    “You still require data center access. And if you pull off that little feat, the information has to go to me, via multiple encrypted dark web routes. Slipped from the data center on the internet, buried deep. You won’t understand it. I’ll relay it to you once I’ve deciphered it.” 
 
    “Fine. That works. Here’s what I want.” Man, the trust factor had become paramount, but my options were limited. But given the identification of the data center, a plan solidified. A tactic pulled from rubbing elbows with spooks all those years. “When someone, anyone, plugs the thumb drive into their computer, I want vacation photos to appear. Use stock images. Generic. A family on vacation. Your bug can work behind the scenes.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Just do it, please.” 
 
    He shrugged and nodded. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “High level acquisition, Hoolie. No personal data. I’ve got to trust you on this.” 
 
    He sat back and displayed mild disgust.  
 
    “Are we in agreement on what your virus will collect?” I asked, our eyes still locked. 
 
    “Sure, dude. Sure. But you still have to break into his data center.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “No, dude. No, I don’t.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    An encompassing salt breeze triggered a Pacific island sense and feel at the open-air Kona Airport. I was a late-night arrival after two substantial flights and too many cocktails. No more cold, biting wind or seeking shelter—shorts and T-shirts the dress code for both day and night. An easy slip into island time, island culture. Adios, winter.  
 
    I rented a small car and drove twelve miles north. I’d snagged a room at a resort on the Kohala Coast. Pricey, but rooms were in short supply, and Global Resolutions never barked at expenses. That said, a seed of guilt at the cost took root. I weeded most of it away with a when-in-Rome attitude. 
 
    A glorious dawn heralded a busy day: observe Alaton’s data center, make a purchase in the town of Kailua-Kona, contact Joanna Krupp, and schedule a sit-down with her. And the biggie—meet with Elliot Krupp, MOTU.  
 
    Plenty of what-ifs nagged—a renewal of self-doubt about this job. Send me into war-torn areas, deep jungles, the world of mercs and spooks and conspiracies. No problem. Been there, done that, and succeeded. Every time. Well, gradients of success, for sure. But success nonetheless. Now, Case Lee Inc. was entering a different realm, one where previous physical training and the ability to shoot straight held little coin. But I had an action plan, a takeoff point.   
 
    I shoved my pangs aside and relished the moment. From my room’s balcony, the dark blue of the Pacific. A nearby beach, empty at the early hour, where the water shallowed and deep blue changed to rich, inviting aqua. Within view in the opposite direction, inland, was a flat-topped 14,000-foot mountain: Mauna Kea, a dormant volcano, mantled with a dusting of snow. The warm offshore breeze rattled palm tree fronds, birds called, and a mongoose scurried across a nearby patch of lava rock.  
 
    Man, I was blessed. Through it all—the ups and downs and sideways—I remained healthy, had a loving family with Mom and CC, and blood-brother bonds with Bo, Marcus, and Catch. Any way you shook, rattled, or rolled it, life was good. I cast an upward look into the fathomless sky and mouthed a sincere “Thanks.” I bathed in the moment—eyes shut, filled to the brim with gratitude and the knowledge I could do a helluva lot worse. 
 
    A large mower working a nearby golf course broke the reverie, and after a quick shower I headed out the door. Khakis, a loose polo shirt, untucked, and sneakers. The Glock tucked inside my waistband. A small backpack with water, field medical kit, and high-end Zeiss compact binoculars rounded out the ensemble. Good to go and on the job. 
 
    Hoolie’s map provided ample detail for the data center’s location. I took one of the few paved interior roads, passed through Waikoloa Village, and turned right onto a gravel road. After several miles through lava fields interspersed with brown bunchgrass, an entrance appeared on the left with an automatic gate across the drive. An automatic gate with a key card required for entry. Expected and planned for. I continued another mile, found a wide spot in the road, and parked it. 
 
    I knew I should have brought hiking boots. Jet-black and rust-red lava rock fields, with knee-high bunchgrass disguising the contours. It made for a tough hike. Sprained or broken ankle turf, for sure. A slow go, but I had a bit of time before data center employees arrived for work. Cresting a small rise, I hunkered among the basalt rocks. Below was a large depression with the data center half-buried, protected from the sun. A high hurricane fence with concertina wire across the top. Another badge-activated gate opened onto a small parking lot. The AC system and two massive backup generators occupied one side of the building’s exposed portion. I focused the binoculars and waited. Two vehicles sat already parked—either the night shift or early risers. Soon enough, more vehicles filtered in. I kept an eye peeled for Krupp—with the binoculars I could ID him from photos. An hour later, and with no sign of Krupp, I headed back toward the vehicle. All good, and I crafted a doable plan, requiring a purchase in the small city of Kona.  
 
    Back in Waikoloa Village I pulled over and called Joanna Krupp. Her phone was clearly encrypted. My phone failed to perform an electronic handshake with hers regarding identity. Her voice was washed with hesitancy and, maybe, a touch of fear. 
 
    “Ms. Krupp, my name is Case Lee. I’m investigating Alaton and would appreciate a short meeting with you. I’m here in Hawaii.” 
 
    I’d given a fair amount of consideration to my opening line with Joanna Krupp—and after slicing it six ways from Sunday, I’d made the decision to go with the truth.  
 
    “What is your number, Mr. Lee? I’ll have someone call you back.” 
 
    Nothing brusque within her response nor any discernible suspicion.  
 
    “Ma’am, I’d prefer not to speak with one of your lawyers. You’re one of the reasons I’m here on the Big Island.” 
 
    But she’d been delivered a script, and she followed it. 
 
    “I’m instructed not to talk with anyone I don’t know. That sounds terribly antisocial, and I apologize, but my advisor is adamant. Please give me your number.” 
 
    I did. And laid another truth card on the table as an effort to sidestep the intermediary. 
 
    “Ms. Krupp, I don’t work for your husband. I represent a client interested in Alaton. This has zero to do with personal matters.” 
 
    A long pause. 
 
    “Mr. Lee, I’ll have my advisor call you. She’s not a lawyer. And that’s all I can say. I’m sorry.” 
 
    At some point you call it good. I’d chat with her advisor, whoever and whatever the hell that designation meant. We each signed off with a polite “Thank you,” and I headed into the Waikoloa grocery store for a few personal items and a bottle of Hawaiian rum. When in Rome, indeed. 
 
    The phone rang as I slid back into the vehicle. Another unlisted and perhaps encrypted number. Man, this crowd played it close to the vest. 
 
    “Mr. Lee? Jess Rossi. You wanted a meetup with Joanna Krupp? You’ll have to go through me first.” 
 
    Her voice contained a strange mixture of bluntness and good humor and the trace of a Carolina accent. Inland North Carolina my best bet.  
 
    “Well, I’m on the Big Island. Where are you?” 
 
    “The same. So give me a brief on the big why.” 
 
    I delivered the same truth I’d relayed to Joanna Krupp. 
 
    “So you’re a fellow dick?” 
 
    That one threw me.  
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Private investigator. PI. Sleuth. Or, if you want to go all Hollywood, private eye.” 
 
    Delivered with sardonic humor. I was certain it derived from a “been there, done that” Jess Rossi background. 
 
    “I suppose. Maybe a bit more on the due diligence for my client side of things.” 
 
    “I’d love to see your business card. Case Lee—Maybe A Bit Of Due Diligence For Hire. You could create a pretty good acronym from all that. See if you can cobble something together that spells out bullshit.” 
 
    I eyeballed the rum bottle protruding from the front seat’s grocery bag. It had a potent allure at the moment.  
 
    “Look, Jess. My focus is Alaton. And…” 
 
    She interrupted. “So you said. Right now, from my perspective, it’s even money you work for that prick Elliot. Dissuade me of such a notion, tall-dark-and-handsome.” 
 
    Talk about keeping me off balance. Mercy.  
 
    “Look. I understand Ms. Krupp is going through a divorce and sorry about that and I’m sure there’s a fair amount of ugliness involved. But I’d like a chat with Ms. Krupp about Alaton. The rest of whatever you and her engage with is white noise. I mean, white noise for me. No offense.” 
 
    “Too late, bub. I’m deeply insulted. Dueling pistols at ten paces?” 
 
    Such a weird mixture, a discordant vibe, coming from this woman. Half fun, half hard-ass; an underlying platform of professionalism and a sprinkle of me getting played. I pulled the bottle and took a snort. Why not? It was fine rum, and this woman on the other end of the call had personal interaction skills well beyond mine—an admission easy to make with an honest operational awareness assessment. She’d driven the entire conversation and now waited for a response.  
 
    “I’m unclear on your dueling pistol preference, so I’ll stick with the .40 cal Glock, if you don’t mind,” I said.  
 
    It was a weak attempt at dragging the conversation back toward comfortable turf as the rum slid down my gullet with ease. 
 
    “I do mind. My preference is a Kimber .45. The small carry model. A sweet, sweet weapon, Mr. Lee. Does that work?” 
 
    “Well, no. Could we forgo the blasting away with pistols?” 
 
     “So what I’m hearing is you prefer we duke it out with sabers. Fine. It makes for a mess and the cleanup is awkward, but if you insist, I’m game.” 
 
    I was stuck. Stuck and defensive and wandering the wilderness. All I wanted was a freakin’ meeting with Joanna Krupp. 
 
    “How about coffee instead?” I asked. “With Ms. Krupp. The three of us. That way, we can skip the dueling and I can do my job.” 
 
    I eyeballed the rum bottle again. 
 
    “How about dueling umbrellas? The little ones they put in exotic cocktails. Just you and me. Then I can decide if you pass Joanna Krupp muster.” 
 
    We agreed to meet late afternoon at my hotel’s bar. She wouldn’t reveal where she stayed. And hadn’t revealed diddly-squat about her world except she was well-armed. A pro. I could learn a few things from Jess Rossi, whoever she was. 
 
    I had sufficient time before the Elliot Krupp meeting for a Kona run. The data center physical layout offered what I required for entry. A digital entry. Twenty miles later, along the island’s west coast, I entered Kailua-Kona, or Kona as most folks called it. Plenty of old stone buildings, a seawall and seaside walkway, a funky tourist/local amalgam with a sprinkle of both upscale and tawdry. I enjoyed the look and feel, surrounded by shorts, T-shirts, sandals, and smiles. 
 
    A hobby shop sold the required equipment. A small drone. A cheaper model would work fine, as long as it had carry and drop capability. I chose a small unit with a simple ground controller. Good to go. At dawn the next day, I’d deploy Hoolie’s thumb drives with the hope of leveraging the Achilles’ heel of all secure systems—human tendencies. 
 
    Time to meet the MOTU. Not a bad morning—scoped out the data center, developed a plan, established a sit-down with Joanna Krupp’s intermediary. Off for the big show: Elliot Krupp. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The short driveway terminated at a sliding steel-plate gate. High stone walls extended along either side. They both culminated at cliffs overlooking the Pacific. No entry, baby, without an invite. Krupp had purchased a several-acre small peninsula that jutted into the ocean. The stone wall and steel gate blocked any view from the island side except for the tops of waving palm trees.  
 
    I used a steel pole-mounted speaker and announced my presence. The steel gate, chain-driven, cranked open. Inside, a main one-story house and several smaller buildings. Guest houses, I supposed. Concrete paths connected the buildings. The landscape was sparse but stunning, the emphasis on foliage texture rather than color. It had a tropical Japanese garden look and feel. Several vehicles—one of them a Rolls-Royce SUV—were scattered across a large circular area in front of the main house. Nice digs any way you sliced it. 
 
    Exiting the vehicle, I scoped two armed guards stationed at opposite sides of the parking area, both with HK MP5 submachine guns slung over a shoulder and held with one casual but prepared hand. Each also sported a holstered semiautomatic pistol. Ex-military, and possibly ex-special forces. I raised one eyebrow, accompanied by a half-smile and chin lift toward both. A “Really, dude?” signal, well understood.  
 
    Each returned a lifted corner-of-the-mouth greeting. One gave the lightest of shoulder shrugs. The responses clear—it’s a paying gig, bud, so don’t knock it. Fair enough. 
 
    As I approached the main house, its door was flung open and Elliot Krupp bounded outside. Late forties. His unbuttoned shirt flapped in the breeze. Bright turquoise underwear peeked above the waistline of his off-white linen pants. He wore topsiders with no socks and sported a samurai topknot. His version of a man bun. The open shirt had a simple interpretation—ego. He had done sufficient background research on me and learned about the military background. He possessed a flat belly and wished to signal that he, too, was fit and ready for action. Whatever, bucko. 
 
    I approached, hand extended. He stopped and raised both palms toward me. Stop. I did. We shared stares until he began performing side stretches, hands on hips, and looked past me. The ocean breeze fluttered his topknot. 
 
    “Thanks again for seeing me, Elliot. Should we go inside?” 
 
    “No. What’s this all about, Lee?” 
 
    I was more than cool with a person’s direct approach toward the issue at hand. I wasn’t cool with this clown treating me like a peasant. But crumpling his sorry ass like junk mail and flinging him into the ocean wasn’t an option given the armed guards nearby. Although I could have him flopping like a fish before they could react. How they would react was another story. But I tamped it down, kept a pleasant smile plastered, and told myself this was Hawaii—no one had tried to whack me, and I’d already discovered a beach bar at the hotel. A sweet gig, so chill. 
 
    “This is all about my client’s keen interest in understanding Alaton and the services it offers. As for me, simple due diligence. It’s what I do.” 
 
    He stopped the side stretches, did a back stretch, and stared down his nose with hooded eyes. 
 
     “Due diligence, eh? I performed some due diligence as well. On you. And the results bother me.” 
 
    Translation: he didn’t have a helluva lot to go on. 
 
     “I’m a pretty plain vanilla guy. No reason to be bothered. That’s a nice car,” I said, admiring the dark blue Rolls parked nearby. “I didn’t know they made an SUV.” 
 
    Small talk, bonding and rapport—standard stuff when initiating a conversation designed to elicit information. And a detour away from Case Lee’s personal information. Krupp wasn’t having any of it. 
 
    “You were special forces. Perhaps Delta Force, although I haven’t dug that up yet. Born in Savannah,” he said. 
 
    Mild alarm bells rang. It wasn’t a complete surprise—Hoolie had forewarned me—but the Delta background statement meant one thing. This guy had deep access to US government black ops data. Hidden military records, CIA, NSA—hard to say. Okay, fine. Bothersome, but legit intel about the extent of this guy’s reach and duly noted. 
 
    “I’m here, Elliot, for an assessment. A potential business relationship for my client.” 
 
    Krupp turned his back and surveyed his kingdom. His home, his compound, sat fortress-like with steep lava-rock cliffs braced against the ocean’s rumble. 
 
    “Yes. So you said earlier. A Swiss client.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Back still toward me, he said, “I deal with higher-ups.” 
 
    Wonder, not anger, flowed through me. I wondered how such an asshat went through life without simple realization. Realization that he and I and everyone on this good earth had their ticket punched sooner or later. And once gone, the things that mattered were the trail of positive relationships you left behind. How many folks did you lift, ease their way, make feel a little better? I stood aware I wasn’t a shining example, having terminated a fair number of birth certificates, but at least I tried. This clown, this MOTU, didn’t.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I am what I am,” I said. “Next steps, if there are next steps, would be a one-on-one with someone in power. It’s how the Swiss work.” 
 
    Pure BS, but it kept the ball rolling for a conversation that so far had gone about as well as a goat-roping. He turned toward me and we stood silent. He blinked, pursed his lips, and tossed an Alaton elevator pitch. 
 
    “Alaton removes worry,” he said. “We create population life paths best suited for harmony and cooperation. Tell your client we are about liberation, not constraint.”  
 
    On previous jobs I’d run into situations where I didn’t have the foggiest notion what my conversational counterpart was talking about. Not now. Not this time. Thanks to Hoolie, I understood Krupp’s angle, and it was creepy as hell. 
 
    “Sounds like something my client would be quite interested in.” 
 
    Time for a liar’s leap. Chum the waters with BS. 
 
    “Interested in, but with reservations,” I continued. “We aren’t China. Or a branch of the US government. We’re a small country.” 
 
    What a crock, but straws grasped. 
 
    “Inform your client we scale to size. Let them know it’s not about fundamental insights into individual behavior as much as collective behavior and collective proclivities. Behaviors and proclivities I help direct. Help guide. I have the ability to calm roiling waters on a national scale.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    China as a client, confirmed. As well as at least one US government department. 
 
    “We live in a new world, Lee. One that requires new tools, new perspectives.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Not exactly, but at least this cat was talking.  
 
    “Then understand this. One of the reasons I agreed to see you was the lack of personal data connected to Case Lee. I rarely run into blank spots.” 
 
    Yeah, Elliot. I’m a man of mystery. Too freakin’ bad. Back to business as this meeting had all the earmarks of an early termination. His right eyelid twitched or spasmed. A neurological issue? Drugs? 
 
    “Let’s keep this on a business footing,” I said and crossed my arms across my chest. “I get the gist of your business model. So how tight are you integrated with a client’s policies?” 
 
    At this point, “client” had become synonymous with national governments. 
 
    “Policies are public-facing. Mere window dressing. You really are over your head, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s possible. But you’ve started painting me a picture, and I’d appreciate the full view.” 
 
    He performed more side stretches. The undulating background surf roar, muted by the cliffs, must have made for easy sleeping.  
 
    “No. That’s enough.”  
 
    He paused his stretches. Man, his underwear was bright. “Tell your client I expect the next connection to be with someone in power. Not a messenger boy.” 
 
    Enough. I wasn’t getting any further with this guy.  
 
    “Alright, Elliot. I guess this about wraps it up.” 
 
    Before I could start back toward my rental car, he said, “No it doesn’t. You’re an enigma. Living off the grid and laying low. You’ve piqued my curiosity. So understand this, Lee. I’ll find out everything about you. Count on it. What I do with the information should worry you.” 
 
    Said with a wolfish grin. Followed by a MOTU chuckle. 
 
    What the dumbass failed to understand was a threat toward me constituted a bridge too far. Way too damn far. I strolled toward the Rolls SUV, a pleasant grin still on my face. I cupped my hands and peered through the passenger-side window. Pulled the door open and slid in. The smell of rich leather and hand-polished wood dominated. Handcraftsmanship galore. Gotta hand it to the Brits. 
 
    He took the bait, opened the driver’s side door, and slid in. Whether to demand I get out of his vehicle or take another opportunity to berate me—it didn’t matter. I had his sorry ass where I wanted it. 
 
    I closed my door while his remained open. The heavy window tint prevented the armed guard nearest me from viewing any subsequent activity. The other guard was stationed more toward the rear, his view blocked by the vehicle. Krupp placed his right hand on the center console and started to speak when his mouth froze open. I’d placed my hand on his and with a rapid low-profile move gripped and applied intense pressure against a particular spot near his thumb. A spot loaded with nerve endings. Krupp, teeth bared, groaned in pain. 
 
    “Keep your voice down, or I’ll snap your wrist. Then you won’t keep your voice down, guaranteed. You’ll scream for your mother. Understood, Krupp?” 
 
    He exhaled harshly through his nostrils, and wild eyes took me in.  
 
    “I just asked you a question, scooter. Did you hear me?” 
 
    He responded with a clenched-jaw. “Yes.”  
 
    “So here’s the deal, Elliot, old buddy. You’ve demeaned me, insulted me, and treated me like something on the bottom of your shoe. Fine. I can walk away from that.” 
 
    I applied more pressure. His left foot pressed against the floorboard, pushing him farther up the seat. The rate of sharp exhales increased as the veins stood out along his neck. 
 
    “But what I can’t walk away from is a threat. Nossir. So listen up and look at me.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    “I can get to you anytime, anywhere. Those men you hired won’t stop me. I can reach out and touch you from five hundred yards, or slip into your bedroom at two a.m. and take care of business up close and personal. You threaten me, asshole, and there isn’t enough money on this planet to save your butt. Nod if you understand.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    “Have I left any gray areas for you?” 
 
    He shook his head no. 
 
    “Good. Remain inside this vehicle until I leave. Or forget about sleeping well anytime soon.” 
 
    I ambled over to my rental car. Waved and smiled toward both the hired guns. Thirty seconds later, the steel gate slid shut behind me. I turned toward the resort and lunch and an afternoon meeting with Jess Rossi. And left behind a pissed and very dangerous man.  
 
    Yeah, well, that would make two of us. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I waited for the next decent wave, bothered and frustrated and unable to relish the clear water, soft sand, and six-foot waves breaking at Hāpuna Beach. With several hours before a get-together with Jess Rossi, playing the waves—boogie boarding—was in order. 
 
    Krupp had gotten to me, plain and simple. The SOB had punched the right buttons, pulled the appropriate strings. Whether through design or by displaying his standard character didn’t matter. What mattered was I’d failed to handle it with professional aplomb. The implied threat he’d delivered had touched a sore spot. My deep background. Yeah, I’d left more than a few expired hitters, spies, and bounty hunters in my wake. And was uber-protective toward Mom and my mentally challenged younger sister, CC. Kept them insulated from my past and current activities. I was protective toward my blood brothers as well. Among the four of us, I remained the lone tribal member who still mucked about with global intrigue. Global messes. Always aware spooks operated at the fringes of my life, more than a few with ill intent. The Russians wanted me dead—although the weird world of spookville had placed them in alignment with me during my last job in the Amazon. Still, they would have my butt on a platter given the opportunity. The Chinese had made past attempts at whacking me through proxies, the CIA used and abused me, the Iranians had me high on their shit list, and heaven knows if or how Mossad viewed Case Lee. Man, what a hairball I’d created. A world of watch-your-back, lies, and shadow players. 
 
    And now this freakin’ MOTU. His threat implied opening the entire can of worms to play hand-of-god with the wriggling mess. Maybe. I didn’t know enough about the SOB to discern his true intent. It could have been BS, a standard “Look at me and my power” play. Hard to say. At least hard for me to say. That SOB. 
 
    A dozen of us boogie boarders bobbed off the gorgeous beach as the sun glistened off waves and ripples. A decent swell appeared, and several of us took off paddling. A powerful and primal lift from the breaking wave and the roar of water and a kid-like thrill while I was propelled toward the beach. I grinned widely, swept up in the moment. It helped. Helped leave the last hour behind and look forward. 
 
    Joanna Krupp could provide clarity. She could give insights into her husband’s character and tendencies and follow-through. Which made the Jess Rossi meeting all the more important. Get past Rossi, pass muster, and meet with Joanna. Plus deliver Hoolie’s thumb drives tomorrow at dawn. So a plan remained, movement forward. Between Joanna and, with a bit of luck, the thumb drives, I’d assemble a more than halfway decent report. Toss in a few personal items about Krupp and his divorce, leverage what I’d learned from Jules and Hoolie—yeah, it might work out alright. 
 
    I caught another dozen waves, playing like a kid. Large sea turtles meandered past parallel to the shore and close along the line of boogie boarders. A turtle cry would emanate from one end or the other of us bobbing in line, and the sea creature would make its way past us as we watched in wonder. They slipped past with languid strokes and a turtle’s insouciance, highlighting how alien this salty environment was for us human critters. Farther offshore, whales breached with blowhole sprays as identifying markers. Yeah, I could do a lot worse. 
 
    Back at the hotel a phone message waited—Jess Rossi. She’d changed the meeting location to something called the Lava Lava Beach Club. Who knows why and it didn’t matter. Neutral turf maybe. I started toward a cool shower and glanced at the bathroom mirror’s gnarly reflection. Scars aplenty—bullets, knife wounds, shrapnel slices. Even an arrowhead wound, well healed. I stood stock-still and considered the mileage. Beaucoup miles through rough bloody terrain. No spring chicken stared back at me. My blood brother Marcus Johnson, tucked in Montana’s big sky country, was always on me about settling down. Maybe it was time. But the bounty, the damn bounty on my head, kept the threat meter on high. And settling down, a static position, meant an even more acute sentinel perspective toward my backside. Still. Maybe it was time. I took a final glance at a beat-up ex-Delta operator, stepped away from my reverie, and reminded myself to bring the Glock into the bathroom with me. Yeah, an old habit and another lifestyle marker. 
 
    Shorts, leather sandals, and a loose button-up Hawaiian shirt, untucked. The shirt displayed palm trees and coconuts on an aqua background. When in Rome, baby. And it hid the waistband-tucked Glock. The Lava Lava Beach Club—how much weed was smoked coming up with that name?—was a few miles away. I kept an eye as always on following traffic, which turned into a futile exercise as the restaurant and bar was clearly popular with folks. Several vehicles turned into the parking lot with me. Early, I sought a corner or more isolated table where Jess and I could speak with relative privacy.  
 
    The place had a funky beach atmosphere—an open-air layout with wooden deck. Closer to the water, cushioned lounge chairs and small side tables were sprinkled across the sand under palm trees. A tiny nearby stage showcased a woman playing guitar and singing folk songs from the sixties and seventies. A relaxed place, well chosen, and more crowded by the minute. I chose a two-lounge-chair arrangement with a small table. It sat farthest away from the noisier covered seating, in the setting-sun shade of a large palm tree’s trunk. I ordered a coconut Mai Tai and settled in, sunglasses on, back toward the ocean, facing the crowd. 
 
    Then spookville joined me and ruined the relaxed vibe. He approached through the on-holiday tourists, attired in khakis and tucked-in polo shirt and shades. An Asian man in his late thirties displaying an enigmatic smile. He halted alongside the empty lounger and turned his head, taking in the ocean view. I knew what he was, and was pretty sure he knew I knew. 
 
    He turned toward me and asked, “Do you mind if I join you for a moment, Mr. Lee?” 
 
    Zero accent. Not unexpected as the other MSS—Ministry of State Security—spies I’d run into looked and acted and spoke like UCLA graduates. Hell, most of them probably were. I extended a hand toward the empty chair as response. A waiter approached as he sat. 
 
    “No, thank you,” he said to the waiter. “I will not stay long.” 
 
    “Well, there’s some good news,” I said. “Otherwise we’d have to get to know each other.” 
 
    His smile widened. 
 
    “We always find you most interesting, Mr. Lee. My country tends to produce men who are, how shall I say this, more restrained.” 
 
    Yeah, whatever. MSS hadn’t shown a lot of restraint when they pushed proxies to whack me during a Caribbean job. 
 
    “Are you going to introduce yourself? And should I keep a close watch on this Mai Tai so no inadvertent poison drops in it?” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “No, I do not believe introductions are necessary. I know who you are, and that is sufficient. And please enjoy your beverage. I mean you no harm.” 
 
    I lifted the icy drink, took a sip, and kept a grip on the glass. You never freakin’ knew. 
 
    “How was your audience with Mr. Krupp?” he asked, the smile reduced to a tight-lipped expression. 
 
    “Jim-dandy.” 
 
    So MSS tracked the comings and goings of Krupp’s compound. My headspace filled with disappointment, but little surprise. When I told Jules I’d entered a spook-free zone it was delivered with both sincerity and hope. Hope, always a frail vessel, was now tossed out the window. 
 
    “Ah. May I ask the purpose of the meeting?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I see.” He cocked his head. We’d yet to eyeball each other, both with dark sunglasses. “Then may I express a concern?” 
 
    “Is it a brief concern, or does it include phase two of the Cultural Revolution? Because I already have a pretty good grip on that.” 
 
    Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communist Party launched the Cultural Revolution during the nineteen sixties and seventies. It cost the lives of millions of Chinese and inflicted cruel treatment on tens of millions more. The Cultural Revolution had sprung to mind when Hoolie explained the Chinese government’s social credit system, aided and abetted—it was suspected—by Krupp and Alaton. The analogies were blatant as hell and hard to avoid and left me with a sour taste. As for confirmation that Alaton had had a hand in the Chicoms’s current system development, proof sat across from me wearing bright new Nike sneakers. My dig at his country’s past elicited zero response, and he plowed ahead. 
 
    “It is a brief concern,” he said. “My country is engaged with Mr. Krupp in a commercial endeavor, and we wish for no disruptions.” 
 
    He lowered his sunglasses. I returned the favor as we locked eyes. 
 
    “Over the last few hours, I have learned about your background, Mr. Lee. I must say, disruptive is a most appropriate descriptive of your typical activities.” 
 
    Yeah, well, most of those activities kept Case Lee Inc.’s CEO and bottle-washer in the vertical position. But I wasn’t exchanging information or pleasantries or threats with this spook, so I kept silent. Seconds ticked off. He lifted his sunglasses back into place. I reciprocated. 
 
    “Our hope is your stay in Hawaii is brief and nonconfrontational,” he continued. “That would not appear to be too much to ask.” 
 
    I remained silent. Condensation from the Mai Tai glass rolled down my hand, people around us chattered, and the sun approached the horizon. A Lava Lava employee meandered about lighting the Tiki torches planted in the ground among the lounge chairs. The Chinese spook stood. 
 
    “I would also express it is my sincere wish for this to be the last time we have any cause to meet. Have a pleasant evening, Mr. Lee.” 
 
    I lifted the drink glass as a goodbye response, and he turned and walked away. At least we share the same sincere wish, bud. A waitress passed, and I ordered another drink, irritated. To begin with, this was US turf. This MSS clown carried an air that lacked any and all recognition of such a reality. Yeah, he had ironclad cover as a legit businessman, no doubt, but still. It grated. And he’d tailed me after my departure from Krupp’s place. I wasn’t fond of spooks tailing me and disappointed in myself for not picking up on it. I’d let my guard down. It also tainted this whole gig. I had sincere hopes as well that this would be the first and last time the MSS spook and I would meet, but now the job was polluted with an espionage element—the last thing I wanted. And buried not-so-deep, another threat. Implied, sure, but there. Screw you, buddy. 
 
    On the other hand, it was valued intel collected, which would make it into Global Resolutions’s report. Which opened the door for wider speculation on the entity who’d contacted them to investigate Krupp and Alaton. I’d worked the game long enough and couldn’t dismiss that it might have been MSS. The Chicoms covered all the bases. A messed-up worldview, but we lived in a messed-up world, a fact emphasized when daylight illuminated the shadows. 
 
    “I’m worried about something.” 
 
    The voice arrived from several yards off to my side. Jess Rossi. Brunette hair cut short, pretty, mid-to-late thirties. She wore shorts, sandals, and a navy sleeveless top. And sported a great tan and a mile-wide smile. 
 
    “Worried?” 
 
    “I’m worried you aren’t going to find replacement batteries for your shirt.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Who was the visitor?” she asked and tossed a thumb toward the exit path of the MSS spook. 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “That’s where you’d be wrong as rain, bub.” 
 
    A different waitress arrived with my drink. I shifted the sunglasses to the top of my head. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked and pointed toward my drink. 
 
    “Coconut Mai Tai.” 
 
    She addressed the waitress. “What do you have with pineapple? I’ve been on a pineapple jag the last several days.” 
 
    The young lady offered something called a Shark Bite. 
 
    “Is it mostly booze?” Jess asked. 
 
    She replied with a sincere laugh and an “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Perfect. Thanks.” She shifted in the chair, suntanned legs crossed. “Now as for you, man of mystery, who was that guy?” 
 
    Bold as brass, full of great humor, blunt and irreverent and, well, mighty attractive. Mercy. 
 
    “How’d you know who I was?” 
 
    She raised a single eyebrow. 
 
    “I knew you’d arrive early and alone. Do you see any other guys sitting alone?” 
 
    “I wasn’t alone when you arrived.” 
 
    “Your visitor didn’t have a drink. Your visitor didn’t order a drink. Your visitor left after a few minutes. Are you new to this game?” 
 
    It was weird how with some folks, a very few folks, it’s better to lower your guard and speak the truth. Truth without obfuscation or hidden agendas or ulterior motives. Jess Rossi was one of those rare folks. Maybe it was her professional style, honed and practiced and validated during her PI career. Hard to say, but I went with full-blown honesty.  
 
    “Sorta. I mean, I’ve contracted with a low-key client for years. Different types of gigs in varied and, well, less sedate settings.” 
 
    “Gotcha. I didn’t figure you picked up those souvenirs in Malibu.” She pointed toward several old scars along my thighs and calves. Nothing obvious, well healed, but there nonetheless. “They’re not unsightly or anything. Please don’t take it that way. In fact, I think they fit you. Former military?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Special ops?” 
 
    “Yep again. And we should dead-end that conversational train.” 
 
    “No worries,” she said as her drink arrived. “Umbrella in the glass. Yes, indeed. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. Still in recovery from being run over with the Jess Rossi freight train.” 
 
    She laughed, took a sip, settled back, and hummed, “Mmm, Mmm, Mmm,” with eyes closed. A solid pineapple fan. And a person who knew what she was doing. She’d sussed my background and nailed my lack of experience in the gumshoe business. And kept the communication doors wide open. But there was something else. An edge, hidden, but sharp and honed and prepared. A former cop, maybe. Detective. 
 
    “Vacuum cleaner salesman?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your visitor.” 
 
    Dog on a bone, she wouldn’t allow her earlier question to languish. 
 
    “MSS. Ministry of State Security. A Chinese spy.” 
 
    “Ooh.” Her hazel eyes sparkled as she sipped Shark Bite through the straw. “How come I don’t get such interesting interactions?” 
 
    “Wrong line of work, I suppose.” 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    “A solid point, man-who-cavorts-with-spies. I tend to have the dubious pleasure of interactions with cheating spouses, irate business partners, pissed-off siblings fighting over wills, and the occasional untimely death. It might come with a bit of mystery, particularly with a dead body or two tossed in. But zip, zero intrigue. I’m jealous.” 
 
    “On the flip side, you’re not dodging bullets or shrapnel or arrows. So, there is that.” 
 
    “Point taken. I’m hungry. Come on, let’s have a quick nosh. And another drink. My client covers all expenses. So let’s eat. The sun sets, we’re in Hawaii, and I’ve got a good-looking fella across from me.” 
 
    A North Carolina accent. Subdued, but there. She plucked a menu from the small table, took another sip, and sang a line from a Bob Marley tune with a low, soft voice while she perused the menu.  
 
    Man, I was in over my head. She’d controlled our interaction from the get-go, led me by the nose. Mercy. I tossed a conversational gambit on the table, feeble but grounded in something I knew about. A lot about. 
 
    “Do you carry the .45? Or is it in your purse?” 
 
    She didn’t look up, focused on the food selection. 
 
    “Tucked in my purse. I assume your Glock is cleverly hidden under the electric shirt. Are you checking weapon availability in case there’s an imminent shore invasion of some sorts? Have I missed landing craft on the horizon?” 
 
    She raised her head from the menu and smiled. 
 
    “That’s called a non sequitur, by the way,” she added. “Asking me about weapons. It’s an effective technique, and good for you. Without sounding like a smartass, you might should have gone with something that elicited information from me about my relationship with Joanna Krupp. A side-sweep question. Just sayin’.” 
 
    One of the waitstaff arrived. An opportunity to collect myself. Just sayin’. Jess ordered coconut shrimp and grilled ahi and kimchi chicken wings. And another drink for us both. 
 
    “We’ll share,” she said once the waitress left. “I’d like a bit of everything. So tell me about the Chinese gentleman and Alaton. Then I’ll tell you about Joanna Krupp. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    I reviewed the short MMS conversation, and the rationale behind it. 
 
    “Alaton is thick as thieves with the Chinese government. And the US government. Krupp dug up my background. Stuff buried pretty deep.” 
 
    “What stuff?” 
 
    “Ugly stuff.” 
 
    “Ah. Tell me how the Grand Master is doing these days? I haven’t seen him in years.” 
 
    “You know Elliot Krupp?” 
 
    “I do indeed. How’s he doing?” 
 
    “He’s a shithead. With a samurai topknot. And bright underwear.” 
 
    “Do I even want to know how you discovered the color of his underwear?” 
 
    “It showed above his pants’ waistline.” 
 
    “Dear Elliot. Greeting you shirtless or at least unbuttoned so you could admire his magnificence.” 
 
    “You do know the guy.” 
 
    Man, she was sharp.  
 
    “I was maid of honor at their wedding. Joanna and I go way back.” 
 
    Jess explained she and Joanna had attended college together. Duke. Which confirmed the North Carolina accent. They took off on separate careers after college. Joanna worked for a Raleigh research facility and Jess became a Charlotte cop. Well, the accent and cop thing had me hitting two out of two, and I needed it. Maybe I wasn’t such a dumbass. 
 
    “What happened to the cop career?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story, and now I’m really, really hungry. Should we steal food from another patron’s plate? We are armed, after all.” 
 
    A waiter approached with our next round of drinks and the chicken wings. 
 
    “We may be saved from such desperate measures. Food is arriving.” 
 
    The wings disappeared in short order as she continued drilling. Jess laid the close-buddy-Joanna card as a gatekeeper bona fide. I’d dance to her tune before reaching an open gate. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, wiping her mouth. “I’ve learned enough to buy you don’t work for Elliot.” She took a long straw sip, emitted a light belch, and asked, “So who do you work for?” 
 
    “My regular client. The low-key one I mentioned. They’re based overseas. Europe. Which is all I can say about them, Jess. Honest.” 
 
    “What’s the contract about?” 
 
    “Learn what I can about Alaton. File a report.” 
 
    “When you say ‘regular client,’ I assume they contract you for a variety of things.” 
 
    “We already brushed against that.” 
 
    “Let’s hug it. They contract you for a variety of things?” 
 
    “Yep. And before you ask, ‘Like what?’, know there be dragons out there.” 
 
    She cocked her head, expression pleasant, and took another sip. 
 
    “Fair enough. But while variety may be the spice of life, it tells me your client has clients. Have you considered Elliot may have contacted your client? A backdoor check on his operations?” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head.  
 
    “Do you have any close relatives named Jules? Yeah, I’ve considered that. And considered the Chinese may have contacted my client for an investigation. Or a competitor or a foreign government or the US government since the right hand doesn’t know what the left hand is doing half the time. So yeah, I’ve tossed those possibilities into the mixer. The thing is, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’ll file my report, walk away, and wait for the next contract offer. I’m a simple man.”  
 
    The ahi tuna and shrimp arrived, and Jess asked for two more small plates so we could share the meal. The sun hung on the blue horizon and started its disappearance into the wide and fathomless Pacific Ocean. The Tiki torches became viable light sources, the sand under our feet began to cool, and I found myself enjoying the evening—perhaps more than I should have. Aware that this, too, could be a Jess Rossi gambit, placing me in a comfortable and pliable space. I didn’t care. She was fun and bright and it had been too, too long since I’d sat with a pretty woman for a pleasant evening meal. The here and now drove home how much I missed it. 
 
     The seafood was excellent, and I switched to beer; a couple more Mai Tais and I’d crawl back to the hotel. Jess slowed the liquor consumption as well as I opened the quid pro quo door. 
 
    “How much does Joanna know about Alaton?” I asked. “I’m hoping for genuine insight, bits and rumors and patterns I can piece together.” 
 
    “Disappointment may lay on your horizon.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Joanna’s washed her hands of Alaton. And against my advice, by the way.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Elliot started Alaton with layers of lawyers and accountants. His name’s buried so deep it’ll take a proctologist to find it. But it’s doable, and I’ve told Joanna as much. But she’s tired of the entire mess, gets half of his other assets we know about, and she’s happy to call it a day.” 
 
    “I would imagine she’ll end up more than just wealthy.” 
 
    “Yes, she will. But she’s not built like Elliot. The money never meant that much to her. He did. She poured out her heart in their marriage, and he stomped all over it.” 
 
    Thin ice. Krupp was a bona fide asshole, but there were two sides—always two sides—with matters of the heart.  
 
    “Can she tell me anything about Alaton? She’s bound to know a few things I don’t. Which is the reason for my meeting with her. No ulterior motives. Collect intel, file a report, go home.” 
 
    “Don’t freak, Batman. You’ve passed muster, and I’ll arrange the gathering. It’s at her convenience, and she has her own troop of lawyers bothering her every waking hour. I’ll let you know. Now, where’s home?” 
 
    A strong urge appeared, a mission-oriented pull to end the night. Interim goal accomplished, a sit-down with Joanna Krupp set. Don’t know if it was the Mai Tais or my keen interest in Jess or simple loneliness. But I had no desire to leave the Lava Lava Beach Club. 
 
    “I live on a boat. A fine old wooden cruiser near your neck of the woods. If you still live in North Carolina. I cruise the Ditch. The Intracoastal Waterway.” 
 
    Dishes removed, we ordered another beer for me and a cognac for her with black coffee. We sat in silence while waitstaff cleaned things. Both of us shifted into off-the-job conversational tones. Business was taken care of. Soft music continued from the minuscule bandstand, the conversational buzz around us lowered in volume, and a Pacific island night vibe settled. 
 
    “I have a mild suggestion. It falls into the pick-up-the-babes column,” she said and placed her sandaled feet on the now-empty small table. 
 
    We both stared into the vast Pacific, sipped drinks, and turned our heads toward the other at random intervals. Otherwise, we spoke toward the ocean.  
 
    “Pearls of wisdom, I’m sure. Cast them before this all-ears swine.” 
 
    “You live on a boat. There could be an appeal to the wanderlust in all of us, but drop the old and wooden from the descriptive. Maybe a fine and comfortable cruiser. With an excellent remodeled bathroom and shower. It does have a bathroom and shower, right?” 
 
    “Bathroom. The shower facilities are on the upper deck. It involves a bucket.” 
 
    “I’d skirt the tub’s plumbing, then. Focus on the exotic nature of boat life.” 
 
    “Tub? Really?” 
 
    “Ah. You’re sensitive about the boat. Do you call it ‘her’ and ‘she’?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Of course. I take it you live alone.” 
 
    “Yep. And you?” 
 
    “The same. And I do still live in Charlotte. So how come the rugged and handsome Case Lee doesn’t have a boat mate? A woman willing to lower her hygienic standards and hang with a man of mystery.” 
 
    A legit question and filled with potential excuses and reasons. And draped with the memory of Rae. Rae Ellen, my wife. Murdered. Killed by a bounty hunter in pursuit of the million bucks on my head. I snapped the bastard’s neck while he stood over her body waiting for my return home. Not the lone reason I lived alone, and perhaps, these years later, not the major reason. Memories of Rae filled me with white-hot love, never fading, and a heartache I tried my level best to keep tamped down.  
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “That’s a bullshit social media answer, bub.” 
 
    “I’m not on social media,” I said, taking a sip. “And there’s no one on this good earth who wishes it was bullshit more than me.” 
 
    Palm fronds rattled overhead, the breeze cool and clean and filled to the brim with middle-of-the-Pacific. A waiter asked if we needed anything else, and Jess asked for the bill. We sat in silence for a minute. 
 
    “I was married. Rae. She was murdered.” 
 
    I glanced her way and found an unblinking stare returned. The flickering torches provided ample light to capture true sympathy and concern and a touch of what might have been empathy. 
 
    “I’m sorry. So sorry.” 
 
    I returned a tight smile, a tiny shoulder shrug, and a potent wish we hadn’t gone there. She sipped coffee and set the cup on top of her extended legs. The surf was minimal, and the subtle sound of light-breaking waves along a sandy beach provided backdrop. 
 
    “I was married,” she said. “Phil. He died of cancer.” 
 
    “Sorry. Truly.” 
 
    “It never leaves, does it? The ghost of good times past.” 
 
    “No. It never leaves.” 
 
    The waiter returned with the bill, and I asked for two more cognacs. We spent the next hour chatting in low tones. Simple affirmations, life as both good and bad, the desire for tranquility. Self-effacing humor and gentle laughter. Poignant pauses, relaxed, as large universal questions—unanswerable—floated through the night. It was one of the best hours I’d spent in a long, long time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Before dawn I parked at the remote road pull-over near Krupp’s data center and utilized a red-light headlamp—it provided sufficient illumination for the hike while keeping my eyes adjusted for the dark. I took my time as the lava rock made for treacherous footing. I’d practiced with the small drone the day before, testing flight controls and the release mechanism. Jury-rigged a drop net for the thumb drives from a sock. Anchored the sock’s toe end under the drone and ran a paper clip hook through the material on the sock’s open end. I experimented with it until happy. When I released the drone’s hook mechanism, the sock flopped down and the thumb drives fell out. Yeah, a jackleg solution. One that worked. So with drone underarm, binoculars and water bottle and Glock sheathed in a webbed belt, I was good to go. 
 
    Bunchgrass among the lava fields rustled with the sea breeze. No critters spooked from the vegetation, and there were no visible lights as I worked my way between small basalt hummocks and knee-high grass. The low glow of the data center parking lot and building entrance shone above the next rise. I kept hidden so I offered no profile against the night sky and nestled into an uncomfortable operational position overlooking Alaton’s data kingdom. I should have brought a pad or blanket or towel to sit on—the lava rock bit through my jeans.  
 
    It didn’t require binoculars to identify the lone vehicle under the parking area lights. A Rolls-Royce SUV—one I’d seen parked there before, although I hadn’t recognized it as a Rolls. Krupp had arrived at work early. Or worked at night. Either way it didn’t matter. He was ensconced inside the fortress-like data center, and his employees wouldn’t arrive for another hour, at least. I waited and contemplated imminent activity and my sit-down with Joanna Krupp. For the former, unease. I would be attempting to break into a private business. No way to sugarcoat it. If my plan worked—a big if—reliance on Hoolie obeying my minimal-collection directives helped tamp any personal angst over this breaking and entering endeavor. Well, no breaking but one large enter. 
 
    I planned on seeing Jess again. Not just with Joanna, but the two of us. Maybe dinner again, maybe a drive around the island, check the east side, visit the Kīlauea volcano. It was in an eruption cycle, and lava flowed. It would be cool to check out. And it would be cool knowing Jess better. One large question loomed: Was her demeanor, her character, part of an “on” switch for work? Or was she the type of person where what you saw was what you got? I’d have bet on the latter. 
 
    Dawn broke. Time for action. I unfolded the small drone and anchored the sock’s toe to its undercarriage. Slid the four thumb drives inside. The number of drives constituted a compromise between too many—evidence something was amiss—and too few so one wouldn’t be retrieved. I used the paper clip and secured the sock’s open end to the drone’s release mechanism. The handheld controls powered up, and I activated the four propellers. The drone took flight. 
 
    The key at this point was sufficient velocity while flying over the parking area and initiating release. I wanted those thumb drives scattered, avoiding close proximity with each other. I gave a directional and speed command, and the small toylike air platform zipped toward Alaton’s data center. Kept the speed high—the little bugger could zip—and the altitude at three hundred meters. As the center of the parking lot approached, I hit the release button. It worked. In dawn’s low light, and with the help of binoculars, I could view the tiny thumb drives tumble toward the ground. The black sock flopped and waved underneath the drone. I guided it to a landing at my feet, shut it down, and packed it up. Then waited. 
 
    Rubbing elbows with spooks had taught me more than a few things. For an incursion such as this, reliance on others worked best. Not as allies or associates or clandestine operators, but as humans. Simple curiosity. Park your vehicle. Another day at work in the windowless bowels of servers and wiring and big data. Spot a thumb drive on the ground near your vehicle. Pocket it as an afterthought and later, out of simple curiosity, slide it into your office computer’s USB port. Family vacation photos appear, you glance through them, and pull the thumb drive out. Maybe toss it into the trash. Meanwhile, as you take an uninterested look at the vacationing happy family, the collection virus enters the data center network. It will spread and scurry like ravenous ferrets under electronic logs and around rocks of data, collecting and devouring what they’ve been instructed to hunt. Collection over, they’ll wait as if alongside a subway station’s tracks. Wait for a convenient train out of there and onto the World Wide Web. They’ll jump onto disparate train cars, break up the collection signature, then reassemble encrypted packages at home base—a buried Atlas missile silo under the Kansas prairie.  
 
    Vehicles began arriving. I pressed flat against the lava rock, binoculars raised. The first seven vehicles parked and their occupants, with badges on lanyards around their necks, headed toward the data center entrance. The next vehicle, a bright red coupe, disgorged a young man who stretched upon exit, closed the car door, took five steps, and stopped. He leaned over, plucked something from the ground, slid it into his pocket, and yawned again. Then strolled into work. Bingo. 
 
    I waited another thirty minutes and observed one other data scientist perform a stoop-and-pocket. Excellent. Two thumb drives were in. Our odds of success improved with the second unsuspecting employee’s participation. I kept a low profile, collected my things, and hustled back to the parked car. I scooted away and headed for the resort hotel, feeling pretty fine. Might have been the adrenaline rush of a tactical success. At the hotel, I sent Hoolie a dark web encrypted message. 
 
    Hounds unleashed. Maybe. 
 
    Even with two thumb drives pocketed, there was no guarantee they’d get plugged into a data center desktop or laptop computer. Still, it was the best shot I had. Hoolie wouldn’t reply; he’d wait for the packet to shoot his way. He’d contact me if it did. 
 
    No message from Jess about a Joanna Krupp meeting, so another dip in the Pacific made the schedule. Waialea Beach was nearby and offered snorkeling opportunities. I felt a twinge of guilt for playing while on the job, but the operational mode had switched to standby while I waited for the Joanna visit and anticipated a Hoolie message. Waialea offered a bounty of nooks and crannies underneath the wind-twisted kiawe trees that lined the beach. Perfect to perch under between snorkeling excursions and check phone messages. Humpback whales surfaced offshore, and the beach filled with tourists—each couple or family staking their private claim on a spot under the trees. Chatter and laughter and children’s squeals sounded from the small enclaves around me, the day warm, the sky cloudless. Good folks having a good time surrounded me. Regular folks.  
 
    It brought home my life’s lack of normalcy. Now, I rarely sat around morose and woe is me. I was blessed with family, a few friends, and good health. But I didn’t stride along a normal path. I sat on a beach with a pistol in my beach bag waiting to hear from a PI and a guy living deep within an abandoned missile silo. And the guy in the missile silo wouldn’t slide into any semblance of the normal column. Nor would Jules, by any stretch of the imagination. My three blood brothers—Bo, Marcus, Catch—each lived life on normal’s far edge. The bounty on our heads ensured it. Although Bo wouldn’t fall into the normal slot under any circumstances. Man, I missed him. And I lacked a partner, someone to share with. Pretty much guaranteed I was the only person sitting on the sand alone.  
 
    I could learn from Jess Rossi. Hone dull skills. The whole PI thing had several subgenres, and until now I’d occupied the high-danger column of spooks, mercenaries, hitters, and challenging physical environments. I excelled in that realm. No brag, just fact. But partnering, a life partner, pretty much mandated a step-away from those types of contracts. And a little voice whispered doubt toward the more traditional PI gigs. No doubt regarding my ability; I could learn, improve. No, the doubt triggered a weird internal switch. One that craved an adrenaline rush, a hang-it-on-the-edge activity from time to time. I wasn’t a thrill junkie—far from it—but the adage of “play to your strengths” whispered to me low and often.  
 
    I packed up and headed for the resort hotel. Showered and was met with a text message from Jess. 
 
    6pm at Joanna’s  
 
    She also provided the address. It matched the one Jules had sold me. I responded in the affirmative and was considering compiling a first pass of my client’s report when the phone rang. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” 
 
    “Always a pleasure chatting with you, Elliot. You seem upset.” 
 
    “You are the one who will soon be upset, you bastard.” 
 
    His voice, tinged with frenetic breathing, came across loud and an octave higher than usual. 
 
    “That right?” 
 
    “You can bet your ass that’s right! We had a data breach this morning. We’ve discovered how. And it has your fingerprints all over it.” 
 
    He meant figuratively. I’d wiped any trace of prints off the thumb drives before delivery.  
 
    “Calm down, Elliot. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m calm alright. I’m plenty calm. But you’d better not be. I’m coming after you, Lee. Your little tough guy demonstration yesterday doesn’t mean shit now. You have messed with the wrong guy. And you will pay, asshole. You will pay!” 
 
    My hackles rose. Couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Listen up, Krupp. You’re on thin ice. I’ve gone over this with you.” 
 
    “You listen up. I’ll find everything there is about you. Everything. All the secrets, all the hidden data elements. It won’t take long. I’ve got a team working it now.” His voice lowered, became awash with evil menace. “And when I uncover your background, I’m coming after you. You have soft spots. Everyone does. You are screwed, Lee. Screwed. And the purpose of this call is to make sure you know who’s behind it when bad shit starts happening.” 
 
    Enough. Enough of this asshat spewing menacing threats.  
 
    “Pay attention, Krupp. I’m not going over this again.” He remained on the line. “You’ve never met anyone like me. Ever. Know that. And know if bad things start happening, I’m coming after you. All the money in the world, all the hired hands you muster, none of it will help you. You think about that, asshole.” 
 
    He hung up.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Bent out of shape, I paced the room. First, this clown had made an automatic assumption that the data breach was my doing. Well, not a bad assumption. But it was the lashing out with overt threats that got to me. I could imagine some poor schmuck in the past who, although innocent, became the object of Krupp’s ire. Some blameless person whose life the MOTU ruined.  
 
    And yeah, I’d had a hand in plenty of literal and figurative buried bodies strewn across my past. Potential leverage against me lay hidden there. But I couldn’t imagine a world where such dark secrets, shadow-bound in their execution and never spoken of, were resurrected due to one person’s manipulation of information. Of data, big data. We hadn’t gotten there, yet. 
 
    While I seethed, the phone rang again. Hoolie.  
 
    “Alright, dude. This is going to be it. Nothing written, nothing sent into the deep and dark. No. This conversation is it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    An unusual hunker-down, even for Hoolie. We communicated on 256-bit encrypted phones. Not an absolute guarantee of privacy, but about as near as you could get in the electronic communication world. Encrypted text or email lingered longer and presented a slight—and only slight—susceptibility to cracking.  
 
    “Offerings. Let’s start there.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “No. Let’s not. Start with data. Alaton has it all. Emails, text messages, online searches. Every keystroke people make on their computers. Who each person associates with—online or in person—and the connectivity of everyone to everyone else. Medical records, law enforcement records, credit card records, bank records. Where you drive or what buses and subways you take. How long you sleep. You name it, dude, they’ve got it.” 
 
    “Is that legal?” 
 
    “Good question. It depends. How’s that for an answer? People agree to stuff without ever reading the terms of service. No one reads that stuff.” 
 
    And I’d mightily pissed off Krupp. He’d be on a frantic excavation endeavor as Hoolie and I spoke. Mild alarms rang. Nothing to freak about, but he had said there were a team of his people on it. On me. 
 
    “Alright. Got it. Now offerings. What’re the services Alaton offers?” 
 
    “Alaton offers packages. One from column A, two from column B, three from column C. Each client then builds their own package of services. Not only data packs, but actions, switches thrown in response to those data packs. From what I can tell, the Chinese are the only ones, so far, with the full meal deal.” 
 
    “Good. Well done.” 
 
    Hence the visit from MSS. The Chicoms had invested a ton or two in Alaton. The largest client, no doubt. 
 
    “Well done? Dude! It’s obvious I’m not painting a clear picture. You should be at ‘holy crap!’ at this point.” 
 
    “Paint for me, Hoolie.” 
 
    “I’ll start with the most authoritarian. Let’s say you want the perspective package. That’s what this madman calls it. The perspective package. Alaton monitors what everyone reads and writes and views. Everyone. As well as who you physically hang with. They can do that. Then deliver, every single day, everyone’s responses for any event. Weather, a train wreck, a terrorist attack, politics, the Super Bowl. You name it, including personal events. Breakups, arguments, nasty social media posts.” 
 
    “We’re talking a helluva lot of data points.” 
 
    “Which they accumulate! 24-7. And the client—I’ll get into those in a minute—can begin crafting perspectives through the alteration of online search results, video and website recommendations, what books to read, the whole shebang. They engage your friends and acquaintances, without them even being aware of it, to help steer each other. And manage a population’s perspective accordingly!” 
 
    This red-flagged as too dystopian. Too far-fetched. I had a hard time wrapping my head around it and focused on furious note scribbling. Old school, on paper.  
 
    “What if you don’t want your perspective managed?” I asked. 
 
    “You don’t know it’s happening. And if you do figure how to sidestep it, refuse altering your worldview, Alaton delivers a list of ne’er-do-wells to the client. Individuals who require addressing. Individuals who don’t have their minds right, dude.” 
 
    He went on to describe other offerings. A green package. Alaton would monitor how many miles each person in a country or region drives, what they drive, and their gas mileage. How much electricity individuals consume, how much natural gas at home, how much water. There was something called a wellness package. Medical records tied to what you purchased and ate, how much you exercised, how much you drank, how often you had sex and brushed your teeth. The packages went on and on. And each package, every one, had associated Alaton-developed actions available. Travel restrictions, tax penalties, automatic bank withdrawals. Interventions from friends. Or interventions from the authorities, a knock on the door. Stuff beyond the pale, frightening, sterile, cold. People, whole populations, as cattle. 
 
    “Oh, and you’ll like this one. The insight package. Alaton captures live video, right now, of every unsuspecting fool who has a laptop or cell phone. With artificial intelligence accepting the hundreds of millions of feeds and ‘viewing’ the video. Looking for whatever the client, the nation-state, wants identified. How about that crap?” 
 
    I removed the phone from my ear and confirmed the small piece of electrician’s tape across the camera lens. I became filled with great relief at my mobile boat life and cash-on-the-barrelhead transactions. Man, this was science fiction stuff, scary as hell. And I had enough information on Alaton’s business model. 
 
    “Clients?” 
 
    “Their anchor client, the Chinese. Like I said, contracted for the whole enchilada. And the US is a client. Individual departments, so far. The usual suspects—NSA, FBI. The CIA, it’s safe to assume, piggybacks on the NSA. But not just the usual suspects, dude. No way. The Department of Health and Human Services has dipped their toe in the Alaton pool. So have the Departments of Education and Defense.” 
 
    The pen scratched rapid notes; pages flipped as they filled. 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “It’s a long list. Each engaged to varying degrees with Alaton. Canada, Argentina, Saudi Arabia. Qatar, Bahrain, Iran. Great Britain, Germany, France, Russia. Japan and Singapore. Indonesia and India. Spain and Holland. Malaysia. It looks like that’s about it.” 
 
    “That’s one helluva clientele.” 
 
    “That’s one hell of a start, dude. Alaton will expand their services in each of those and acquire new countries as well. A solid growth pattern. And we have to get off this call.” 
 
    He hung up. A lot of that going on—Krupp out of anger, Hoolie driven by paranoia. Well, maybe not paranoia as much as realization. Our conversation shook me as well. Hoolie presented a picture of Big Brother realized. And running the show, a lunatic MOTU. With me perched high on his shit list. On the flip side, I now owned excellent intel for my client. The report would have challenges—craft a deliverable, a legit profile, without hyperbole. Not easy. Krupp had plans as part of the ruling elite. A global elite. A Zeus on high who directed us underlings scurrying about below his feet. I’d keep to the facts, describe Alaton’s offerings, and provide a client list. The sit-down with Joanna might caulk a few holes and seams in the presentation. Provide more personal insights. Then I’d create a professional report and deliver. I continued working a draft of the report before the meeting with Joanna Krupp and Jess, feeling more confident with this job’s outcome.  
 
    I slid open the room’s wide glass door and stood on the small balcony as the sea breeze blew the light curtains inward. Azure blue mixed with offshore whitecaps across the expanse of ocean. I’d done alright: utilized special skills, gathered rock-solid information, garnered a few insights. And I’d learned from Jess Rossi. I could don the moron hat at times, but I had enough sense to realize she was a pro at this domestic sleuthing stuff. Maybe she and I could get together alone tomorrow. Things were looking up. Yeah, Krupp was pissed. And he’d pissed me off. But I couldn’t see how his bent-out-of-shape efforts would manifest as any form of immediate danger.  
 
    The MSS eyeballs on my activities were disconcerting, but I’d waltzed through shadowland enough to understand it. I wouldn’t expend too many calories playing three-dimensional chess. The Chinese protected their investment. Fine and understood and outside my immediate concern of Case Lee Inc. presenting Global Resolutions a solid report. The weird consideration of Alaton as the requesting client for Global Resolutions—as both Jules and Jess had intimated—hung as a discordant note. My report would validate Krupp’s assertion I’d broken into his data center. So be it. I’d return to the Ace of Spades and tool south along the Ditch, under anyone’s radar. And if Krupp came after me, he’d run into a full-rev chain saw. There was a weird solace in that. If he threatened my family, he was a dead man. There was no solace in that, just cold-blooded fact.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    A guardhouse stood at the entrance of Joanna Krupp’s small, exclusive neighborhood. The guard made a confirmation call to Joanna, and the gate swung open. Each house was tucked away behind tropical vegetation, hidden. Her address on a low designer pillar accompanied a discreet driveway entrance weaving through thick green. 
 
    The single-level house stood understated among a Japanese-garden landscape. Jess met me at the opening. “Door” wasn’t the correct designation. Two massive sliding glass doors, both pulled wide, opened onto a large sitting area. The opposite wall across the great room displayed the same style openings. The effect created an open-air living space. 
 
    “Nice digs,” I said and strolled in. 
 
    She wore shorts, a loose shirt, and sandals, her hair pulled back in a short ponytail. She looked better than fine. 
 
    “It requires perfect weather to pull this off. When the breeze blows through here, it’s amazing.” She gave a head signal to follow her. “How’s your day job working out?” 
 
    “Interesting. What about bugs flying or crawling through here?” 
 
    She laughed. “A segue from investigative work to insects in one fell swoop.” She halted and smiled and locked eyes. “Mental multitasking, I suppose. Joanna is out back. And bugs aren’t an issue. I don’t get it either, but there you are.” 
 
    “How’ve you been?” 
 
    “Since last night? Herding lawyers and thinking a bit about you.” She turned away, halted, and said, “Maybe more than a bit.” 
 
    I followed her lead through the other wide glass opening and onto a shaded walkway. It led toward a large covered sitting area with a full open-air kitchen and bar. The surrounding landscape provided complete privacy. Farther past the covered area, basalt rocks marked a cliff’s edge as the ocean’s swell rumbled below. Offshore, a sailboat cut along the coast. 
 
    Joanna Krupp stood to greet me. Without argument attractive, she wore jeans, a polo shirt, and a sincere smile. We shook. 
 
    “My apologies, Mr. Lee, for the rigmarole you went through to meet with me. I will place the burden of such inconvenience on my dearest friend and confidante.” 
 
    “He’s addressed more challenging endeavors,” Jess said, headed toward the full bar. “I don’t believe he was overly burdened.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” I said, smiling. The atmosphere was relaxed, filled with good humor, and devoid of awkwardness. “And thanks for seeing me, Joanna. I get the caution. Understandable.” 
 
    Joanna offered one of the comfortable cushioned wicker chairs strewn about, and we sat. A bird squawked overhead, the Pacific rolled against the basalt cliff, and exotic landscape plants waved with the warm breeze. 
 
    “I’m assembling a new recipe,” Jess said. She inspected bottles and shuffled supplies behind the bar. “It has a coconut base with mint and ground macadamia nuts. And more than a shot or three of lovely rum. Are you a willing guinea pig, Case?” 
 
    “I am, if you both join me.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll join you alright. Joanna and I have held off until now. Out of politeness or guilt or a sincere effort at cutting back on the booze.” 
 
    “Jess represents my rock through this whole ordeal,” Joanna said with a wry grin. “Repayment, it would seem, requires only lodging and a stocked bar.” 
 
    Jess assembled ingredients in a blender. Joanna leaned back with a pleasant expression. Slight puffiness under her eyes and accompanying worry lines indicated recent stress. Whatever she’d gone through, she exuded class and hospitality. I took an instant liking. 
 
    “I understand you and Jess attended college together.” 
 
    “Go Blue Devils,” she said without much enthusiasm. 
 
    “And the two of you took separate career paths.” 
 
    “We did. I was fortunate enough to land a job at a Raleigh research center. I met Elliot at one of their conferences, which were and still are, I suppose, considered a big deal.” 
 
    “While Jess headed for Charlotte to be a cop.” 
 
    Jess paused her drink ministrations. “Joanna opened the door for reflective questions. You shot off and referenced me. Jeez.” 
 
    She hit the blender button, and we sat silent as it ground the concoction. 
 
    “You may have noticed Jess’s assumptions about your personal or professional development,” Joanna said when the blender stopped. “Do not feel alone.” 
 
    We both laughed. Joanna exhibited a cool Carolina gentility that overlay her statements. It was lovely. Jess, on the other hand, delivered with amazing straightforwardness, tempered with a great sense of humor. 
 
    “Good to know,” I said. “Although I’m sure I own more than a few wrinkles that could use a bit of ironing.” 
 
    True enough. And a conversational gambit taking the focus off Jess. As instructed. 
 
    “Our friend Case departs the realm of double-oh-seven and attempts a move into my world,” Jess said, pouring the icy drinks. “Do we require little umbrellas? Yes. Yes, we do. And straws.” A bar drawer slid open, and she rummaged around. 
 
    “Jess touched on your background,” Joanna said. “It sounded fascinating. And here you are, contracted to investigate Alaton and, by extension, Elliot. Well, I’m afraid there is little I can tell you about the former. As for the latter, tales might be told.” 
 
    “Tales are good. But I’d appreciate anything you can tell me about Alaton.” 
 
    “I’m afraid he buried it. Buried below layers of lawyers and corporate law, both domestic and foreign. Elliot would tell me as much. It was all hidden from me, making it a win for him.” She raised a hand and gave a desultory rodeo queen wave. “Yeah, Elliot. He enjoys flaunting his victories. And at a certain point, I didn’t care.” 
 
    “I take it he spends most of his time dealing with Alaton.” 
 
    “Yes. When he’s not engaged with social activities.” 
 
    “Engaged with banging babes,” Jess said as she approached with the drinks arrayed along a small tray. 
 
    “Jessica, please,” Joanna said with mild admonishment. 
 
    Drinks, with umbrellas and straws, were distributed. Jess plopped down across from me. The breeze blew hair across Joanna’s face, and she tucked it behind an ear.  
 
    “It’s not like it’s a state secret,” Jess said. “And you had best get comfortable discussing the ugliness. Even with the hordes of attorneys working on the settlement, you may have to testify in court. I want you firing with both barrels. Okay?” Jess pulled on the straw and continued. “Oh, oh, oh. I may have found a new favorite drink.” She addressed me. “Elliot Krupp is a POS. Joanna knows it, whispers it, but still carries the North Carolina ‘ladies don’t talk about such things’ badge.” She turned toward Joanna. “Gentility isn’t a good thing in a knife fight. And you’re in a knife fight, kiddo.” 
 
    Uncomfortable turf, at least for me. I had no desire to plumb the depths of their relationship. None. I knew Elliot was an asshole. From all signs, Joanna was sweet and solid. I’d never know the good, bad, and ugly perspective from both sides and didn’t need to. As Bo often stated, it rolls and it tumbles. Life.  
 
    “I may agree with you on this drink, Jess. Mighty fine,” I said. The mint mingled with the coconut, the fine ground macadamia nuts as soft overlay.  
 
    Joanna fished a pack of smokes from the small backpack purse alongside her chair.  
 
    “Share one with me?” she asked Jess. 
 
    “She started smoking again after fifteen years,” Jess said. “Stress. So we share. It lowers the guilt factor.” 
 
    “I can’t take you anywhere,” Joanna said and smiled at her best friend. “Such brutal speech patterns. It’s hurtful.” 
 
    “You’ll get over it when we finish skinning Elliot. All those bucks are a potent healing ointment.” 
 
    Joanna shook her head and lit the smoke, took a puff, and held it vertically as she passed it to Jess. 
 
    “As my alter ego boards the enemy ship, knife between teeth, I am compelled to address the money with you, Case,” Joanna said. “So as not to leave the impression this is all about finances, you should know I give most of my money away. We had no children, and at heart I’m still a simple person.” 
 
    Jess held the smoke in its vertical position, letting it burn. She took a long draw of the drink and added, “Well deserved kudos for you, roomie. You do that part right. Here.” 
 
    Without taking a drag, she handed the smoke back.  
 
    “I second the kudos. Good for you.” 
 
    Joanna took a long sip, a drag, exhaled, and said, “Oh, I enjoy my creature comforts. This is hardly a hovel I live in. And I have my eye on a modest abode in Carmel. Are you hungry, Case?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Jess said. “We’ve had so much island food, and I’m not complaining, but how about something simple. Pizza?” 
 
    “Now, pizza sounds marvelous.” Joanna tapped the ashes off her smoke, took a drag, and returned it to Jess. “Although you will insist on pineapple. It may require checking you into a clinic to stop the addiction.” She looked toward me. “What would you like on your pizza? Be honest unless it involves pineapple, in which case please lie.” 
 
    “I’m not a pineapple on pizza guy.” Said with a smile and appreciation for normal folks holding a normal conversation. 
 
    “Of course you’re not,” Joanna said. “A civil individual. So we will order several pizzas and encourage Jess to eat some distance from us.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    “Sounds like you two lack adventure,” Jess said. “I’ll order something mundane for you meek souls. I’m hoping they crank it up a notch here in Hawaii and add mango with the pineapple.” 
 
    “While Jess ruins her digestive tract, let’s return to the money aspect. It’s important for me not to appear as a gold digger.” 
 
    “Well, the deal is,” I said, “there’s no need to get into the money. And I wouldn’t worry about other people’s perceptions.” 
 
    “But I do worry. Now, as for charities and the foundation I established… Established with no encouragement or even real agreement from Elliot I might add.” She took another sip and wafted her cigarette hand. “There. I slipped into sordid details of our marriage. I blame my companion.” 
 
    “Blame well placed,” Jess said. “Get it out, get mad, get feisty.” 
 
    “We do have a guest, Jess.” 
 
    “That guy?” Jess pointed my way. “He couldn’t care less. He’s an industrial spy. A business PI. Working for a group of gnomes as far as I can tell.” She looked toward me. “Right?” 
 
    The gnomes of Zurich. She had a point. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Without tooting my own horn,” Joanna continued, “I am not one for evening gown and tux soirées. The foundation delivers financial assistance on the ground. We ensure it goes straight to those in need. And with minimal administrative overhead.” 
 
    “Direct impact,” I said. “Good for you.” 
 
    I meant it. If you’re being charitable, for heaven’s sake have it go straight to those in need. Bypass those duded-up galas, if possible—although they could be potent fundraising events. Joanna didn’t require fundraising. 
 
    “Do you want some help?” Jess asked me. 
 
    “Help?” 
 
    “You’re futzing around with information collection. What have you learned about Alaton or Elliot?” 
 
    “Well.” 
 
    “Well, you haven’t learned jack.” 
 
    “Jessica! It’s not appropriate to admonish our guest.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “She’s right. Most of my work has been in different environments. But I’m willing to learn.” 
 
    Joanna shook her head and took another puff. Jess smiled large and said, “Great attitude, bub. You’re a man who ratchets down the ego. Nice. It makes you even more of a cutie patootie. Don’t you think, Joanna?” 
 
    “You are a very attractive man. And one who has withstood the Jess Rossi onslaught.” 
 
    I blushed. Couldn’t help it. These two ladies, each in their own way, were formidable. And Jess had a point. A great point. I hadn’t learned squat about Alaton or Elliot since Hoolie called. Maybe it was the Krupp’s divorce proceedings or maybe the clear stress Joanna was under that was causing me to tiptoe.  
 
    “I’ll order pizza and make us another round,” Jess said as she bounced up and snatched her phone off a nearby small table. “You’re on the ice floe, bub. For God’s sake, ask about Alaton.” 
 
    “It’s sorta like having a personal improvement concierge, isn’t it?” I asked Joanna. 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “I can hear you two,” Jess said, searching her phone for pizza. 
 
    “So, Alaton. We’d best discuss it or bear the wrath of Rossi,” I said. 
 
    Jess shot me a look as she called a pizza delivery outfit, ordered, and began assembling ingredients behind the bar. 
 
    “It’s Elliot’s dream,” Jess said. “Once he became rich as Croesus from his other companies, money wasn’t enough. Power, raw power became his focus. Hence Alaton. It fits the bill.” 
 
    “He deals with powerful people, I take it.” 
 
    “Heads of state. Which accounts, in part, for his weird work hours. He hasn’t figured out how to control time yet, so time zones dictate his schedule. He heads into his hole-in-the-ground office twice a day so global conversations can take place.” 
 
    Which explained his presence at predawn, the lone vehicle parked at the data center. 
 
    “Rough schedule.” 
 
    “Well, when you strive to be king of the world, there’s a price to pay.” 
 
    The blender fired and in short order another round of drinks appeared. Joanna and I enjoyed a pleasant respite, enjoying the moment. Warm breeze, Pacific ocean, good company. 
 
    “His work habits are assisted through chemistry,” Jess said, placing the drinks. “He takes drugs.” 
 
    “This is so unseemly,” Joanna said. “Do we need to go there?” 
 
    “Drugs?” I asked. 
 
    “Speed. Coke. Which contribute to his erratic behavior.” 
 
    “This guy is a cokehead?” 
 
    “Joanna hates talking about it, but yeah. Cocaine. And dextroamphetamine.” 
 
    “He slipped away,” Joanna said, staring at the tabletop. “The old Elliot slipped away, replaced with someone completely different.” 
 
    “Long-term use?” I asked while wrapping my head around a MOTU wired on coke and speed. 
 
    “Long enough,” Jess said. “I think he’s developed an amphetamine psychosis. A diagnosis amply demonstrated by the way he treated Joanna.” 
 
    “We will not dive further into that,” Joanna said. “I’m uncomfortable hearing it, much less talking about it. And I get the sense Case isn’t comfortable either.” 
 
    “He beat her.” Jess took a long pull on her straw. “When she called me after he did it the first time, I told her to buy a gun. I even gave her the type and model of pistol. And told her the next time the bastard pulled that crap, put the barrel of the revolver against his chest and keep pulling the trigger until she heard a click. Then reload. Then call 911.” 
 
    “There’s nothing cavalier about taking a life,” Joanna said, turning my way. “I am not wired the same as Jess and could not envision myself within such a scenario.” 
 
    “So he continued beating you,” Jess said. “Until you filed for divorce and moved out.” She turned toward me. “Elliot has gone off the deep end. Drugs, stress, his natural personality—take your pick. Just know he’s an incredibly mean and vindictive son of a bitch.” She took another long pull on her drink straw. “And king of the world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    I woke to another gorgeous day in paradise. The past night with Jess and Joanna had been a welcome interlude, and Jess’s schedule within the Krupp divorce rodeo precluded her seeing me today. She had pushed for a get-together tomorrow, and I accepted. I would spend the day writing the report, file it with Global Resolutions, and grab some beach time. The gig was over, and there were no legit reasons to hang around. Except for Jess Rossi. I’d pick up the expenses from tomorrow onward, although Global Resolutions wouldn’t say a thing if I didn’t. But I wouldn’t charge my client for Case Lee time.  
 
    I was in no rush for departure, a return to the mainland’s winter. And in no hurry for a goodbye with Jess. I hadn’t felt this way for a long, long time. I couldn’t put a finger on it, but her combination of smarts, looks, attitude, humor, and independence had hooked me. A drive around the Big Island with her offered an opportunity to see if any foundation should be poured. 
 
    The three of us had spoken about Elliot’s persona the previous night. Figurative shoulder bumps, brief touchpoints. No one wanted to dwell on the guy. But each mention and observation painted a person with deep flaws. An ego as wide as the sky, an assuredness that he deserved a global spot on top of the world. And a deep psychosis. Drug-driven or a natural manifestation or a combination didn’t matter. The cat was mean, ugly, quick to snap. And saw himself above the law. With his unlimited money, it made for dangerous possibilities.  
 
    Not toward me—I had a minor concern he’d excavate my past and use it against me. Actions and activities buried far too deep, even for Krupp. My concern was for the people whose governments worked with Alaton. Free will, the sovereign citizen, individual rights—such basic things were anathema to Alaton and Krupp. China had already headed down that path, big time. But you can’t change the world, Lee, so no Sisyphus action pushing large boulders uphill. File the report, split, keep low. As always. 
 
    I wrapped the report at noon. Would let it gestate overnight before filing it with the Swiss. I headed back to Hāpuna Beach and rented a chair, umbrella, and boogie board. The waves, excellent. The water, cool and fine. Between surfing sessions I sat under the umbrella and opened my Kindle and a cold beer. Life was good. At irregular intervals I’d look up from the book, shades on, and check my surroundings. Couples and families and groups of friends sunbathed, swam, played in the sand. A day well spent. I was comfortable in my own skin and with my own company. The lone irritant lay in the knowledge that an MSS agent may have watched from a distance. Fine. Let them watch. Still, the sun and surf vignette around me highlighted my singular existence, driven by spooks, hitters, and constant situational awareness. Fishing through a large beach bag with towels and suntan lotion and phone and wallet, the hard steel reality of a semiautomatic pistol among my possessions acted as a go-it-alone marker. I balanced such reality with the upcoming date with Jess.  
 
    The next day started with a client report review. I made a few minor changes—including a less obtuse hint at Elliot’s drug use—and shot it off to Global Resolutions. Business model details, client list, Krupp’s leadership traits and inclinations. A solid deliverable.  
 
    Jess had called early, and we arranged for a pickup at Joanna’s house after noon.  
 
    “Too bad you’re not driving a convertible,” Jess said. “It would be kind of cool to tool around getting all windblown and tan.” 
 
    “The island’s east side gets a fair amount of rain, so I’ve read.” 
 
    “Mr. Preparedness. A boy scout background?” 
 
    “I was special forces. Same-same.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet. Okay, no convertible. Are there dinner plans?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Would you care to elaborate, or should I assume we’re gnawing on roadkill over an open fire?” 
 
    “Funny. We’ll eat. There’s a Hilo restaurant with great reviews. Does Joanna want to join us?” 
 
    “No. For a variety of reasons,” Jess said. “She’ll stay put and worry. And she wants me out of her hair for a while. An understandable sentiment. Did we scare you the other night?” 
 
    “Two forces of nature against a boy from Savannah. Poor odds on my part.” 
 
    She laughed. “Yes, well, you were clearly in distress. At least part of the time. Anyway, one o’clock?” 
 
    I confirmed the pickup time. Report delivered, a burger with a grilled pineapple slice consumed. I showered and donned jeans, sneakers, and an untucked nondescript polo shirt. I remained gun-shy about commentary on batteries-not-included attire. Jess was waiting outside Joanna’s place, looking fine. Sneakers as well, but with pressed shorts and a light fabric blouse. We skirted north of Mauna Kea and headed toward Waimea.  
 
    “I’ve been here two weeks and haven’t ventured far,” Jess said. “I made several trips into Kona. We’ve visited most of the nearby restaurants and went to the beach several times. But no grand island tour with an armed and dangerous tour guide. Why, a girl’s heart positively flutters at the opportunity.” 
 
    She patted her chest, I laughed, and we rolled the windows down and enjoyed the gorgeous day. 
 
    “How’d you get into Elliot’s place?” I asked, curious about how she gathered some of her intel on him. 
 
    “I didn’t. But across the road, there’s a small hill. I always travel with a telephoto lens for the camera. My preference is Nikon, but Canon and others make a good one as well. Do you own one?” 
 
    I didn’t. High-end binoculars, sure. And weaponry out the wazoo—handy tools when engaged with hitters and spies and revolutionaries. But I owned neither a professional camera nor a telephoto lens. I made a mental note to fix that. 
 
    “No. But I can see where it would be a good idea.” 
 
    “They are handy devices. And indispensable if you plan pursuing this line of work. I assume most of your toolkit at present goes bang.” 
 
    She had me nailed, and I smiled a response, confirmation enough for Jess. 
 
    “Anyway,” she continued, “the little hilltop perch provided ample evidence of Elliot’s philandering. Young girls—at least two since I’ve been here—have dropped in for a compound visit. The speedhead didn’t bother closing his bedroom curtains, so I captured a few, well, action shots as part of the divorce proceedings.” 
 
    “Where does he get his drugs?” 
 
    “A dealer meets him at the parking lot of his office, if you can call it that. It’s a half-buried structure in the inland hills. I followed him there one night. He scored with his dealer. It was blind luck to have seen it and photographed it. You should go see that place.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    She stared my way for a moment. 
 
    “It looks like a bunker, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it does. How do you know what drugs he purchased? You were pretty doggone definitive at Joanna’s.” 
 
    “I made a dash back to my car and chased the guy down when he left Elliot’s bunker.” She flashed a smile. “Ran him off the road. Then approached with my PI badge, which he failed to inspect. A brief conversation revealed everything. He was so freaked and then so happy I wasn’t a cop he became quite open about the transaction.” 
 
    “Aren’t you the badass?” I said. I admired her moxie.  
 
    I was thankful she didn’t dig deeper on the nature of my data center visit, because I would have lied. Until now, I’d kept things honest with her. Although I’d sidestepped a few hidden background details. 
 
    “Will you keep contracting with the Swiss?” she asked. “It would appear they aren’t prone to sending you after divorce cases, bub.” 
 
    “Good question. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’ll have to advertise and do marketing if you want domestic engagements. Just sayin’.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. And I don’t know if I’m up for that type of exposure.” 
 
    “Another consideration is you might miss the fun of foreign spies approaching you on Hawaiian islands. You appeared pretty unperturbed about the little international visit at Lava Lava. I can’t say I would have taken the same attitude.” 
 
    I shot her a smile.  
 
    “You get used to it. It’s when they flock that it gets worrisome.” 
 
    We gained elevation, and the terrain turned into green grassland with large copses of eucalyptus and hapuu. Cattle country. Barbed wire fences appeared and the town of Waimea had the cool look and texture of a Hawaiian ranch and farm community.  
 
    “So what happened with the cop career?’ I asked.  
 
    She held a hand out the window and, fingers pressed together, wind-surfed the passing air. She spoke toward the windshield. 
 
    “When Phil died, I wanted a clean start. I’d made detective in the Charlotte PD, but had the strong urge for a clean break and to start over.” 
 
    “I get it. I really do.” 
 
    I did. After Rae’s death, I quit my job at the Port of Savannah and, through murky special operator contacts, began a career as a contractor. A career where a day at the office could find me in a New Guinea jungle or an isolated Caribbean island. Regardless of the contract’s location, bullets tended to fly and life-threatening danger ruled too many moments.  
 
    We dropped down along the Big Island’s east coast—the wet side. The Hāmākua Coast was lush and green and shouted tropical. We chatted about PI work, books we’d read, interests outside of work. As we headed toward Hilo, I steered the conversation toward the personal. She’d already ascertained my relationship status, but hers remained unclear. 
 
    “So are you dating anyone?” I asked. 
 
    For the life of me, I don’t know how to slide into those conversational realms with grace. Maybe because, at the end of the day, it’s a simple question and required a direct approach. 
 
    “No. Single and scot-free. Why do you ask, Tarzan?” 
 
    “Just getting to know you. Polite conversation. How about you and Joanna? There’s not a, you know, relationship there?” 
 
    She laughed and asked, “Did we send those signals?” 
 
    “No. Maybe. I don’t know. My social-clues radar isn’t up to snuff.” 
 
    “How is your maybe-we’re-being-followed radar?” 
 
    “The gray Ford?” 
 
    “One and the same. I’ve been checking them in the side mirror.” 
 
    The road options from the west coast toward Hilo were limited. One route traversed over the top—near Mauna Kea. The other, which we’d taken, wound through Waimea and down the east coast. While traffic wasn’t heavy, sufficient vehicles used this route to mask being tailed. Or the gray Ford was simply another fellow traveler headed for Hilo. 
 
    “Two guys, it looks like from a distance. Yeah, I’ve noticed, but without any alarm bells ringing,” I said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past Elliot to sic a couple of people on us. Fellow PIs, maybe.” 
 
    Or hitters. I had begun to believe Krupp was capable of triggering professionals. A MOTU’s well-above-the-law perception. But a nagging thought, buried deep, whispered. Elliot Krupp would place untraceable layers of separation between himself and an act of murder. If these were hitters, assassins, after both of us—well, the obvious connection with Krupp was too tight. Too incriminating. Unless they weren’t after us both. In which case the quiet voice whispered, “Bounty.”  
 
    “Yeah, maybe. We’ll keep an eye on them. Hilo isn’t far. Dinner and a stroll around town should flush them out. And there’s the possibility we’re both a bit paranoid.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Jess said. “I like to know what is happening around me.” 
 
    I smiled and glanced her way.  
 
    “Yeah. Same here.” 
 
    A light rain fell as we entered Hilo and found a parking spot downtown. Our restaurant was roofed but open air, and a stroll among the patrons offered a glance at remarkable seafood dishes. We asked for a table along a side wall. Jess suggested we sit side by side, backs covered. The meal was excellent, the conversation light and fun although without as much eye contact as I would have liked. We both maintained a keen appraisal of the other patrons and the passersby.  
 
    Hilo struck me as an old hippie town. The two-story building across the street from us had corrugated tin walls and roof. The walls were painted purple. The section of town we occupied reflected much the same architectural feel, and my assessment was buttressed by the nontourist folks who wandered past. Folks who’d lived high times during the seventies and eighties. Now on a path toward Medicare and Social Security. In a strange way I envied them. A chosen lifestyle of mellow and chilled as old age approached. A lifestyle they’d maintained for decades. I wasn’t built that way, but I felt a certain grudging respect for those who pulled it off. Peace and love. Live and let live, baby.  
 
    As the sun lowered we strolled among the booths of an outdoor market. I kept an eye peeled for a tail. I did notice one guy who followed our general path, but at a distance and with all the attributes of a tourist, same as us. I sensed eastern European with his look and movement. An eastern European tourist. Maybe. 
 
    The booths sold what you might expect—handmade soaps, home-brewed kombucha, healing crystals, island art. Jess bought soap and engaged the vendor in a discussion of the product’s various properties. I kept an eye on our surroundings.  
 
    “As a component of your personal wardrobe,” Jess asked, “how is your tie-dye selection?” 
 
    “Can’t say I own a single piece.” 
 
    “You do now.” 
 
    She wandered among a tie-dye booth’s bright wares with T-shirts, blouses, dresses, and thin cotton pants.  
 
    “I’ve gotta tell you, I’m not sure I’d ever wear one of these.” 
 
    “Yes, you will. On your boat, underway along a secluded Ditch section, as Spanish moss drips from overhanging limbs. Our intrepid solo act, attired in something like this.” 
 
    She displayed a bright yellow-and-purple T-shirt. 
 
    “I’d require sunglasses just to put it on. And there’s the replacement batteries issue.” 
 
    “Funny.” She inspected it once more. “It’s perfect, then. I’ll get you a large. It may shrink, but you’ve got the bod to pull it off.” 
 
    Several more protests had zero effect as she ignored me and purchased the shirt. 
 
    “Stop looking disgusted,” she said. “The soap and shirt are called mementos. It will remind you of our little Hilo trip.” 
 
     “Does it help to point out the soap will eventually be gone? It may take a special license for this shirt’s disposal.” 
 
    “You will grow to love it. There’s a touch of Woodstock buried within the Case Lee heart. It simply requires assistance in bringing it out. I’m here to help.” 
 
    We both chuckled and moved on. The light drizzle had stopped, and the late day’s low light washed across the streets, shops, and meandering crowds. I suggested we head back. 
 
    “What about our potential tail?” Jess asked. 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    “And if we’re followed? Shaking them will be difficult given the limited options for road travel.” 
 
    I stopped and reached for her hand. She smiled and gripped and cocked her head. The low light emphasized just how fine she looked. Which made expressing my next declaration more difficult. It would break any spell we’d generated. 
 
    “If we’re followed, I’ll handle it. If they mean harm, we have entered an arena all too familiar, Jess.” 
 
    “You’re making me a little nervous. If we’re being tailed, fine. It’s not the end of the world.” 
 
    “You may be right. Let’s find out.” 
 
    Light rain fell again as tourists and locals wandered past our parked car. We locked eyes. 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” she said. “You keep insinuating there’s the potential for something larger at play. I’m not buying it. If we’re tailed, the right approach is to behave. No drug purchases, no wild sex in the back seat, no blasting away at road signs with our pistols. They report back to Elliot how boring we are and hardly worth his time.” 
 
    “Right. I’m with you. Although it’s hard to refrain from road sign target practice as we fly along. One of my favorite pastimes.” 
 
    She returned my smile but with less frivolity. 
 
    “Expand on your concern. The whole ‘if they mean harm’ thing. I’m an ex-cop. So lay it on me.” 
 
    Thin ice. I had no desire to reveal my past’s violent aspects. None. I’d dealt with plenty of hitters. Hired assassins and others as bounty hunters looking to claim the one million bucks for my head on a stick.  
 
    “I’m just saying let’s exercise caution. We’re dealing with an uber-wealthy speed and coke head. Let’s be cautious. That’s all.” 
 
    She stared through the windshield and chewed her lower lip. The scent of aromatic-infused soap filled the car as I admired her profile. 
 
    “Before you start the car, let’s take the worst-case scenario,” she said. “They mean us harm in one form or the other.”  
 
    She turned her head, one eyebrow raised. Her face lacked any sign of fear or rising panic. A matter-of-fact look that expected a factual response.  
 
     “Then I’ll deal with it.” Man, this was thin, thin ice. “Jess, let’s just say it’s an operational area I’m familiar with.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I fired up the handheld’s GPS and performed a quick search. 
 
    “Rainbow Falls.” 
 
    “What and where is that?” she asked. 
 
    “A tourist attraction at the edge of town. If the gray Ford follows us, let’s get to a crowded public place.” 
 
    “I like it. We can confront them with loads of witnesses around.” 
 
    “Great minds think alike.” I started the car and threw another smile her way. “Should I slip on the T-shirt? It might blind them if I approach.” 
 
    “Listen to Mr. Fashion. Do you own anything other than jeans and shorts?” 
 
    “There’s a tutu I break out on occasion.” 
 
    We eased through pedestrians and slow traffic, following the GPS directions. As we turned onto the road headed toward Rainbow Falls, the gray sedan appeared behind us. 
 
    “We have company,” Jess said, window down as she stared into the side mirror. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    The road held a fair amount of traffic for the two miles to the waterfall’s parking lot entrance. We turned in among other vehicles coming and going. A couple of small tour buses parked in designated spots. There were more departures than arrivals as daylight faded. An empty spot appeared, and we slid into it. The gray car stopped short and parked at the paved lot’s gravel edge. Game on. 
 
    “Let me go confront them,” I said. 
 
    “Do what you want, bub. I’m exiting this car to have a little chitchat with them. If it’s a couple of sleuthhounds, I’ll ask a few questions and get BS answers. But at least we can establish a benign tail.” 
 
    We went together. At a fifty-foot distance, alarm bells began to ring loud and shrill. No fight-or-flight kicked in, no urge to draw and fire or take cover. The overwhelming emotion—anger. Fury at someone putting me in this position. Anger at here we go again, anger at a great day with a great woman on a Hawaiian island corrupted by this crap. I stopped and gripped Jess’s arm, halting her as well. These were hitters, stone-cold killers. 
 
    The one in the passenger seat had leaned forward with his right arm reaching behind him. With a smooth move, the same arm returned to his lap. He’d pulled a pistol from his back waistband. I knew the movement well. The driver’s shoulder lifted then rested at his front. He’d pulled his weapon from the console.  
 
    But it wasn’t the weaponry extraction that confirmed their profession. It was in the eyes. Cold. Emotionless eyes in expressionless faces. Here to do a job. Kill someone. Another day at the office. 
 
    “I saw it too,” Jess said. She slid her hand into the purse, no doubt with a grip on the .45. “They hold heat. Both produced weapons as we approached.” 
 
    She didn’t mention the eyes, the countenance of our adversaries. Not unexpected—she hadn’t stared into those eyes too damn many times in the past. And stare I did, locking eyes with one and then the other. Two dead men, killed through their own actions. Yeah, I’d pull the trigger, but their efforts were the cause. Cause and deadly effect, assholes. 
 
    “Let’s edge backward for a few steps,” I said. “Gain a little more distance. Then turn and walk back toward the car.” 
 
    We did. Children dashed past, tourists called, more vehicles pulled out of parking spaces as others waited for them to complete the maneuver. The day wrapped up as folks experienced their last tourist attraction before a relaxed evening. At the car, I asked Jess to join me by the front bumper. No confinement inside a vehicle until a plan was established. 
 
    “I cannot believe the crazy bastard sent hitmen after us,” Jess said as she cast another glance toward the Ford.  
 
    “I don’t think he sent them after us. They’re after me. I broke into his data center. You called it his office. Krupp knows, or at least suspects, it was me.” 
 
    She stared back wide-eyed and skeptical. 
 
    “How in the hell did you do that, and why in the hell did you do that?” 
 
    “Let’s leave the how. I did it to acquire information on his business model. No apologies.” 
 
    “It’s called breaking and entering, bub. It’s also called illegal.” 
 
    “I didn’t physically enter and this isn’t the time for details. He has no reason to send killers after you. They’re after me. So I want you to stay here. I’ll drive off, alone.” 
 
    She threw another glance at the Ford. I could sense our relationship, whatever we’d developed over the last several hours, swirl the drain. Man, this situation pissed me off. 
 
    “There are two reasons that won’t happen,” she said. “First, you don’t know it’s only you. They could split up and leave each of us without someone to cover our backs.” 
 
    I appreciated her sentiment. Teamwork, covering your partner. Although it could have come from cop days instead of affection toward me. 
 
    “Secondly, this is a police matter. We have their butts frozen within a tourist parking lot. A quick 911 call and in short order several squad cars will surround them.” 
 
    Here the great ugliness reared its head. A slice of me uncovered, exposed. A dark and violent side engaged with death and destruction. Not a foundation for a relationship. A deal-breaker. But there it was and no point hiding it. Killers had assembled.  
 
    She’d initiated a 911 call when I placed my hand over her phone. 
 
    “Please. That won’t end it.” 
 
    “The hell it won’t. They’ll find weapons on those guys, do a background check, haul them away.” 
 
    “That won’t end it.” 
 
    Forehead furrowed, eyes crinkled, she waited for elaboration. 
 
    “I’ve been in these situations before, Jess. There’s only one way to handle this. You stay here. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Just what does that mean?” 
 
    We locked eyes for a full five seconds. 
 
    “I’m going to end it. Please don’t call the cops. If I drive away and see one of them exit the Ford, I’ll throw it into reverse and get you. Then we’ll figure out a plan B.” 
 
    Another five-second staredown. 
 
    “There are innumerable things about this I don’t like. Personal things included.” 
 
    “I know. And I’m sorry.” 
 
    I shot the two assassins an eye-lock and a slow nod. A gauntlet laid; challenge presented. I got into the car, backed out, and kept a keen eye on the rearview mirror. They both stayed in the Ford as it rolled past Jess. She stood unflinching and resolute. I watched the mirror as she faded away in more ways than one.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I’d formulated a plan even as Jess and I talked. Or rather stared. The key unknown was weaponry. I could outshoot them with pistols. No doubt. Hitters worked close, within feet of their victims. I wouldn’t let that happen, so marksmanship at a decent pistol distance would dictate victory. Advantage, Case Lee. But if those guys had rifles, things would swing their way. A risk. A damn high risk. But a couple of days had passed since Krupp had called and threatened me. Sufficient time for hired assassins to assemble. And the typical hitter wouldn’t arrive with long-range weapons. Their business model relied on the up-close hit. Guaranteed results. I’d risk it. 
 
    The other item for consideration—and another marker in Case Lee weird-world—was body disposal. I was on a US island. One I didn’t know well. And the discovery of two dead guys had me trapped. Trapped with the potential of Jess having called the cops regardless of my admonitions. A link formed between me and the two hitters. Not good. 
 
    There were three ways out of Hilo. The first backtracked around the north side, back up the coast and through Waimea. The second was a quiet highway through the island’s center, climbing through high, barren lava fields south of Mauna Kea. An obscure gravel road off that highway had a lot going for it. Except for hiding the bodies. 
 
    I drove back into Hilo, the Ford now on my tail. They clearly saw no point disguising their intent. I fought to focus, failed, and slipped back into short ruminations on how quick things could get so strange. Two dead guys followed me. What to do with their remains? What a weird-ass way to wander through life. 
 
    I headed twenty miles south, toward the active lava flows of the Kilauea volcano. It had flowed southeast for several years from its caldera ten miles inland. Long rivers and strings of molten lava now cascaded into the ocean. An amazing sight, and one attracting tourists and volcanologists from around the world. Thank God I’d read about it and studied a few maps while lounging on the beach. I doubted the two killers behind me had followed suit.  
 
    A couple of miles from the coast, a large, inexorable molten rock flow had devastated a now-evacuated subdivision of sparse housing. My hunting zone. They’d follow me. Dusk began turning into darkness. The GPS displayed roads, now closed, leading into the abandoned housing area. I picked one at random. They followed, headlights now on. These guys were making no attempt at stealth or subterfuge. The three of us understood beyond a shadow of a doubt what was going down.  
 
    My headlights shone against large concrete barriers. End of the road. The trailing vehicle remained several hundred yards behind me. Official State of Hawaii danger signs and warnings and trespassing threats were strewn about the area. I slammed the brakes, cut the engine, and hauled ass. A dead sprint, past the barriers, and toward the unknown.  
 
    Distance and darkness were my friends. They afforded the opportunity to suss the enemy, gain tactical knowledge, craft a plan for the killing floor. A two-hundred-yard sprint ended at a curve in the asphalt neighborhood road. I dropped behind a patch of neglected landscape plants and expected the silhouettes of two running men. Nope. The trunk light at their vehicle illuminated bad news: they both pulled scoped rifles.  
 
    The evening was dead quiet except for a strange low-frequency growl at my back, deep and menacing and unlike anything I’d heard before. Flowing lava. Against the bizarre noise signature came the sound of two semiautomatic rifles chambering rounds.  
 
    Bad news on several levels. Their weapons provided a distinct firepower advantage and—if equipped with night-vision scopes—the ability to see. The half-moon and starlight from minimal light pollution provided me adequate vision, though not compared with modern electronics. Electronics mounted on high-powered rifles.  
 
    Equally disconcerting, or more so, was their demeanor, their movements. Run-of-the-mill killers, with their propensity for in-your-face hits, would have scrambled after me. Not these guys. Alarm bells screamed with the realization these weren’t average hitters for hire. These cats carried an ex-military air. Ex-special forces. Bounty hunters. Oh, man. 
 
    It didn’t make any sense. Krupp, the bounty—I saw no connection whatsoever. But I’d been pursued numerous times by bounty hunters. They focused on my mainland whereabouts. Sure as hell not on the Big Island of Hawaii. It was too discordant, too strange. I had no option but to shake it off, pronto. Get focused and deal with these two, the danger factor now maxed. Rock, hard place, Case, ol’ buddy. Or hot lava, hard place. Throw the kill switch, get clinically mean, and dust off those terminating skill sets. Death ruled the immediate, and I was part and parcel of the scene. Irrelevant head noise disappeared. Kill or be killed time, survive or die. Surety and conviction toward a single outcome swelled—it wouldn’t be Case Lee going down. 
 
    A casual trunk lid slammed, and they were heading my way at a slow jog, cautious. They stopped prior to passing the first patch of untended landscaping. Raised their weapons and scoped. Night-vision scopes. And a professional tactical approach to the hunt, aware I was armed with, at best, a pistol. They wouldn’t be bushwhacked by jogging past hidey-holes. Son of a bitch. I eased away from my spot and once again hauled ass. Put a quarter mile between us. And entered a hellscape. 
 
    An indescribable aroma permeated everything. Not the sulfurous emissions near an active volcano’s caldera. No, a subtle and strange burnt smell. Burnt rock. There was sufficient light to capture a bizarre terrain. Black, black surfaces stretched for a mile, ominous under the moonlight, with the intermittent red-orange glows of slow-flowing lava. Cracks as vents, raw surface fissures with ghostly mist rising. Water vapor or other gases, unknown. What I did know was I didn’t want to risk breathing too much of it. 
 
    Intermixed within the burnt-scape were husks of structures, houses, half-burned and in a slow state of collapse. I had no experience, no clue as to how best to navigate the terrain before me. Yet I had chosen the battleground, a place where any violent traces would be covered, melted, dematerialized. At my back were two human hunters, intent on putting a bullet or three in my head. And very little time to position myself. 
 
    I headed toward one of the collapsed houses. The heat increased, ovenlike. Now within the lava field, the surface appeared as smooth, billowing sheets, layered. On the left, a small flow. A blister burst in slow motion, red-yellow molten rock flowed and cooled, then another underneath it repeated the process. Jet-black cake icing swirled, all movement at a foot or two per minute. And hot, hot. The burnt rock smell was joined by the odor of burnt rubber. The bottom of my shoes. Another flow to the right eased along as an amoeba under a microscope—slowly reaching, extending. The nearby lava folded, a new black surface cooled, and a new extension pushed outward, inexorable and beyond any and all human control. Nature reigned; sovereign power ceded to the earth’s rule.  
 
     Underfoot, a strange sound akin to walking on Styrofoam. What it boded for footing and surface thickness, unknown. I approached the collapsed structure, beyond relieved at spotting a quarter of the house’s foundation still intact. Collapsed and charred roof timbers along with random lengths of blackened lumber had been laid and leaned on the small piece of concrete sanctuary. I made my way there, each step into the unknown. A final long leap and onto the foundation. Hustled into the timbers and got low, hidden, the heat less intense. And waited. 
 
    They appeared at the edge of the active lava field, halted, and searched with their night-vision riflescopes. My initial concern was they’d take a viable alternative. Pull back, wait. Wait for daylight. Or return to their vehicle, pull away, and park a distance away from my car. Then approach on foot and wait for my return.  
 
    But these cats showed immediate commitment and must have figured that if I could navigate the steaming black and red and orange flow before them, they could too. Big mistake. I had been damn lucky to get this far, and I wasn’t going any farther. At my back, another mile of both displayed and hidden molten rock, creeping slowly, headed for the ocean where it pushed and steamed and hissed into the water. Nossir, I sat in my Alamo, and those bastards could come to me. 
 
    I considered distances. As a better than good pistol shot—no brag, just fact—there were still limitations to my accuracy. Under the moonlit sky, these guys stood as dark silhouettes against a black background. Out to thirty yards, with a solid armrest, even with lousy sighting conditions, I would hit them. Aim for center mass, prepare for a follow-up shot. Forty to fifty yards and things became problematic. Past fifty? All bets were off. Such limitations played no part in their thinking. Their high-powered night-vision rifles could reach out and touch me at hundreds of yards, no problem.  
 
    But my chosen spot served its purpose. They were forced to approach, get close, once they’d ascertained my hiding spot among the other dozen or so half-destroyed structures strewn across the midnight-black field. Close enough to discern my position, my shape, hidden among the blackened debris. 
 
    They split up and entered the lava field. Each took cautious steps, stopped, scoped. A slow, sure, professional approach. One angled to my left and gained distance between us with each slow, considered step. The other made a zigzag line on my right. If his current course was maintained, I’d have a shot. Both moved with great wariness. Less for my potential danger—they knew my firing distance was restricted—and more for the bizarre danger presented by the earth’s surface. Belly pressed against concrete, I wormed under debris toward my right and assumed a firing position, arms straight in front and resting on the surface. Turned my head, slow, and checked my back side. Covered. The longer distance shooter would have no shot, even firing at my general position. 
 
    I remained frozen, a pistol-laden sniper. Not the wisest of tactics, but beggars, choosers. The residual charred wood smell surrounded and combined with the peculiar burnt rock aroma. Minutes ticked off. It was only now, ear close to the ground, that I could fully discern the sticky-sounding low frequency rumble of creeping lava. The entire situation, top to bottom, was otherworldly.  
 
    The nearest enemy came into view. If he maintained his current course, he’d pass thirty or forty yards away. He took added precautions—placed a foot, pressed and released, and then applied his body weight. Moved forward for the next step. Every few steps he’d pause and scope. Then move again.  
 
    At forty yards he stopped parallel to my position. He devoted time for scoping, seeking, finding his enemy. He checked the debris, the timbers and lumber and collapsed bits of house construction. He stared right at me. Damn uncomfortable, knowing his finger rested on the trigger, the rifle aimed within feet of me. Or right at me as he attempted to discern the nature of a slight lump on the concrete among the debris.  
 
    Enough. It was a long shot and iffy and would alert his partner to my location. But the knowledge that crosshairs rested either close by or smack-dab on me mandated action. I squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The Glock boomed in the night, the muzzle flash bright and extensive. The pistol’s explosive sound was immediately followed by the wet thump of a bullet hitting home. He staggered, fired a wild shot, dropped to a knee, and drew a bead toward my muzzle flash signature. I didn’t give him the opportunity. The Glock boomed twice more, and he collapsed.  
 
    Bullets slapped the jumbled wood overhead. One whined off nearby concrete. His partner, having heard the melee, provided covering fire. For a dead man. I remained frozen. The firing stopped. Now my remaining enemy had a choice: reposition for a better firing angle, or come straight at me and take his chances. He chose to reposition.  
 
    Time became irrelevant. His movement was by cautious steps, a few feet at a time. Belly-crawling inches for me. My goal—find this guy, discern his position. Molasses movement, belly-flat. I eased through debris, cautious, without noise or the offer of any body part as a target. Ten or twenty or thirty minutes later, buried deep among the strewn-about charred wood, I found a decent view of my enemy’s general area.  
 
    Spotting him wasn’t an issue. He had limited choices. The frontal view he and his partner had taken hadn’t revealed me. His side position failed as well—the covering fire plowed into a remnant pile of junk. So now he headed farther into the active lava field, intent on sighting me from the back side. But what madness was this? Deeper into flowing lava, further into the bowels of danger and death and risk beyond what any normal person would accept? What was his motivation, his reward? Crazy. Absolutely crazy. How bloody much had Krupp offered? A million-dollar bounty wouldn’t drive this insanity. Yet there he was, stepping with slow, deadly intent, his silhouette backlit with strings and patches of red and yellow creeping lava. Madness. 
 
    A madness that ensured I’d be paying Krupp a visit in the very near future. A man who got his way as others yielded to his power and influence. Well, you’ve screwed with the wrong guy, Elliot. And payback is a bitch. 
 
    My enemy maintained a hundred-yard separation as he circled. I had a poor chance of whacking him from such a distance. And he had zero chance sighting me until he came close. Pistol-range close. He took his time, cautious of his footing, aware he had the entire night. So did I. And I wasn’t working my way across an active lava field.  
 
    As he moved, I waited for the pauses. Pauses to scope, seek me. Others for a footing check. During the latter I’d make minute adjustments, kept the pistol dead aimed on the distant target. Thirty minutes passed, an hour. Even through the concrete foundation, heat radiated. My belly and thighs and forearms were hot. Not as hot as the killer’s feet, but plenty warm. 
 
    The hellish environment got to him. He stopped, sighted, and fired a blistering bullet off to my right. The muzzle flash and zing of the high-velocity projectile skipping off concrete was followed with his rifle’s sharp crack. Aware there were limited places for me to hide, he opted for either hitting me with a chance shot or eliciting movement. Knowing his game wasn’t any consolation. Any movement on my part—any movement—and he’d catch it through his scope. Freeze and pray my lone option. A second shot, twelve inches off the ground, popped charred timber near my head. The next one might tell the tale of one beat-up ex-Delta operator. His third and final shot struck at my left, three feet away. It, too, cracked against damaged timber.  
 
    He stood stock-still and scoped. Sought a sign or movement or a glimpse of something out of place. He lowered his weapon and continued circling. He paused at a yards-long steam vent and made a poor decision. Head down, he checked the dark surface crack as gases wafted over him. Then he took a long half-leaping stride across. Big mistake. Maybe the heat had gotten to him and prompted a hasty decision. Or he’d decided to increase his pace, hunt with more rapidity. I’d never know. 
 
    His landing foot broke through the surface and straight into molten lava. He dropped the rifle as his screams roared across the hellscape, one after the other. He thrust himself backward and tumbled into the steam vent. The screaming never stopped. Until a single shot—a pistol shot—silenced the night. I never fired. 
 
    Reddish-yellow stretches of the terrain continued their sluggish movement, a slow, relentless crawl, indifferent to human doings. Moon and starlight, the unearthly low-frequency growl of melted rock on the move, and one ex-Delta operator who wanted nothing more than to get the hell out of there. I stood and made a decision. 
 
    The first killer lay crumpled fifty yards away. And while I’d chosen this hunting ground for the convenience of evidence disposal, he’d remain where he fell. Gobbled up in the earth’s sweet time. Yeah, I was unnerved. The second killer’s death had highlighted the lethal danger at every step. I wasn’t traipsing across unknown turf to roll the first hitter’s body into a lava flow. Not going to happen. Retracing my steps into this environment was iffy enough. 
 
    I took my time, ultra-cautious. Without two hitters on my butt, it took thirty minutes traversing what had taken ten. I gave a shiver of relief when I scaled the crumpled and caved end of the subdivision’s asphalt road. Jogged back toward the car, drove past their vehicle, and headed for Hilo. One helluva way to live.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I pulled over near Hilo and called Jess. She answered after one ring. 
 
    “This had better be you,” she said, her voice filled with a mixture of relief and anger. 
 
    “It’s me. You still in Hilo?” 
 
    “You’re asking where I am? Are you nuts? Where are you? And how are you? And what happened?” 
 
    One of those make or break moments. A relationship landmine highlighted with neon. Under previous similar circumstances I’d have lied. Keep the other party ignorant of recent events. Protection for them. And, maybe, for me. But I was certain the parking lot vignette had driven a stake through any embryonic relationship between us, so there was little point dancing around with half-truths and outright lies. Go full frontal, be honest, let the brittle and cracked chips fall where they may. 
 
    “I’m in Hilo. Wanted to see if I could give you a ride back.” 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    “And I’m okay. It’s over.” 
 
    Jess didn’t require an interpretation of “It’s over.” 
 
    “I should have called the cops,” she said. 
 
    “They wouldn’t have ended it. I did.” 
 
    A long pause. What wheels of hers turned, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    “After the little parking lot movie scene—and I only say that to lessen the reality that two men wanted us dead, or at least you dead—I became frantic. There was no telling how far the crazy bastard Elliot would go, and I was worried about Joanna. I convinced an Uber driver to make the drive and take me back to Joanna’s place.” 
 
    “Good. Is she okay?” 
 
    “It’s not good. Yes, she’s fine. And I was frantic about you, too, Jedi.” 
 
    Nice to hear.  
 
    “Once danger became apparent,” she continued, “we were partners. I let my partner down. I let him pull the danger away.” 
 
     “Yeah, well, they were after me. Not you. It worked out best this way.” 
 
    Another silence, and I didn’t have a clue where I stood.  
 
    “Why don’t you come by Joanna’s?” 
 
    “Sounds great.” It did. “Give me an hour and a half.” 
 
    We signed off and I headed for the high lonesome Saddle Road, south of Mauna Kea. As I climbed, stars filled the horizon. I rolled the windows down and let cool air rush as the miles ticked past. 
 
    Chalk up two more, Case. And consider the third. Krupp. Would threats, a two a.m. visit as he slept, force him to pull back? I doubted it. Was I absolutely positive those hitters were sent by Krupp? Yeah. While I’d had bounty hunters come after me over the years, they wouldn’t have the wherewithal to know I was currently in Hawaii. No way.  
 
    Options were limited, with full retribution and taking him out as the leading candidate. Cruising under the star-filled sky, I caught myself adopting a far too cavalier perspective about killing, about whacking a guy who hadn’t personally pointed a weapon in my direction. The two dead hitters had played the killing game with me. Death was inevitable. Mine or theirs. I supposed it was the same thing with Krupp.   
 
    Killers after me was old and tired news. News and a reality mitigated through an Ace of Spades escape. With no home address, no way to track me, and if I remained mobile in my watery home turf, past hitters would wait until I stuck my head up, with few exceptions. And those exceptions involved spooks with inside information on me. Krupp fell into the same inside information bucket. Which might include information on my family. Yeah, he’d have to go. Which left where and when as the only question. 
 
     A near-empty road at night beside a 14,000-foot volcano on a tropical island, driving alone, created a rich petri dish for reflection on the all too frequent events in the recent past that resembled what had just transpired. Two more souls gone. A bloody string of others prior. One more planned. As the drive progressed, I slid that door shut. It led to places better left alone. I had tonight with Jess and, for the moment, it would do. 
 
    I hit my hotel room and washed off the charred wood and debris I’d crawled around in. Scrubbed off the smells. A fresh appearance, nothing to see here, move along. Just ol’ Case dropping by. Jess wouldn’t buy it for a second. Joanna would. Before the shower, I replenished the Glock’s bullets. And dropped the now-ruined shoes into a back-of-the-resort dumpster. Habit and sound policy and yeah, once again I was aware what a strange place in the universe I occupied when the first order of the evening’s activities entailed reloading my weapon, tossing a pair of lava-ruined sneakers, and washing off another killing floor. 
 
    Jess met me at Joanna’s house. 
 
    “She’s sitting out back,” she said, hands on hips. “But we’re having a chat first.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She hadn’t changed clothes but had added an accoutrement—the .45 was now holstered on the belt of her shorts. She stepped closer under the subdued lighting at the front sliding glass door and locked eyes. 
 
    “I want you to shoot straight with me.”  
 
    “Sounds appropriate. On several levels.” 
 
    “Not funny. The shindig we participated in at the waterfall parking lot. Do you consider it part of your normal life?” 
 
    “No.” I paused, blinked. “Well, not usually. And I’m moving away from such stuff. Take this gig, for example.” 
 
    “Fine, yes, let’s take this job. Either you kicked a hornet’s nest or you are the hornet’s nest. Which is it?” 
 
    “I don’t ask for trouble, Jess. Yeah, it shows up on occasion. There are extenuating factors from my past.” 
 
    The bounty. Which would remain unsaid. 
 
    “A Chinese spy strolling up at a Hawaiian restaurant would reflect trouble in my book. Two hired killers after you while we touristed could be construed as trouble, don’t you think? Or just another Case Lee Thursday?” 
 
    “It’s Friday.” 
 
    I smiled. She didn’t. 
 
    “You’re not going to charm your way out of this. At this point I’m not inclined toward any more dates or have drinks or hang with you. And I have serious doubts about you being around my client and best friend.” 
 
    “Okay. It doesn’t look good. I admit it. But Krupp kicked this off. At least the two hitters. And the Chinese spook was to be expected. Krupp is in bed with them.” 
 
    She looked away, her foot tapping the tile floor. Hands remained on hips, lips pursed. She turned back and said, “I know the likely outcome with those two. I’m not stupid. So my question is, does a stone-cold hitman lurk underneath your appealing exterior? Because at the moment, it sure looks that way to me.” 
 
    My phone pinged the arrival of a text message. Unusual. I received the occasional texts from Mom, but it was past midnight on the East Coast. Unless it was an emergency. My ex-Delta buddies reached out irregularly, but not at this hour. Otherwise I seldom received messages. A solid marker as to my limited social life.  
 
    “I have to check this, Jess. I’m sorry. But it might be an emergency.” 
 
    She backed away and began pacing across the entranceway, clearly thinking, clearly upset. The message was from Jules.  
 
    $1 to $10. Wasps swarm. 
 
    She was prone to cryptic messages, but this one rang clear and loud. The bounty had been jacked up from one million to ten. And bounty hunters swarmed. It had taken her spiderweb network several days to pluck this from the clandestine white noise, but Clubhouse intel was solid. Solid as hell. I required one bit of clarity. One piece of assurance. 
 
    4 X $10? 
 
    I asked if the bounty had also been raised on my three Delta buddies, plus me. The response was instant. 
 
    No. 
 
    Krupp had singled me out. Fine. What didn’t fit into the fine box by a country mile was he’d discovered the bounty, dug up the past. Connected the most hidden of dots. Which set off claxons regarding me. Irritating claxons. But nothing like the alarms that now screamed for my family.  
 
    Krupp had dug deep enough—with the CIA or MSS or who knows?—and discovered not only the bounty but the bounty’s funding source. A hidden identity and a question that had plagued Bo and Marcus and Catch and me for years. He’d connected with the bounty master. And raised the reward to ten million. Kept several layers of separation between himself and the individual who dangled the bounty. Clean hands. But rooting through data and connectivity and hidden intel about me meant he could connect Mom and CC. Where bounty hunters would nest. Wait for my appearance. Or kidnap them, lure me in.  
 
    Krupp was a dead man. Period. But the immediate took precedence. And I’d require help. Lots of help. It was always there, 24-7, prepared to move at a moment’s notice. I’d never pulled them together before. Never hit the alarm where the three took immediate action. My three ex-Delta blood brothers. It was now required. Right now. We might be a little longer in the tooth, but there was hell to pay. I’d cry havoc and let slip those dogs of war. 
 
    “I have to go. Right now. Sorry.” 
 
    Jess stopped pacing and locked eyes once again. Maybe for the last time. 
 
    “Then I guess there’s nothing more to say.” 
 
    Fire raged within me, and I agreed with her. There was nothing more to say, to salvage. Boiling anger covered any residual regret. As I got into the vehicle, she called out, “If you’re looking for Elliot, he’s not here. He flew back to the mainland this morning.” 
 
    Of course he did. But it didn’t matter. I’d deal with him once my family was safe and secure.  
 
    Circle the wagons, Krupp. Buy all the protection you can get, you son of a bitch. It won’t help. Once me and my blood brothers have taken care of bounty business, I’m coming for you.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I shot past the neighborhood guardhouse and pulled over. Steadied myself and speed-dialed Mom. First things first. Mom and CC were in danger. If that bastard had glued me to the bounty, he’d provide—through backdoor channels—Mom and CC’s whereabouts. No doubt. So sound the alarms, hit the big red button. And shove away the image of my hands around Krupp’s throat. 
 
    I’d made this call several times before. When I suspected they might be in danger. This was different. This was real and for sure and no time for anything but rapid action. When I alerted Mom in the past, she’d pack up, grab CC and the dog, Tinker Juarez, and leave town for her still-spry mom’s place nestled among Spartanburg County’s forested hills, three hours away. Temporary sanctuary with Grandma Wilson who kept a loud, alert dog pack and knew her way around a firearm. Mom understood, accepted, and expressed concern about my safety.  
 
    Not this time. Grandma Wilson had passed a few months ago, the end of a long illness. Her place sat empty, the dogs adopted by neighbors and friends. Plus Krupp would have plucked Grandma Wilson’s location information and fed it to the bounty master. Again, no doubt. That son of a bitch. I kicked off a plan, a back-burner idea until Mom and CC were safe. It was early a.m. in Charleston, and Mom answered after three rings. 
 
    “Mom, I’m so sorry, but you have to go. Right now.” 
 
    I heard the bedding rustle as she sat up. 
 
    “How are you? Are you in danger?” 
 
    World’s greatest mom. 
 
    “I’m fine. But I mean now, Mom. I’m so, so sorry, and I can’t tell you how much this is a knife in my heart, but you’ve gotta go. Now. And not to the usual place.” 
 
    Mom’s phone wasn’t encrypted. I’d worked with her to exclude places and names when the alarm rang.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine, swear. I’ll call your beau and enlist his help. Please tell me you’re up and moving.” 
 
    “As fast as these rickety bones will carry me. Why Pe… my beau?” 
 
    “He’ll explain. Please toss things in suitcases and get you and CC ready. Please. And I love you and I’m sorry and I’ll call him.” 
 
    “Do what you have to do, son of mine. And it’s you I’m worried about. I’ll say a prayer.” 
 
    “Make it three or four. Love you and kiss CC for me. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    I dialed Peter Brooks, Mom’s beau. Retired from the insurance business, he was a good and fine man. He answered after three rings. 
 
    “This is Case. Everyone is fine, so don’t worry. But I need your help. Mom needs your help. And as we talk, please don’t use any names or locations. Your phone isn’t safe.” 
 
    Peter and I had met several times. He’d read between the career and travel lines and had more than an inkling about the work I performed. And he’d pushed me to consider the insurance business with gentle reminders I wasn’t the spry young man from Delta days.  
 
    “Tell me what I can do,” he said. 
 
    He’d snapped from slumber and spoke with clarity and alertness. A solid man. 
 
    “Go get Mom and CC. Now. And I mean right now. The clock is ticking.” 
 
    “Will do. So they’re in danger. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. But listen. Drive someplace random. Someplace you’ve never been before. Someplace where you have no ties. None. Either personal or from your business days. That’s critical. And for God’s sake, don’t tell me where. This communication line is hot.” 
 
    “On my way. How many days?” 
 
    “I wish I could tell you. But do contact me when everyone is away. Gone. But don’t tell me where or infer location or give a hint. Again, we’re on a hot line. Susceptible to eavesdropping. Sorry about being so cryptic and weird. But this is real. As real as it gets.” 
 
    “I’ll be out of here in five minutes. I’ll call your mother and let her know. I won’t use their names or mine. Is that right?” 
 
    “Right. And turn off your phone’s GPS function. And Mom’s. That’s important. Go old school and use paper maps. Bless you. Throw a dart at a map. Go there. Hunker down until you hear from me. Thank you, thank you. Now please go.” 
 
    He hung up, already in motion. All I could do, all I could do. I cast a quick prayer and asked for their protection this night and the coming days, aware my gut knot wouldn’t depart until I heard they were away. Then to business. Serious business. 
 
    Payback, retribution, resolution—think about it, Lee. Think. Whacking Krupp at this point wouldn’t stem the flow of mercenaries seeking the ten million bucks. He’d already funded the effort, and his demise wouldn’t stop it. He had fed an informational dump to the person offering the years-old bounty, listing my details and connections. Done deal. Son of a bitch. It narrowed the choices to one. Swim upstream. Capture one of the assassins headed my way and get answers. Which meant three more phone calls, right freakin’ now. 
 
    Bo Dickerson, our Delta team’s spearhead. First in, with fierce finality and undaunted courage. His ability to don the cloak of invisibility and track as no other was well beyond spooky. A man who resided in a cosmic construct, filled with a unique worldview. Prone to drifts and floats into the metaphysical except when leading the way into battle. Where he became the finest warrior any of us had ever seen. He was also my best friend. 
 
    Bo resided in the US Virgin Islands and lived with a nice person named Julie Johnson—JJ—an FBI agent stationed on St. Thomas. My other Delta brothers and I thought it peculiar, so off-kilter given Bo’s post-Delta background with its expired enemies on both foreign and domestic turf. So strange, except when you considered Bo. Then you either shrugged at the craziness as Marcus and Catch would do or, in my case, smile at the absurdity. Welcome to Bo-land. 
 
    St. Thomas was an hour later than Charleston, which meant he slept or stared at the stars or read Camus or Nietzsche. He answered after three rings. 
 
    “A bolt of brightness!” he said. “I sense no rip in the cosmic fabric, so affirm my favorite Georgia peach sits upright and well situated.” 
 
    We both used encrypted phones, which precluded obtuse conversation. 
 
    “Need your help, Bo.” 
 
    “When and where, my brother.” 
 
    There it was. No questions. No qualifiers. When and where, knife between teeth. Man, I didn’t deserve friends like this. 
 
    “Charleston, ASAP. First light. Charter a jet. I’ll pay.” 
 
    “No you won’t. I’ll be there. The mission?” 
 
    “Mom’s house. Scope it, watch it. Mom and CC have left. But the bad guys will gather. Guaranteed.” 
 
    “Done and done. And where might my cretinous goober be at the moment? From a physical perspective. Your mental location requires spelunking, and we have insufficient time for such exploration.” 
 
    “Hawaii. On my way, but pretty sure I won’t have a charter flight until dawn.” 
 
    I provided him a high-level overview of the situation, the operational overview. He listened without input.  
 
    “On it, my brother. Where might you be traveling? Physically?” 
 
    “Charleston. It’s where they’ll look first. I’ll meet you there, but late in the day tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you there, oh heavy-footed one. We shall mouth silent howls at the moon. And hunt.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bo. You know I mean it.” 
 
    “You’ve presented me with a white knight adventure! And what I’m also hearing is opportunity may rise from this maelstrom. An opportunity to end it.” 
 
    Bo, Marcus, and Catch wearied of the bounty. It was an opportunity to, once and for all, end it. 
 
    “Yeah. So capture one of them if possible before I get there,” I said. “We require answers.” 
 
    “We require an expansive mind and a keen ear. The universe speaks.” 
 
    He hung up. Charleston was covered. Assassins who arrived there would meet Bo or ascertain the house was empty and take the next steps along the trail. If the former, they would either die or talk. Then die. If they saw the house empty, and escaped Bo—and me, once I’d arrived—they’d head for Grandma Wilson’s place. Ten million bucks. Wasps swarm. 
 
    A phone text from Peter arrived. 
 
    Underway. 
 
    Excellent and a ton of weight lifted off my shoulders. Mom, CC, and Peter—along with Tinker Juarez—had left Charleston. They’d hustled, taken my request with the seriousness it deserved. Excellent. 
 
    Thank you! 
 
    It was a simple and heartfelt reply. Marcus was next. Marcus Johnson, Delta team lead. Older than the rest of us, he was one of the very few black ranchers in the hinterlands of Montana. I was a regular visitor at his ranch, often for hunting and fishing trips. Something of a father figure toward Bo, Catch, and me. Beyond rock solid, of indisputable character, he brought operational planning to our past bloody adventures—both during and after Delta days. As with Bo and Catch, he too used an encrypted phone. 
 
    “Marcus. Case.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “It hit the fan.” 
 
    I heard bed covers whisk away. A Zippo lighter flicked, cigar lit. 
 
    “Situational assessment.” 
 
    He wanted the details. I handed them over. Included Bo’s mission in Charleston and my thoughts of him and Catch covering Grandma Wilson’s old place. 
 
    “And you can confirm your family is mobile?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He paused, puffed. I assumed he was formulating a plan as an adjunct to my request that he and Catch cover Grandma Wilson’s place. I was wrong. 
 
    “Why’d you call the cosmic cowboy first?” 
 
    Marcus’s expectations were engagement with the initial action. Always. Take control, lead activities. He could accept I made moves to protect the family ASAP, but he never understood my affinity for Bo. Marcus held Bo with the highest respect, second to none. In combat. Otherwise, Bo drove him crazy. 
 
    “He’s closest, Marcus. St. Thomas to Charleston. A helluva lot closer than Billings, Montana. He’s on a charter jet at first light.” 
 
    Another short pause. 
 
    “Alright. And you’re convinced this Krupp guy has the wherewithal to track those old breadcrumbs?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Indicated through the two guys on Hawaii. Both pros. Ex-military. Which military, unknown.” 
 
    “Any other indicators?” he asked. 
 
    “Wasps swarm.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “An insider tip.” 
 
    “You mean the Chesapeake witch.” 
 
    A statement, not a question. Marcus viewed Jules with more than a jaundiced eye. Considered her a rogue purveyor of intel, her loyalties questionable, and an aberration among legit clandestine players. 
 
    “You mean Jules.” 
 
    We’d been through this routine so often it had become tedious. He’d cast aspersions toward Jules; I’d defend her.  
 
    “You sure the Hawaii hitters weren’t a direct hire?” 
 
    “No. But too many pieces fit. And it opens the door for other possibilities.” 
 
    “Not now. First, eliminate the threat. Bo has Charleston. Catch and me in Spartanburg County. Eliminate the bad guys.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t that cut-and-dried. They’ll keep coming for ten million. They’ll keep coming for my family. And there’s the one mil on each of your heads. No, we won’t end it by taking out this current crop of bounty hunters.” 
 
    Floorboards squeaked as he moved about his ranch house, miles from anyone. An easy picture. A Montana winter so he’d sleep in long johns and socks. Padding into the kitchen to begin coffee prep, confirmed as a coffee cup clanged. Tall, lean, gray at the temples. A cigar chomped in his firm-set mouth. 
 
    “Let’s think about what you’re saying, son. Let’s pretend we capture one, if they show up. A big if.” 
 
    “They’ll show, Marcus,” I said, interrupting. “Krupp is spooky-good as master ferret.” 
 
    “Fine. They will show. And in lieu of the appropriate headshot, we capture one. Get answers. The person who posted our bounty years ago revealed. Then what?” 
 
    “Working on it.” 
 
    “Work on this. Four over-the-hill ex-Delta operators, armed to the teeth, head off for Colombia. Or Angola. Or Yemen or Afghanistan or Syria.” 
 
    “I’m asking for immediate help. I’ll take it from there if we discover the bounty master.” 
 
    A heavy sigh as response. Coffee—before it had finished dripping—poured into the cup. The Zippo clacked again. 
 
    “You know that’s bullshit. Bo and Catch will race you to the airport. And you three hunyaks aren’t going anywhere without me. Someone who can find our collective ass with one hand.” 
 
    Yeah, he was right. Bo and Catch had expressed as much numerous times. So much so, they’d insist I stay behind. Protect the family. And while Marcus felt secure on his big lonesome ranch, he wouldn’t allow his former team to venture out for a poor-odds mission without him as lead. He was built that way. 
 
    “One thing at a time, please. I’ll text you Grandma Wilson’s farmhouse coordinates. You’ll fly into the Greenville-Spartanburg Airport. South Carolina.” 
 
    “I’m on the first charter jet available. And I’ll contact Catch. Don’t sweat that.” 
 
    “No, Marcus. I’ll call him. I appreciate it, though. And one last thing.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Weapons.” 
 
    “I’ll have it covered. Don’t sweat that. Now one last thing for you.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “Where is your butt headed?” he asked. 
 
    “Charleston. If it’s quiet, then Grandma Wilson’s place.” 
 
    We signed off. Catch was next. Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez. From eastern Oregon’s high desert, he was now a Portland resident, along with his live-in, Willa. The “Catch” moniker was derived from his innate ability to catch and stop any unexpected violent incursions during Delta missions. He’d cover our backs, and we trusted him with our lives. The finest shot we had experienced, Catch also kept things simple. See a bad guy, kill a bad guy. End of story. He answered, wide-awake. 
 
    “You calling me late at night either means you’ve landed in Portland and want to go tear up the town—which is what I’m hoping—or there’s trouble. Which is it?” 
 
    “Trouble.” 
 
    “Shit. Alright. Where and when?” 
 
    I told him. Included details of Bo and Marcus and my travels. And outlined the overall situation. 
 
    “First things first,” he said. “I’ll whack the bastards as they arrive. There’s liable to be a bunch. Ten million will draw them out of the woodwork. So I require something from you.” 
 
    “Anything. You know it.” 
 
    “Rent a backhoe. You can clean up after me.” 
 
    With everything that was going down, I still managed a smile. Classic Catch.  
 
    “A consideration, for sure. And there’s another consideration. What if we capture one of them?” 
 
    “What is this strange word you use? Capture?” he asked. 
 
    “We might find the bounty master’s identity. Whoever it is just spread the word about the ten million. Fresh tracks.” 
 
    A long pause. 
 
    “Possible. I’ll wing one or two for special interrogation. As long as you don’t get in the way, bud. You get all moral and shit under those circumstances.” 
 
    “Let’s say we find out. Then what?” 
 
    “Then we find the bastard who posted the bounty and kill him. I’m fed up with this thing hanging over my head.” 
 
    “What if the bastard is ensconced with a small army as protection?” 
 
    “Then we find the bastard and kill all of them. It’s not complicated.” 
 
    Not for Catch. And I loved him for it. We signed off after agreeing he’d meet with Marcus in Spartanburg County. I’d head for Charleston at first light. Meet Bo. The trigger pulled, blood brothers gathered, terminal ferocity ensured against any who would do harm.  
 
    My role, as much as any—bait. Bait the trap with the potential of taking me down. And I was more than fine with bait status. Because with my family threatened and blood brothers at my back, I wouldn’t go down easy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    We’re set. 
 
    The text message from Peter arrived predawn as I arranged a charter flight at the Kona airport.  
 
    I can’t thank you enough. 
 
    I couldn’t. The family safe at an unknown location. A location selected at random. Predictive data strings and algorithms don’t do random. The deck cleared, on toward a dark place outside the law and well within our small team’s capabilities and comfort zone. Kill bad guys. Capture one if possible, get answers, then kill him. Cold, calculated, and to be avoided under normal circumstances. There was nothing normal about this situation. 
 
    A corporate-chartered jet—a Boeing BBJ Max 7—had delivered a large party to Kona and scheduled a deadhead LA return flight. A wad of Benjamins convinced the two pilots and steward I could hitch a ride. A Gulfstream jet charter would take me from LA to Charleston.  
 
    I slept on the flight, caught up on rest I hadn’t gotten last night, but whenever I’d lie down I’d pace then try again. Pieces shifted across the chessboard, my world in flux. My fiery anger at Krupp ceased, replaced with clinical certainty. He’d threatened my family. I’d kill him. Simple, precise, etched in stone.  
 
    I could imagine what Mom and Peter thought. Bad, violent thoughts regarding my safety. My butt in a sling. I pondered how hurtful this was for Mom. I’d left her with a huge chunk of unknowns. Hated that. CC would be fine. An adventure for her, isolated from her big-brother-induced maelstrom. The whole thing sucked. And added impetus for ending it so I wouldn’t put them through this again. 
 
    Thank God for Jules. She’d plucked signs and signals and, without hesitation, alerted me. She’d often expressed angst over the Clubhouse’s inability to identify the bounty’s source. Man, it was good to have her cover my back. 
 
    And thank God for my blood brothers. At the drop of a hat, they’d sprung into action, locked and loaded. Few questions asked other than where and when. If I’d stated the bowels of hell had opened, and I needed help against Satan’s hordes, they each—to a man—would have shrugged it off and arrived prepared to kick ass and take names.  
 
    Jess Rossi, gone and gone. Smart, attractive, tough, and fun. Gone. Grandma Wilson’s empty place sat fifty miles from Charlotte. Jess’s stomping grounds. A small and screwed-up world. 
 
    What a mess. The whole freakin’ thing. Kicked off through a simple gig that involved meeting a MOTU. Well, kicked off through releasing thumb drives into the MOTU’s shop. My doing, my actions. But here it was in all its stupid and ugly glory. Three Grey Goose vodkas helped me slip into a fitful sleep.  
 
    The LA plane transfer allowed a moment for collection. Check the battlefield chess pieces. No word from Mom or Peter, so I texted a brief question. 
 
    All good? 
 
    Mom responded with what you’d expect. 
 
    Fine here. How are you? 
 
    Good here. Love you. 
 
    Love you too. 
 
    Never again. Never again put her through this. Cold, cold water ran through my veins. Subsequent actions taken would not be looked at in the Case Lee rearview mirror.  
 
    There was word from the ops team.  
 
    In situ. 
 
    Didn’t require confirmation it came from Bo. For all his out-there attitude, he was one well-read son of a gun. I replied. 
 
    Mainland. 
 
    He’d understand I meant the West Coast and would time my arrival appropriately. Marcus had also reported out. 
 
    Bear collected. Traveling. 
 
    Catch was the bear, and looked the part. He and Marcus were together and headed for Grandma Wilson’s place. Wheels in motion. I delivered my current situation. 
 
    Mainland. Headed east. 
 
    LA represented operational turf, and I acted accordingly. Didn’t know how deep or wide Krupp’s bounty move had gone, but I wouldn’t discount anything, including espionage players joining the fox hunt. I used a fake ID and a misnamed credit card from a Channel Islands bank for the Gulfstream leg of the trip. The money was legit. The name on the card wasn’t. A four-hour trip across country—the Gulfstream could scoot. 
 
    Late afternoon, and dusk approached the city of Charleston. I rented a plain Toyota, pulled over outside the rental area, and rooted around for the GPS, which was about the size of a card deck under the left front bumper; I squirmed underneath the vehicle and disconnected it. A hard lesson learned from the past coupled with the realization that somewhere out there spooks watched. Maybe. And maybe wasn’t good enough.  
 
    Plain vanilla bounty hunters, assassins, were one thing. A helluva lot of them from Eastern Europe. Romania, Bulgaria, Moldova. Often ex-military. Killers for hire using the dark web as a Craigslist for their services. But Krupp’s reach clearly extended into spookville, and those cats played a different game. They utilized their service’s tools—satellite recon, backdoor entry to flight manifests, voice and text intercepts. Even with my communications encrypted, wariness was the order of the day. My circle of trust was tight, limited. I’d keep it that way. 
 
    I circled Mom’s neighborhood as darkness approached. Always a quiet place, middle-class and family oriented. The weather overcast and cool for Charleston, the salt air muted by the aroma of winter’s dead vegetation. Leaves littered the ground, damp, as earth’s slumber smelled of rich dirt rather than green plants and flowers. Adults walked their dogs as a few kids rode bikes or scrambled across front lawns, the last minutes of playtime before supper.  
 
    Jeans, dark running shoes, dark T-shirt, and a light brown jacket the evening’s dress. The Glock tucked into my waistband. The pistol was problematic—not in its function but in its sound. A big bang would draw attention. But options were limited, and my hopes were pinned on the weapon’s use as a tool for capture. Threaten to blow the killer’s head off, tie him or them up, and toss them in the vehicle. Then haul it for an isolated place where questions would be delivered and answers expected. Bo’s up-close-and-personal abilities far surpassed mine, so his spearhead activities were paramount. 
 
    I parked several blocks away and took a stroll. The house that backed up to Mom’s displayed a single living-room light, no one in the kitchen. And no dogs. I cut alongside their house and stopped at the vegetation-covered chain-link fence marking my mom’s backyard. 
 
    “Bonsoir, bounty-bait.” 
 
    Bo whispered one step at my rear. I damn near jumped out of my skin.  
 
    “I wish to hell you wouldn’t do that,” I said, my voice muted. “Hold the whole cloak of invisibility thing for the enemy, Bo.” 
 
    Man, he was good. The best. We never understood it or discovered his methodology. The guy could sneak up on anyone at any time. Which often spelled terminal bad news for the object of his approach. 
 
    He gripped me at the back of my neck, and we bumped foreheads. Wild red hair, unruly as always, and the scraggly facial hair he’d adopted in recent years. His eyes flashed with a touch of mad genius. His breath smelled of ginger, teeth bright white in the dim light. 
 
    “It has been too long, my brother,” he said, rubbing his forehead against mine. “Why haven’t you joined me on St. Thomas? You, me, JJ. Three musketeers, d’Artagnan.” 
 
    I patted his side, smiled large, and wondered why I didn’t see him more often. 
 
    “And do what? Join you taking tourists on snorkel tours?” 
 
    “Perhaps not the best plan, oh dour one. They expect lightness and levity. I’m unsure if you can deliver such a thing. And you’re not as pretty as me. So there’s that as well.” 
 
    “How is my favorite FBI agent?” 
 
    He released my neck and patted my chest. 
 
    “She casts a wary eye my way on occasion, but overall she’s most accepting. An old soul. Her Apache blood, I would guess. Tell me about yourself, goober. The family still safe?” 
 
    “So far, so good. What’s cooking here?” 
 
    “First, what’s cooking with our brothers?” he asked. 
 
    I’d received a text from Marcus while disconnecting the rental car’s GPS. 
 
    In place. 
 
    Roger. Landed at home. 
 
    As Bo and I talked, Marcus and Catch would position near the old farmhouse, armed and hidden, their vehicle used as a lure. 
 
    “They’re set. All good,” I said. “Now, about here. Anything?” 
 
    “A mundane Toyota just arrived driven by the friendly neighborhood goober. And a large black Chevy SUV. After four passes by the house and several circles of the neighborhood, I’m willing to posit it’s driven by miscreants.” 
 
    “More than miscreants, Bo.” 
 
    “Context, my brother. We white-knight this endeavor and must take the verbal high road.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, if they show on foot, we white-knight their asses into the ground. But capture is the order of the day. Let’s remember.” 
 
    Bo sniffed the air and looked past me. He’d flipped the switch, feral instincts kicked into high gear. 
 
    “Mom didn’t leave on any lights,” I continued. “I’ll fix that. Then let’s position. I like this spot.” 
 
    “You position, he-who-lies-in wait. I will hunt. The universe gifts those who refuse a static approach.” He tousled my hair, started off, halted. “Speaking of gifts.” 
 
    He pulled a lengthy barrel suppressor from his jeans pocket.  
 
    “I had two. We both prefer the Glock, so now loud sounds—offensive on so many levels—will not present an issue.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bo. Sincerely. The big bang had me worried.” 
 
    It also meant he was armed with a silenced weapon. 
 
    “Worry not, my Georgia peach. And I also carry another tool.” 
 
    His Bundeswehr combat knife. 
 
    “Because,” he said, edging close with a whisper, “nighttime is the right time. Protect yourself, my brother. Know I’m with you. In oh so many ways.” 
 
    He slipped through foliage and disappeared. Not a sound, no sight of him. Just disappeared. I gave a small involuntary shudder at the thought of Bo Dickerson hunting. A shiver I’d never experienced before. Age, perhaps, and gained perspective on a Bo hunt. Not living in a normal world, Case. Not at all. 
 
    I climbed over the back chain-link fence, cut across the yard, and found the extra house key under the back porch mat. Flicked on the kitchen light and one bedroom table lamp, then exited and returned to the hiding spot. It was now full-blown darkness. Cloud cover prevented moon and starlight. Senses cranked, Glock with silencer drawn, eyes scanned. Insect night sounds, reduced by the season, joined with typical neighborhood noises. A screen door, the spring squeaking, pulled shut. A parent called their kids from a backyard. The random dog bark, the occasional rubber-on-road as cars navigated this quiet part of Charleston.  
 
    I sensed their approach before I heard it. At my back. Two men who’d ascertained, as I had, that this mess of landscape plants and wild growth at the back fence was an excellent launch spot. A slow creep downward onto my knees, further hidden, as they pushed through limbs and snags. Brittle winter brush scraped against clothing; footfalls were cautious and near silent. They halted yards away, quiet, and surveyed the back of the house. The interior lights had performed the desired effect. Drawn them in. Wasps to sugar water. 
 
    They held a brief whispered conversation. A language I neither understood nor recognized. The brush between us prevented a decent visual, but they were close. Reach out and touch close. I smelled garlic and winter leaves. 
 
    Their conversation over, the chain-link fence rattled. Once. With low, shallow breaths I watched one of them, a silenced pistol in hand, dash across the backyard. He stopped at the back porch and hunkered down. Clearly listening for interior noises. The bizarre scene continued for ten minutes, a killer at the screened-in porch door, another a couple steps away from me. Dead still, the three of us.  
 
    The one near me presented the best capture attempt. I was already touching-close, and with the appropriate move, I’d have the pistol’s business end jammed into his head. A universal signal, language aside, that he was screwed.  
 
    I considered my next steps. If the backyard killer signaled for my guy to join him, the fence crawl made an excellent opportunity for my move. Although the guy at the porch would hear another body in motion. Me. And rush my way, making capture a greater challenge. Which left the fallback alternative. Kill them both. 
 
    Or the guy at the porch, not hearing inside movement, could choose to go it alone and head into the house. The best alternative and my best chance of capturing the nearby killer. I was prepared for several eventualities, finger on the trigger, action ensured and either seconds or minutes away. 
 
    I tried, failed, and tried again to ignore how otherworldly this all felt, unfolding as it was in Mom’s backyard. Two assassins. Me—prepared to go old west if needed and blast away through the bushes at the closest guy. And Bo, somewhere. The scene was way, way too close to home. A killing fury rose in me toward these hitters and Krupp and the overall situation. 
 
    The porch assassin rose and rapid-walked halfway across the lawn. He whispered toward his partner. The man near me rustled as he prepared to scale the fence. Gotta move, gotta act. Now. 
 
    I waited a half-second between rustling noises, and then I burst through the separating plants. He had one leg atop the fence, preparing for a leap over. His pistol hand helped stabilize his position. I punched my silencer against the side of his head and with a low growl uttered, “Freeze!” 
 
    He did. For one second. Long enough for an assessment at his best shot at living. He was a pro, and he flopped off the fence toward me, into my body, his head no longer pressed against my silencer. His hand whipped upward, the weapon seeking a quick snap shot from inches away. Thank God for long-ago training. 
 
    I collapsed into him rather than stepping back. Blocked his swinging arm and pulled the trigger point-blank into his chest. Five shots as fast as my finger could twitch. Each accompanied by a muffled pop.  
 
    A familiar bee-buzz sound whipped past my head. The backyard shooter fired at me, sending hot lead as he strode my way. The black night provided insufficient light for a well-aimed shot. But he was good—a second and third shot kicked up dirt near my prone body. I rolled off the killer underneath me. Started raising my pistol hand toward the approaching figure, adrenaline pumping in overdrive. Paused a split-second and put a bullet into the head of the dead or dying hitter alongside me. To be sure.  
 
    I held the sighting advantage. The attacker was backlit by the dim house lights. Before I could squeeze off a decent shot, the killer collapsed. A figure on his back drove him toward the ground. Bo. I hadn’t seen his approach, his dashed sneak, as he must have kept the shooter precisely between us. And no noise, no quiet mechanical firing slide of Bo’s pistol using the subsonic ammo he preferred. He’d gone old school and plowed his knife blade into the guy’s kidney. Instant excruciating pain. Bo followed the strike with a familiar shoulder movement. Slit the killer’s throat from ear to ear. Screams don’t pass through a wide-open trachea. His lightning-quick actions took less than two seconds. 
 
    We both remained stock-still, Bo sprawled across his victim. Listened for voices from the neighbors. Alarms, concerns, calls in the night. Nothing. The weather cold enough for windows shut, heaters on. A lucky break. 
 
    While we remained still, senses cranked, our heart rates returned to normal. Bo whispered across the thirty feet of grass lawn. 
 
    “You alright, boo?” 
 
    “Yeah. You?” 
 
    “Filled with a concern. Would you like me to share?” 
 
    Classic Bo. He lay on top of a bleeding-out enemy. Me stretched alongside a guy I’d put six bullets into. Set within a quiet residential neighborhood. And Bo wanted a chat. Weird and ugly and death-filled—none of which prevented my perverse seen-too-much mind from smiling wide into the night. 
 
    “Yeah, Bo. Share.” 
 
    “I have a deep concern our capture techniques are less than well-honed, my brother.” 
 
    “Ya think?” 
 
    “I do. Perhaps we should reassess our situational approach for this affair.” 
 
    I rolled onto my back. Two more bodies racked up. Two more bodies for disposal. More to come, guaranteed.  
 
    Yeah, Bo. Yeah. Maybe we should reassess our freakin’ situational approach.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I collected the dead man’s weapon and hoisted his body over the fence. He fell with a soft thud.  
 
    “These two may have thought us rival bounty hunters,” I said, voice low. “And now we have a body disposal issue.” 
 
    Bo knelt alongside his victim and cleaned the fighting knife with the dead guy’s shirttail. 
 
    “It’s wrong. The cosmic implications of doing this within your mom’s space and time.” 
 
    It did feel wrong. Plus more would show. Perhaps not this night, but they would show.  
 
    “We won’t accomplish a capture scenario here. Neighbors, witnesses—it’s bad,” I said. “And if we handle the next bunch like we handled these two, we have a major waste disposal issue.” 
 
    Bo stood, sheathed his weapon, and ambled over. We continued talking in low whispers. 
 
    “How certain are you that the knowledge of your grandma’s place is out there? Down deep on the dark web among the merry band of killers for hire?” 
 
    I ejected the Glock’s magazine and reloaded from loose bullets in my pocket.  
 
    “Can’t be certain. But when Krupp raised the ante, he would have also provided the bounty master with all available intel. No stone unturned.” 
 
    “Not a bad name for a rock band. No stone unturned.” 
 
    “Not a bad assumption either. They’ll seek me here first. Or seek Mom and CC as kidnapping leverage.” 
 
    Bo began rifling through my victim’s clothing and extracted a wallet, passport, and papers. 
 
    “Seek and you shall find,” he said. 
 
    “These men found two ex-Delta hombres happy to terminate their ass.” 
 
    “Ask and it will be given.” 
 
    “You going ecumenical on me, Bo?” 
 
    “Universal answers, my brother. Let’s change operational arenas.” He flicked on a small penlight and inspected the documents. “Albanian. How do they pull this off? The touchpoints, the communications, the payments?” 
 
    We returned to his victim and repeated the wallet and document extraction. A distant dog barked, and another vehicle rolled along the street with a window lowered as a pop song from the radio drifted and faded in the cool night air. 
 
    “The dark web has off-the-grid job boards. More than a few and more than I’ll ever know about. Hitters for hire.” 
 
    “We live in strange times.” 
 
    “Talk about. And payments made with cryptocurrency. Bitcoin, Zcash—there’s a bundle of options. None traceable.” 
 
    The second assassin was Albanian as well. Other than their identities, there were no helpful informational bits. Two more dead guys lying in my mom’s backyard on a dark winter’s night in Charleston, South Carolina. While Bo and I spoke of killer-for-hire job boards and payment methods.  
 
    “You ever get overcome with how weird this is?” I asked. “Us standing here, or standing in past situations with the same type of backdrop?” 
 
    “I’m not burdened with your three-dimensional perspective, goober. The universe drives. You believe we do. Foolish lad. Now, let’s dispose of these miscreants.” 
 
    “I mean, think about what you just said. The disposal part. This isn’t a normal how-was-your-day discussion.” 
 
    “Normal as can be, given the current reality. Shove them into the bay?” 
 
    Charleston Bay was an option for body disposal, for sure. But not the best option given we’d be burdened with finding, or stealing, a boat. I knew a better place. 
 
    “We’ll shove them into an estuarial river on James Island. There’s an old creaky bridge we can access. No folks around at night. While we’re doing it, and since you refuse to discuss, much less acknowledge, this strange-ass path we’re on, let’s consider operational options.” Several houses away, a back door slammed and kids sounded from a backyard. “Scratch that. Let’s consider operational options later. There are two dead men sprawled at our feet. Let’s check the garage.” 
 
    We did, and we extracted two large plastic tarps from a stack of camping equipment collected over the years. We grabbed an old chain and several cinder blocks as well and rolled the bodies into the tarps. Then dragged them near the garage’s small side door. 
 
    “I’ll back into the garage. Flip the trunk lid, we toss them in, and skedaddle. What’s the universe think about that, Houdini?” I asked. 
 
    “Ebb and flow, my simple brother. Ebb and flow.” 
 
    I walked several blocks, retrieved the rental car, and we filled the trunk. I grabbed a backyard hose and washed down the area around the chain-link fence, my hitter’s blood soon thinning and soaking into the winter ground. I performed the same where Bo had cut a man’s throat, knowing full well I’d forever look at the spot with a jaundiced eye when visiting Mom and CC. I turned off the house lights and locked all the doors. Bo retrieved his rucksack from its stored and hidden spot among landscape plants. We performed a slow roll out of the neighborhood. 
 
    Lights shone and flickered across the horizon as we stopped along the old wooden bridge on James Island. Chains and cinder blocks attached, the two bodies landed with a splash and sank. We didn’t linger. Bo rooted around his rucksack and produced a small pipe and a bag of weed. Two hits later, he asked, “Do you feel it?” 
 
    “I feel lots of things. Stoned isn’t one of them.” 
 
    “No, goober. We’re both thinking the same thing. We’ll head for your grandmother’s place. Meet up with our other blood brothers. Where the hunting grounds are much more conducive for a capture scenario.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not going through what we just did again. Stupid stuff. Exposed. And I don’t like leaving any stain at Mom’s place.” 
 
    He stretched and returned the pipe. Rolled his window down and stuck out an arm, windsurfing with his hand. 
 
    “Consider this, bucko,” he said. “The universe drives us toward a unique scenario. A special time and place.” 
 
    “I don’t follow. Which is the normal state of affairs about half the time we talk. Which is why I love you. Bo-time is never dull.” 
 
    “Dull or sharp isn’t the flag we should heed. It’s the collection. The assemblage. A matter of the highest significance, my Georgia peach.” 
 
    He continued hand surfing. I headed northwest, a four-hour drive ahead. 
 
    “You mean the coming together? The four of us?” 
 
    A stab in the dark, but these interchanges were what made life around Bo so interesting. 
 
    “Name the last time we were together,” Bo said. 
 
    Well, he had a solid point. The answer—never since Delta Force days. After the Suriname job, Marcus, Catch, and I had come together in Montana. Bo, Catch, and I were together during the New Guinea job. But over the years we’d never assembled as a whole unit. 
 
    “A long time ago. During active service.” 
 
    “And you don’t think this moment, this convergence, holds cosmic significance?” 
 
    Driven through happenstance or a bizarre situation or a universal force—it didn’t matter. After years apart, we gathered. The first time as civilians. I had no clue about what it portended within the cosmos. Although I did know it spelled nothing but assured death for bounty hunters who decided to show up in Spartanburg County with murder on their minds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I texted Marcus and Catch about our travel plans. A four-hour drive plus a thirty-minute stop in Columbia for groceries. The short shopping trip was prompted by Catch’s reply. 
 
    The larder is empty. I’m hungry. May shoot a neighbor’s cow. 
 
    Grandma Wilson’s place had stood empty for months, and our stay might require several days. The drive solidified the importance of nabbing a hired hitter and prying information from him. Otherwise, we would end up beside a revolving door of appearances by an irregular stream of bounty hunters, each after the ten million. It would go on until the money’s source was removed. Not Krupp, although I had definitive plans toward him. No, the bounty master would have required delivery of the ten mil before word was released. Ethics among the murder-for-hire international community. So whacking Krupp wouldn’t stop the flow of hired guns.  
 
    While I had no idea about the nationality of the lava field hitters, the Albanians at Mom’s place weren’t a surprise. I had no idea why certain Eastern European countries—poor and underdeveloped—dominated the supply chain of killers for hire. But there it was.  
 
    “Does this jacket make me look fat?” Bo asked after we left the city of Columbia. “I fear insufficient time was spent with its selection.” 
 
    Bo, arriving from the Caribbean, hadn’t packed a warm jacket. As we left the coast and headed northwest, the night air chilled. The grocery stop had afforded him the opportunity to purchase southern winter clothing. 
 
    “Yeah, it does. Which is a good thing. You’re skinny as a rail after a steady diet of fish and rice. Don’t you and JJ cook?” 
 
    We chatted about St. Thomas life and his relationship with the FBI agent. I broached the subject of Jess Rossi. 
 
    “So the damsel is distressed by your strange and mysterious ways?” he asked. 
 
    “Can’t blame her. Our first date, if you could call it that, entailed the removal of two hitters. Not your normal dinner and a movie.” 
 
    “While it’s true I don’t recall Dear Abby covering such an eventuality, it certainly plops you into a different category of potential lover. Which may not be such a bad thing,” Bo said. “What are your prime attractors toward this lovely lady?” 
 
    “She’s sharp as can be. And makes me laugh. And she’s a looker.” 
 
    “Positive qualities, old son. Universal convergence will tell the tale.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    Miles rolled past; leaves blew across the interstate under the headlights. Hardwood country, the trees bare as winter’s hold tightened. The challenge ahead was daunting. I couldn’t ask Mom and CC to return until the bounty lifted. One and only one way to make it happen. 
 
    “You’ve sunk into the goober blues,” Bo said as he fiddled with the AM radio dial. He enjoyed rural sell-or-swap radio programs. Late-night want ads on the air.  
 
    “Yeah. You can’t blame me.” 
 
    “Wrong. And I grow weary of helping you fight it. Shall we sing a song?” 
 
    A caller offered a fence-stretcher for twenty bucks. Or would trade for someone’s seldom-used kitchen blender. 
 
    “No singing. It’s a freakin’ mess, Bo. Any way you shake it.” 
 
    “Forget the shaking. It rolls and it tumbles. We’re along for the ride.” 
 
    Life. Bo’s oft-repeated philosophy of existence. Along for the ride with a hand on a wobbly tiller while the grand ocean of life called the shots. I couldn’t bring myself to be so accepting about the whole thing. Couldn’t ride the waves with a Bo-like insouciance. More than once I’d wished I could. 
 
    As we rolled along the final stretch of country dirt road, I stopped and texted Marcus and Catch. 
 
    Coming in. 
 
    High-powered night-scoped weaponry would point our way once we turned onto the old farmhouse’s gravel drive. I ensured they understood it was friendlies approaching. 
 
    Roger. 
 
    Bout time. 
 
    Marcus and Catch respectively. A large white SUV sat parked in front of the small clapboard house. The wooden front porch, repaired often over the decades, held two now-antique metal rocking chairs. The type once found outside rooms at motor inns where parents, requiring a break from the station wagon full of kids, sat and sipped a cold bourbon drink while their children ran about the place. Pieces of wooden lattice, rotting away, were tacked at the porch pillar and roofline intersection. Woodsmoke, unseen in the night air, delivered its pungent aroma from the pot-bellied sitting room stove or the kitchen stove or both.  
 
    A small shelf behind the stove always contained a box of strike-anywhere kitchen matches and a coffee can filled with bacon grease. Plus an old porcelain cat with a clock in its belly I’d never seen keep time. A permanent coffee percolator occupied the stovetop, its top glass knob a visual check that coffee prep was underway. Four chairs around a Formica-topped table. Kitchen floorboards that squeaked with the rhythms of food preparation and sit-down suppers. Grandma Wilson’s place.  
 
    I’d spent many a summer here, exploring the hardwood-covered hills with an old .22 rifle or swimming at the small creek behind the house. Before Grandad passed, he dug a decent-sized hole in the creek. Sufficient for a rope swing and a ten-foot drop into cold water. Pretty fine on a sweltering summer day. 
 
    Bo and I exited the vehicle as he yelled, “Hi-ho, my brothers! The grand court is in session.” 
 
    A nearby voice, deep within the surrounding woods’ darkness, sounded back. 
 
    “And you’re found guilty, hippie-boy.” 
 
    Catch ambled our way, the dark silhouette of a bear on hind legs. With a full jet-black beard and close-cropped hair and a mile-wide smile, he entered the porch light ellipse that spilled onto the gravel drive.  
 
    “You’ll squeeze me, and I’m here to tell you the body won’t take it anymore,” I said, grinning back. 
 
    “The wussification of America, right before my eyes. And the hug ain’t an option, missy. For either of you.” 
 
    His weapon slung across his back, he grabbed me before I could protest further and lifted me off the ground and shook me and tried planting kisses on my cheek. 
 
    I couldn’t stop laughing and fought back as best I could against the bear hug. Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez. Catch. He set me down but kept one arm in a tight lock around my torso and extended his free arm toward Bo who approached with a shine-in-the-night grin. 
 
    “Come here, you redheaded mullet. I haven’t seen your sorry ass since New Guinea.” 
 
    In typical Bo fashion, he pulled a sleight of body, slipped under Catch’s arm, and leapt onto the bear’s back. Now it was his turn, kissing Catch on the neck. Loud smacks while Catch fought him off and twirled with me along for the ride. Curses and yells and laughter filled the cold night air.  
 
    A Zippo lighter clacked and Marcus approached, firing a cigar. His grin was less ebullient but no less heartfelt. He extended a hand toward me. Throughout our history together, during and after Delta Force days, none of us hugged Marcus. Our team lead. And Marcus was more than alright with that. We shook and we both added a side-pat. I’d last seen him several months earlier at his Montana ranch. A bird-hunting visit. 
 
    “Clearly you are still avoiding hard work,” he said, puffing the cigar. “You’ve chosen instead to wander about kicking hornet’s nests.” 
 
    “Gotta play to my strengths, Marcus.” 
 
    Said with a smile and a truckload of internal poignancy. Yeah, I’d kicked the nest, and surrounding me were men who’d heeded my call for help. They didn’t care what created the issue or who was the instigator. My blood brothers were here to finish it. I didn’t deserve such friends, and considered myself—at this time and at this place—the luckiest person on earth. 
 
    “Bo, it’s been years. Good to see you,” Marcus said, hand extended. 
 
    “And you, Marcus. It makes my heart swell. You look good.”  
 
    Bo held on to Marcus’s hand and hunched low, looking up. Marcus wore a black watch cap. Serious salt-and-pepper hair peeked out. 
 
    “Although it is disconcerting viewing the gray,” Bo continued. “Tempus fugit, indeed.” 
 
    “It’s called dignified.” 
 
    “No argument from me, Charlemagne.” 
 
    “Speaking of hair,” Marcus said, surveying Bo’s wild mop of red hair and unkempt beard, “Don’t they have barbers on your island?” 
 
    “I’m unsure. Yet there be passion and love and electric-blue fish in abundance.” 
 
    “Okay, Bo.” Marcus donned the team lead mantle. “We take four-hour watches. Case, you and Bo start. It’ll give Catch and me an opportunity to go inside and warm up. Your weapons are arrayed on the kitchen table. This extra vehicle is a solid attractant. Let’s get those groceries inside.” 
 
    We did. Our weaponry consisted of two Colt semiauto rifles chambered in 5.56 NATO, each with an Elcan Specter scope wired for night vision. A familiar and fine weapon. Catch had brought his Remington .300 Win Mag M24 sniper rifle with a Marauder night-vision scope. Given Catch’s training as an expert sniper, the weapon system he toted would reach out and touch someone, in the dark, at well over five hundred yards. Marcus had also brought several HK 45 pistols, semiautomatic, even knowing full well that Bo and I preferred Glocks. He never stopped his weapon conversion attempts. He’d also packed six small radios with earbud mics for communication. He and Catch each wore one. Two more for Bo and me and two extras because, well, Marcus came prepped. 
 
    I filled the team in on earlier events at Mom’s place. A few questions were asked, Albanian papers and passports perused and tossed into the pot-bellied stove’s flames.  
 
    “What I’m hearing,” Catch said, “is you two suck at capture.” 
 
    “A harsh assessment, my brother,” Bo said. “But our drive here has afforded time for reflection. You see, we must capture their minds. We may have focused too much on their bodies.” 
 
    “Oh Lord,” Marcus said as he shook his head and tossed more firewood into the room stove. 
 
    “Willa actually misses hearing that crap,” Catch said. 
 
    Willa—Catch’s live-in Portland partner—loved Bo and relished her time with him. A few clarifying questions regarding my Hawaii activities were posed. Marcus focused on Krupp and the triggers that had created our current situation. 
 
    “The man who posted our bounties all these years would have demanded the cash from Krupp before raising the ante on your head,” Marcus said. “How did Krupp avoid leaving a paper trail with the transaction?” 
 
    “Cryptocurrency,” I said. “Bitcoin, etc. Funnel it through a couple of cryptocurrency middlemen and it’s buried too deep for excavation. Nowadays, it’s how these hitters are paid, as well.” 
 
    “You live in a strange world, son,” Marcus said as he stretched out on the couch, an old tin can as ashtray for the cigar. “As noted multiple times in the past.” 
 
    “Cryptocurrency,” Bo said. “It adds an ephemeral quality. Nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, nice,” Catch said, rolling his eyes. He turned toward me. “Tell me more about the lava field. I mean, how cool was that? Using molten terrain as an ally.” 
 
    “Wish I could say it was an ally, bud. But it weirded me out. That environment makes a man feel puny. Insignificant.” I turned and addressed my three brothers. “But back to this whole capture thing. I didn’t pull you guys in for anything but covering my family. Anything else, including actions subsequent to the bounty master discovery, is on me. I mean it.” 
 
    We’d danced around next steps. Time to address the elephant on the table. 
 
    “Don’t start your usual horseshit,” Catch said. “We lost an opportunity in New Guinea for an answer. Not this time. And when we get an answer, we lock and load and go nail his ass. End it.” 
 
    “We’ve been blown onto this path,” Bo said, his expression angelic. “Cosmic winds rule the day, our collective sail is set, and grand adventure awaits.” 
 
    “Which reminds me,” Marcus said, poking his cigar toward Bo as emphasis. “No smoking weed while on watch. As for next steps, it’s white noise at this point. Let’s accept the spigot is open, and it won’t stop. So we focus on the mission. Capture one of these sons of bitches. We’ll get him to talk, then define strategy and tactics for next steps.” 
 
    “A sound approach, bwana,” Bo said. “A tad too linear for my taste, but it will do for the moment.” 
 
    “The sooner you two get your linear asses through the door, the sooner I can catch some shut-eye,” Marcus said, using one boot toe on the heel of the other. The footwear clomped to the floor. “Cell phones on vibrate and stowed in chest pockets. Call or text if bogeys show. Catch, take the farthest room. I’m pretty sure you still snore like a water buffalo.” 
 
    “A beautiful water buffalo. A lumbersexual water buffalo.” 
 
    Catch had adopted the Portland look—bushy beard, trimmed head hair, plaid shirts. He called it a lumbersexual look. 
 
    “C’mon, Bo,” I said, donning the earpiece radio. “Let’s let these elderly gents catch their beauty sleep.” 
 
    The next-steps issue still lay there, unanswered but at least acknowledged. The obligation to handle it myself, alone, pulled strong. The ten mil sat on my head. I’d kicked the anthill. And I was capable of ending it. Sure, backup would be preferable in whatever gnarly part of the world I’d head. But this was on me. I’d spare my blood brothers the inherent high risk of bounty master termination. But their response was expected. Appreciated but expected. They’d emphasized numerous times before that we’d saddle up together when the time came. And the time might be around the corner. Wasps swarmed. Yeah, well, screw the wasps. They’d point toward the paymaster. Where swift and sure finality would rule the day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    There were no incursions, no enemies that night. Nor the next day and night. We altered shifts, allowing us eight hours rest at different stretches. Not a mention or a hint of grumbling about the possibility Krupp hadn’t connected the dots, hadn’t followed the trail to Grandma Wilson’s place. They trusted me. Period. At some point, the bad guys would show. I had no doubt. Which meant my brothers didn’t either. 
 
    On the third day, late afternoon, it happened. Marcus and I stood watch. He was positioned near the farmhouse along a small rise, tucked into brush among bare winterscape hardwoods. I occupied a small gulley near the gravel driveway’s bend with a view of its intersection with the county dirt road. It was gray, overcast, with a ground dampness from the previous night’s sprinkling of snow, now melted. 
 
    We were a mile-and-a-half from the nearest neighbor, but there were neighbors, and they would traverse the dirt road at lonely and irregular intervals. The county road had ruts and washboards and wouldn’t receive a county grading until springtime. The road’s condition ensured we could hear the creaks and groans and rattles as pickup trucks passed. Even newer vehicles sounded muted protests as they traversed it. It was this sound that alerted me. The vehicle stopped somewhere back on the road, hidden behind a small hill. I could just discern the engine sound as it sat idling, and at least one car door opened. 
 
    Maybe some guy was taking a leak or had seen something that caught his interest. Or maybe they were killers, whose GPS and satellite image had alerted them that a gravel drive approached. A drive leading to their objective. 
 
    “Got a vehicle stopped on the county road, south of us. Might be nothing.” 
 
    Marcus responded into my earpiece. 
 
    “Catch and Bo haven’t stretched out yet, so I’ll send them a text.” 
 
    “Standby one. Could be a guy taking a leak.” 
 
    We waited. Minutes passed, two doors shut, and the vehicle began moving again. It approached the gravel road, slowed to a crawl, stopped. A black SUV, large, with tinted windows. Zero visibility of the occupants. The first half of the drive from the county road supplied no farmhouse visibility until the small bend in the drive. They turned, drove along the drive, and approached the bend. Their vehicle peeked far enough for a windshield view of the farmhouse. And provided a windshield view for me. Three men. In hunting clothes. They eased their SUV into reverse and backed away, out of sight of the farmhouse. 
 
    “We got bogeys. Three. Black SUV.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Marcus would alert Catch and Bo via a vibrating text message while I kept an eye on the occupants from my gulley position. I cranked the magnification on the Colt’s scope down to 3x and eased the weapon’s butt against my shoulder. They exited the vehicle, armed with semiautomatic rifles. An AR variant, make and model and caliber unknown. They each carried semiautomatic pistols in hip holsters, visible against thick, drab, green pullover sweaters. Each wore camo pants, boots, and black watch caps, pulled low over the ears.  
 
    I fought to maintain clinical assessment of the scenario while every fiber screamed, “Bring it on, you SOBs.” Ex-military from an unknown part of the world. Hitters, stone-cold assassins, were invading my personal turf. My grandma’s turf, where Mom and CC would go and hole up at my distress calls. Three dead men, intent on delivering terror for a bundle of money. Nothing more.  
 
    “They’re parked before the bend. Three exited. AR-style weapons and holstered pistols. They’ve got their heads together, whispering.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    Bo’s voice in my earpiece. Catch remained silent. He’d position, as he always did, and cover us. Cover and catch the unexpected. His long-range sniper rifle would seek movement, out-of-place objects and shapes. Each trigger squeeze a guaranteed kill. 
 
    “I’m on it,” Marcus said, his voice low and flat. 
 
    “Just passed you, boss.” 
 
    Bo had exited the back of the farmhouse and struck uphill opposite me and near Marcus. He’d already slid past Marcus, unnoticed, but had sighted Marcus’s hidden position. Marcus didn’t argue further. A ghost, the lethal specter of Bo Dickerson, team spearhead, was on the move. 
 
    The three split up. One crossed the road toward my side and eased into the brush, his movements slow, cautious, professional. Another headed up the nearby rise before he turned and side-hilled his way toward the farmhouse. The third stepped just off the gravel and stalked through the tall, dead grass. Our two parked vehicles yelled someone’s home. And someone was either Case Lee or his mom and younger sister. The former preferable for them, but the latter presented a prime hostage situation, guaranteed to bring me running. Bastards.  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Marcus demanded an operational update. I provided it, ending with “Going radio silence.” I couldn’t afford a whisper, given my enemy’s path straight past me. 
 
    “Accommodating your incommunicado state, my brother,” Bo said into my ear. “I’ll take the uphill one, you take the wandering wayfarer passing your way. Terminate at the same time. Leave the third alone. He’ll understand he’s screwed. Perhaps a sea of futility will wash over him. You copy too, Catch?” 
 
    Radio silence from Catch. Not from Marcus.  
 
    “Let’s do it. I have visual on all three. On my mark.” 
 
    Crosshairs centered against my victim’s forehead. Bo would have the same on his end. A crow called from a leafless oak tree; a squirrel scurried across a maple. Somewhere in the distance a cow lowed. The smell of winter earth, sleeping, and decayed leaves. Soft footfalls and light scraping of brush against clothing as my killer approached. No remorse, no qualms—ice-water aim, eliminating a direct threat to my family. 
 
    “Execute,” Marcus said. 
 
    Both shots simultaneous. A third came a half-second behind. Catch’s .300 Win Mag boomed, distinct and echoing across the landscape. At my back, thirty yards away, an unknown body sounded, crumpling through brittle brush. Three head shots, the last one unseen but assured. I had immediate acknowledgement of the scenario. A fourth assassin who’d left the vehicle when it stopped on the county road had worked his way through the forest and approached my rear. Caught by Catch. As always, relief and gratitude for a deadeye brother who covered my back. 
 
    The remaining bounty hunter froze among the thigh-high grass and aimed frantic hillside sweeps for targets. Catch’s rifle boomed again. Pants material from the hitter’s crotch blew backward, followed by a yelp of surprise, not pain. A rifle shot as statement, an inch from the guy’s privates.  
 
    We remained hidden, quiet, locked on the hitter. The message from Catch’s shot was universal and crystal clear. The killer made one last desperate sweep with his rifle, mind almost certainly reeling as he contemplated another crotch shot an inch higher. An agonizing slow bleed-out. A half-step uphill, quick consideration of going down with gun blazing. He halted, shoulders sagging, and opted for a sure quick death. His rifle dropped into the winter vegetation, hands held high. 
 
    Silence. We didn’t know if this guy spoke English or, if so, whether he’d communicate. Or whether he knew who offered the reward. What we did know is we had the son of a bitch. Yeah, he still had a pistol, but Catch would blow his arm off if he reached for it. The hitter knew it as well. Marcus, thirty yards distant, raised his voice and spoke.  
 
    “Who is paying you?” 
 
    His voice, low and void of emotion. And straight at the heart of the matter. Not who are you or who sent you or any extraneous questions. Just the big kahuna—who offered the reward? The man shot a glance uphill toward Bo’s position, across the gravel drive at my hiding hole, and back toward Marcus. He understood death was imminent. The rules mandated it. There was no way he considered the possibility of walking away. He was a pro, an ex-military hired killer from an unknown part of the world. These were the rules. He was a dead man. How he chose to die was his lone option. Balls blown off or an executioner’s head shot. His answer—and he well understood it—dictated his demise. 
 
    “Musa Kibir.” 
 
    The voice, heavily accented, was definitive. The answer, real and viable and spot on. There was a limited pool of feasible candidates for the bounty master. Our Delta missions—while plentiful—still presented a finite data set of potential funding sources. A dozen or so, max. But his answer mapped, and dots connected. And presented a next-steps mission as dangerous and gnarly and risk-ridden as any of the potential options.  
 
    “What’d he say?” Catch asked. While he could hear Marcus’s question through his earpiece, he was positioned too far away to hear the answer. 
 
    “Musa Kibir,” Marcus said in reply. 
 
    “It maps,” Bo said.  
 
    “He could have tossed out any name,” I said. “But we had ops in Kibir’s neighborhood. It rings true.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Marcus said. 
 
    His statement triggered the execution. Catch’s rifle blasted one final time. The bullet struck the killer’s forehead. Instant death. Bo ambled downhill. Marcus stood and made his way toward the body. I joined them as Catch strolled from his hidden position. Our gathering spot, staked with a dead man. No one spoke; each contemplated the ramifications of our new target. Marcus’s Zippo clacked open, lit a cigar. Catch ambled up and joined us. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Marcus said, shaking his head. 
 
    He referenced the challenges moving forward. The carnage at our feet, the death strewn about us, a matter of the past.  
 
    “Indeed, older brother,” Bo said. “Challenges aplenty.” 
 
    “We gotta think this through,” I said. “Think it through big time.” 
 
    We stood silent, lost in private thoughts. Gunfire over, wildlife voiced their return. A crow called, winter-over small birds chirped and fluttered among the bare brush. The light breeze picked up, blowing from the north, cold and stark. 
 
    “What’s this scratch-our-asses-and-worry-about-it horseshit?” Catch asked. “Screw that noise. Let’s go take the bastard out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Musa Kibir. There was a blast from the past. The cousin or nephew or who-the-hell-knew of Abdel Baabas. Genocidal Janjaweed leaders in Sudan’s Darfur area. Oh, man. We’d taken out Baabas. Musa Kibir, second in command, took his place. We weren’t allowed to take that SOB out. So here we were, years later, bearing the price for our decision. Or rather, the Company’s decision. 
 
    Sudan. The largest and by pretty much anyone’s definition one of the most messed-up African countries. Long a training hub and safe haven for violent international terrorists and radical Islamic groups. Al Qaeda, Hezbollah, the Abu Nidal Organization—you name it, Sudan welcomes you. Slavery is widespread throughout the place. The real deal. Arab raiders from northern Sudan enslave thousands of southerners, who are black. The raids intensified during the 1980s along with the civil war between north and south. The civil war killed two million people, driven by ethnic and tribal hatred. And oil. And gold. The Chinese run the Sudan oil business. The Russians, with the support of the government in Khartoum, have large mining interests. Gold interests.  
 
    Official cease-fires and treaties have come and gone. A low-level civil war continues to this day. Plenty messed-up. But Khartoum’s government leaders—thugs and maniacs—intensified the messed-up factor during the early 2000s.  
 
    Enter the Janjaweed in Sudan’s Darfur region—a California-size area nestled against the country of Chad. Janjaweed is an Arabic colloquialism and translates as a man with a gun on a horse. Or a camel. Or a Land Cruiser or a Renault truck or a military vehicle. 
 
    Janjaweed militiamen are members of nomadic “Arab” tribes who’ve had a long history of conflict with Darfur’s settled “African” farmers. The Janjaweed were also card-carrying members of the homicidal maniacs tribe, backed and encouraged by the Sudanese government. So it began. 
 
    A typical Janjaweed raid started with a Sudanese air force attack, using helicopter gunships or Antonov bombers targeting mud-structured villages. Within hours, mounted Janjaweed would sweep into the area and kill and mutilate the surviving men. Then rape and kill the women. The children were rounded up and either killed or kidnapped. Slaughter and horror defined.  
 
    The US declared the Darfur terror a genocide. The United Nations not so much, although they did send thousands of ineffective peacekeepers who had minimal effect. The Sudan government and the Chinese and the Russians declared, “What conflict?” The International Criminal Court filed war-crime charges against Sudan’s leader. He responded with a middle finger. Meanwhile, Darfur’s bone-dry terrain soaked up the lifeblood of over three hundred thousand innocent people. 
 
    A quarter-million people fled over the border into Chad—another basket-case country. But at least the refugees weren’t slaughtered on a regular basis. Until Abdel Baabas decided Chad’s border—and the collection of refugee camps—was no hindrance to the Janjaweed’s movements. He had that wrong. Enter Delta Force. 
 
    The US wouldn’t be seen as engaging in what was termed by the international community as a “conflict.” Well, it was less a conflict and more the slaughter of village inhabitants. Slaughter in the tens of thousands. So it was black ops all the way, led by the CIA.  
 
    The Company set up shop in eastern Chad. The town of Goz Beïda. Thirty miles from the Sudan border. Operations were run by Marilyn Townsend, CIA. She later became director of clandestine services within the Company. Using intel from satellites and NGOs—nongovernmental organizations such as the Red Cross, Oxfam, and CARE—Janjaweed incursions into Chad were tracked. Townsend and her Company cohorts would identify the nails. Delta Force brought down the hammer. 
 
    Five of us. The four at Grandma Wilson’s place plus Angel—a brother who went bad in later years. Five would appear a minimal effort to the casual observer. It was more than enough to deliver a major impact. We’d patrol in a two-Land-Cruiser convoy. Stay afield three or four days at a stretch. Satcoms from the Company would provide the movement, direction, and size of the Janjaweed militia entering Chad to attack refugee camps. We’d hustle toward a decent ambush spot and unleash hell. Kill them all. Then move on.  
 
    We paused at refugee camps along the border and gathered our own intel from the NGOs working there. Some camps held a few hundred wretched villagers. Others held more than ten thousand. As black ops, our uniforms displayed no insignias, no identifiers. Just five rough men armed to the teeth. But the NGO workers knew who we were and why we were there. They were citizens of the US, Britain, France, Canada, and various African countries—and NGO workers held as a cardinal rule never to participate in or aid military activities. But they would surreptitiously provide support with intel and fresh water. Along with subtle thumbs-ups and the flash of an occasional smile. They knew. 
 
    Word spread, and the refugee camp attacks in Chad were dramatically reduced. But the Janjaweed had time on their side. We didn’t. Townsend had gathered sufficient intel to identify the Janjaweed leader who orchestrated the attacks. And his location.  
 
    Although nomadic by nature, the Janjaweed leader Abdel Baabas had established a base near the town of Garsila, forty miles from the Chad border. Townsend made the call. Chop off the head of the snake. We were more than happy to comply. A high-risk ops from two perspectives. For the Company, a military incursion into Sudan had the potential for massive political blowback. It would be buried deep inside Company catacombs, beyond sniffing by a congressional oversight committee. A side-note operational fact was that the Company would disavow any knowledge of us. Of Delta. No rescues, no on-the-ground aid. We were fine with that.  
 
    The ops were high-risk for us as well. Forty miles at night across semi-roadless terrain dodging Janjaweed patrols as well as Sudan military movement. The latter weren’t armed with just automatic weapons. They were equipped with Chinese and Russian cannon and mortar.  
 
    We hid the two vehicles for the day within a couple miles of Abdel Baabas’s large mud-buildings compound. Undetected movement wasn’t an easy feat given the desertlike conditions. But the terrain was also rough, jagged. Small ravines and large rock outcrops and bone-dry wadis dotted the landscape. We spent the day hidden, scoping activities and communicating via Satcoms the presence of Abdel Baabas. 
 
    Once in place, our mission was cut-and-dried. Confirm the presence of Baabas. Confirm he remained there. Confirm his compound’s coordinates via laser tracking. Death could be delivered night or day. 
 
    Circling silently, high overhead at twenty-five thousand feet, was a Predator drone. With Hellfire missiles. A lethal Valkyrie, prepared to escort a gaggle of Janjaweed to Valhalla. Our job was ensuring that the prime target was available for the trip. 
 
    The Company’s job, other than release the Hellfire, was to afford us the cover of darkness so we could get out of there alive. The destruction of Baabas’s compound would light a fuse with surrounding militia and military. Our odds of escape were exponentially better at night. 
 
    We departed at midnight, took our time, skirted tribal campfires and militia encampments. Hid the vehicles down a wadi with steep walls and jumbled boulders. Positioned for daybreak. It was baking hot, and we hunkered among shaded crevices, our spotting scopes active. Baabas was there. And remained there the entire day and into the night. The incongruity of a satellite dish near a hand-crank water well wasn’t lost on us. The good news—the women and children had removed themselves after serving supper and walked several hundred yards away toward their own compound. Baabas ran a male-only ship. 
 
    We waited until midnight. A short Satcoms correspondence with the Company in Goz Beïda pulled the trigger. Two minutes later, with a white-hot flash and cacophonous explosion, the Janjaweed compound was blown away. We hauled ass away from the area. 
 
    The trip back to the Chad border was fast and furious. We encountered two separate Janjaweed militia contingents in vehicles. We headed full-bore toward them. Our automatic weapons sent a sheet of lead across each one. No time for subtlety, no time for avoidance. Make the border, pronto. There were no markers, no fences, to indicate the Chad border. But our GPS told the tale, and we eased off both the speed and the tension for the Chad leg of the trip. 
 
    With Baabas gone, we heard through the grapevine that a man named Musa Kibir had taken his place as the local Janjaweed leader. We pushed Townsend to let us whack his sorry ass as well. In response, she shut down the ops. Although the raids against the refugee camps in our sector came to a standstill, we knew it wouldn’t last. The Company had struck a blow, our couple of months in the area saved countless lives, and the hidden victory flag was planted. Then we packed up and left. There wasn’t a damn thing Delta could do about it. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to connect a few dots from our time there. Musa Kibir, to strengthen his position, had collected five million for a bounty. One million for each of us. Posted it on the dark web. A show of strength and influence on his part, solidifying his leadership position. 
 
    Who supplied the money didn’t matter—the Sudanese government in Khartoum, the Chinese oil company, Russian gold interests. Or all three. Our names were collected via an operational shortfall, no doubt. The Company camp in Goz Beïda, as at every locale, hired locals to handle chores and cleanup. One of them could read English and had snuck a glance or three at hard-copy files. Files with our five names inside. Try as everyone might, it happens. A risk not accepted, but understood. 
 
    But what was also understood as we collected in Grandma Wilson’s driveway was the daunting task ahead. Take out Musa Kibir and his lieutenants, so the bounty wouldn’t rear its ugly head again. In Sudan. Without the Company alongside. Without the luxury of Hellfire missiles. Or outside support. And without the vigor and knife-between-teeth capabilities of young men. Son of a bitch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, bud.” 
 
    Catch shrugged in response and punched my upper arm. I owed him, once again. He’d covered my back while a killer approached from the rear. We remained huddled, each lost in thought over our next steps. Except for Catch. In his black-and-white world, the solution was simple: Find Musa Kibir. Then blow him away. Everything else was extraneous. The rest of us didn’t share his worldview on the matter. 
 
    “First things first. Burial cleanup,” Marcus said. “While we continue a watch. More are on the way. Maybe not tonight. But more at some point.” 
 
    Grim work. Grandma Wilson’s 1954 Ford 8N tractor fired after we’d futzed with it for thirty minutes. One of the beauties of the old Ford was that you could fix almost anything on it with rudimentary tools. It had an old add-on front-end loader with a manual bucket drop that clanged loudly every time it was released. I took body duty. It was only right. 
 
    Catch stood watch while Marcus and Bo convoyed the SUVs—their own and the one the killers had arrived in—into Greenville. They’d leave the latter at a Walmart parking lot. Before they split, we checked the bodies for artifacts. They were Moldavians. Tucked between Romania and Ukraine, Moldova—dirt poor—was known for sex trafficking and murder-for-hire. No surprise regarding their origin, and it emphasized the word-on-the-street aspect of the ratcheted-up bounty. More to come, for sure. 
 
     A wood-cutting path led toward a small clearing. The ground was soft enough for the tractor’s front bucket to take a bite. Thirty minutes later, I’d dug a decent mass grave. A hand shovel finished the job. I loaded each body in the front-end loader, one at a time, and as they dropped, the heavy steel bucket sounded their eulogy.  
 
    It was dark and cold when Marcus and Bo returned. The black night afforded us an opportunity to gather once again along the driveway although we communicated using the electronic ear microphones. We separated into concealing brush and held a conversation sixty feet apart from each other. Marcus wouldn’t have it any other way.  
 
    “Alright,” Marcus started. “I’ve spent an hour in the car with Bo. As usual, I didn’t understand half of what the hell he talked about.” 
 
    “Your mind may not have accepted,” Bo said. “But what about your self.” 
 
    “I’m begging you, Bo. Leave it.” The Zippo clacked open. The flame highlighted Marcus’s face as he lit a cigar. “The first thing is a decision whether we take this on. Sudan. Musa Kibir.” 
 
    “You know where I stand,” Catch said. “And it’s not just me with a wild hair. Willa and I have discussed it more than once. I don’t have my name on anything. Vehicle ownership, credit card, driver’s license. Nothing. She and I are sick and tired of living like that.” 
 
    A pickup truck rolled along the county road past the driveway. Tools and equipment banged and clattered in the vehicle’s bed. I began to see my breath in the night air. We waited for the truck’s passing, and waited longer as the sound faded. 
 
    “Let me help end this conversation,” I said. “I kicked this off with the Krupp gig. That’s what escalated it. You each heeded my call for help. God bless you, and it’s been an act of love I’ll never forget. So one last favor. Keep it up. Protect my family. Maybe move ops to Charleston and allow Mom and CC to return. While I go finish it.” 
 
    “Saw that coming a mile away,” Catch said as he spit.  
 
    “Not a bad soliloquy, goober,” Bo said, his voice somewhere across the gravel drive. “It lacked some thous and thees, which would have been a nice touch. But not bad.” 
 
    “Stow the crap,” Marcus added, directed my way. “You’ve made your point, now let’s get real.” 
 
    “I am real, dammit. I’ve got friends, or at least associates, in high places. I’ll call them and take this on myself.” 
 
    I was serious. Long odds for coming out alive, but sure worth a shot. It spared my blood brothers a foolhardy mission.  
 
    “He’s cute when he gets upset,” Catch said. 
 
    “A testament to his character,” Bo added. “Strident paddling against the cosmic current.” 
 
    “You ready to can the go-it-alone foolishness, Case, or should we wait for another salvo?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Give us another, brother,” Bo said. “I enjoy the dulcet tones of your voice within this frigid environ.” 
 
    “No, don’t give us another,” Catch said. “Enough. Let’s settle on a plan. We gotta get to Chad. Launch ops from there. The sooner the better.” 
 
    “Before we pack our tourist garb, let’s focus on those associates. It’s the appropriate starting point,” Marcus said. 
 
    “I do look fine and stately in a Sudanese turban,” Bo said. 
 
    “You think you look fine in a grass skirt,” Catch said. 
 
    “Will you two shut the hell up? Those associates. I’m pretty sure who you reference, Case, but spell it out. A starting point.” 
 
    “Marilyn Townsend and Jules.” 
 
    It was a solid start. Hell, it was our only start. Townsend had the potential to finish what she’d started years ago. We’d do the heavy lifting, and she could provide logistics. Jules could provide contacts and context—her specialty. Without some form of help from at least one of them, we were headed straight into kiss-our-butts-goodbye territory. 
 
    We’d occupied such turf in the past—when we were younger and better equipped and with solid support. But while the prospect of taking out Musa Kibir raised red flags aplenty, I remained committed. The Janjaweed bastard, along with Krupp, had threatened my family. A direct assault. They’d pay with their lives. There was no shifting that immutable reality. My blood brothers would join—there was no dissuading them, which put double pressure to end it clean. So I’d pull every string at my disposal. 
 
    “The director is a solid start,” Marcus said. “The Chesapeake witch, less so.” 
 
    “Jules will help,” I said. “I can’t say that about Townsend.” 
 
    “One way to find out,” Catch said. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll contact Jules now. I won’t hear back until the a.m. And no point contacting Townsend until the morning. I’ll get some shut-eye, then take off. It’s a seven-hour drive.” 
 
    Commitments made, a short-term plan established. Four middle-aged men, former warriors who carried their scars and trauma for decades, internalized what this decision meant. A decision filled with plenty of regret. Regret at endangering each other, regret at time’s passage. No longer indestructible, very human, with nagging longer-term future considerations. But not an ounce of fear among us. 
 
    Bo appeared along the gravel drive, silent as he made his way through bushes and tall, dead grass. He laid his rifle on the ground. 
 
    “Come, my brothers. Gather. It is within our darkest moments we must focus to see the light,” he said. 
 
    I met him in the road and laid my weapon alongside his. Bo wrapped an arm around my shoulders. Catch appeared and slung his rifle over his shoulder before embracing us both in a bear hug. Marcus approached. 
 
    “The circle is broken,” Bo said toward Marcus. “Join with us, tall, dark, and dark.” 
 
    He did so, and for the first time exchanged physical connection beyond handshakes and shoulder squeezes and pats on the back. Catch pulled him closer, and Marcus’s long arms wrapped, joining ours. 
 
    “The last rodeo,” he said. “Never thought we’d get back together for a mission. Not after all this time.” 
 
    “Fierce and final,” Catch said. “The tactics haven’t changed. We can do this.” 
 
    “We will do this, oh burly one,” Bo said. “It is right and tight.” 
 
    “We finish this,” I said. “Drive a stake through the bounties. Then the final chapter—and I don’t want to hear any BS from any of you about this—the final chapter is mine. Alone. Me and Elliot Krupp.” 
 
    “The universe may disagree, my Georgia peach. A string of tomorrows yet navigated.” 
 
    “Different mission,” Marcus said and surprised us with a tighter squeeze. “Let’s focus, men. Musa Kibir. And his clan.” 
 
    “Let’s clean house,” Catch said.  
 
    “Agreed,” I said. 
 
    “If anyone needs that translated, allow me,” Catch said, pulling us even tighter. “These are Janjaweed genocidal lunatics. We’ve seen what they do. We kill them all. Every damn one of them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Musa Kibir. 4x saddled up. 
 
    An encrypted message for Jules, succinct but sufficient. Her response awaited me after a few hours’ sleep. 
 
    Come. 
 
    The Clubhouse meeting was set for whenever I arrived in Chesapeake. She’d work her network—spiderweb tendrils spread across the globe—and send obscure enquiries, confirm contacts. No need elaborating on my message’s backstory. The bounty. She’d get it and pull out the stops to help. She’d long felt consternation at not finding the bounty source and would relish her version of retribution. Solid intel, viable contacts, Clubhouse strategies.  
 
    I stopped on the drive at daybreak and bought coffee at a gas station. I sat in the car, took a deep breath, and called Marilyn Townsend, the CIA’s Director of Clandestine Operations. The planet’s top spook. We’d met several times since she’d been elevated to her position—a position known to only a very few people, none of them congress critters. She and I had shared a rocky relationship. Well, rocky for me. The Company, under her guidance, had played me for their benefit more than once. And I’d asked her point-blank if she knew the bounty’s source. She claimed she didn’t, which may or may not have been a lie. But she had ties, and perhaps a touch of regret, regarding Musa Kibir. She’d pulled the plug on our mission there. Whether it was water under her wide operational bridge or an event still stuck firmly in her craw remained to be seen. Plus the stone-cold reality was, with no aspersions toward Jules, the Company made things happen. And we could use the help. 
 
    She answered after three rings. Her cell phone indicated the caller. Townsend didn’t speak first, ever, and waited for me. 
 
    “Hello, Director. Musa Kibir. We’re going in.” 
 
    Silence returned and expected. Thirty seconds passed—a positive sign as she arranged a meeting in the background. When she did speak, it was with a Langley address, delivered in terse tones. 
 
    “This address is a coffee shop. Six this evening. I’m too old to acquiesce to your ridiculous demands we meet outdoors. It’s winter, Mr. Lee.” 
 
    She hung up. All good, meeting set. And yeah, I wasn’t thrilled about sitting with her in enclosed spaces with a cadre of Company muscle in uncomfortable proximity. But I’d watch the barista make my coffee, ensuring Company people wouldn’t taint it with something that would lead to me waking hog-tied in a cold basement. And Townsend was supposed to be on my side. 
 
    I checked in via text message with Mom. Her reply assured me all was well and no worries and do whatever it takes. And make sure I took care of myself. The text exchange also triggered a reminder for Jules. A final request. 
 
    I considered pinging Jess Rossi. A touchpoint, a feeler. I didn’t do it as she might have asked questions I wasn’t prepared to answer. Our team’s decision made, it wouldn’t help matters for me to dance around what plans lay ahead. Not at all.  
 
    It was bitter cold in Chesapeake. The biting wind off the bay blew trash along the street in the seedy part of town. I parked several blocks from the Clubhouse and went through the usual routine. Hooded Filipino eyes watched as the Glock and phone were placed on the counter and quickly covered. Noisy stairs upward, two knocks, and the metallic click. 
 
    Two shotgun barrels pointed at my midsection, a pirouette, and her weapon returned quicker than normal to the desktop. But still pointed my way. She appeared different, grim, and absent any element of bonhomie. And she looked tired. High odds she’d been up all night.  
 
    “Musa Kibir,” she said and plucked the smoldering cigar from the desk’s edge. “I have failed you for far too long in this regard. But now the quarry is identified. I wish you to know, Case Lee, I will move heaven and earth assisting your success.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, Jules.” 
 
    “While insisting we delve into a most unfortunate reality.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You and your compatriots. There is not a man jack among you still capable of leaping tall buildings.” 
 
    “We’re still not too shabby at the basics,” I said with a smile. Jules was showing true concern for me, and I appreciated it. 
 
    “Not too shabby. Allow us to ponder that descriptive.” 
 
    “I was just tossing out an expression.” 
 
    She ignored my response and plowed her warning furrow. 
 
    “Four individuals who no longer possess the physical attributes they once had. A reality of time passed and removal from constant training.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Four individuals with no organized support structure.” 
 
    “Hoping you can help with that.” 
 
    “Individuals who enter, it must be said, a part of the world where mayhem and chaos—lethal chaos—rules the day.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s bad. I know.” 
 
    She paused and puffed and blew smoke at the ceiling. Then locked her no-nonsense eye on mine. 
 
    “All under the auspices of not too shabby.” 
 
    We stared at each other for several moments. 
 
    “I understand they’re long odds,” I said. “But we’re going, come hell or high water.” 
 
    Another long pause. 
 
    “I have in my possession contact information for individuals who are willing to make, for a steep price, an attempt at your endeavor.” 
 
    I didn’t doubt it for a minute. And it wasn’t the price that stamped “No” on the suggestion. It was the fact not a single one of us would risk relying on someone else to take out the trash. Our bounty, our cleanup. Plus, a group of hired hitters weren’t a guarantee. Far from it. We were the surest thing for stamping “Terminated” on the entire affair. 
 
    “I appreciate it, Jules. But no.” 
 
    Another long stare, followed by, “This adamancy, almost childlike in its persistence, cuts me to the quick.” Her face softened, true and genuine concerns evident. “I do not wish this to be the last time I lay eyes on you, dear boy.” 
 
    “Me either. And we’re not sanguine about the risks. But please understand this.” I hunkered forward, jaw muscles working. “Not all that long ago we were the baddest sons of bitches on the planet. Bar none. Maybe not as individuals, but as a unit, a team. Yeah, we’ve lost a few steps, reflexes have diminished a bit, eyesight isn’t what it used to be. But don’t bet against us, Jules. That’s not where the smart money lies.” 
 
    A long sigh and a gentle headshake returned. 
 
    “We shall move on to more immediate issues prior to your sojourn into Neverland. Three violent cadres, rumor has it, have accepted the job associated with your price increase.” 
 
    “Good to know there’s only three. So far. They aren’t an issue anymore.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    She puffed and leaned back and absorbed my words. Her old wooden chair protested.  
 
    “Two hitters showed in Hawaii. Two at Mom’s place. Four at Grandma Wilson’s farmhouse.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And none of them walk among us anymore.” 
 
    “Excellent. Tell me what prompted the radical price increase. Quite the leap, one million to ten.” 
 
    I did. Detailed my encounter with Krupp and the drone drop and Hoolie’s help. 
 
    “Industrial espionage rarely comes with a death sentence,” she said. “But then again, our Mr. Krupp is very used to getting his way. How is our siloed mutual friend?” 
 
    “The same. Still strange and still handy as can be.” 
 
    She nodded and smiled and marked a mental note of Hoolie’s continued usefulness. 
 
    “As for future endeavors against you,” she said, “count on a brief pause while word filters back on the three cadres’ attempts. I emphasize the word brief.” 
 
    “All the more reason to move fast. End it before the next batch.” 
 
    “Your mother and sister?” she asked. 
 
    A touchy, touchy subject. She knew—of course she knew—about Mom and CC and Charleston. I had little doubt that Grandma Wilson’s place would reside within her Case Lee dossier as well. But family was off-limits. They were too precious and too vulnerable for any brush against the Clubhouse’s world. 
 
    “They’re fine.” 
 
    She nodded in response as the lightest of smiles appeared. 
 
    “There’s one other thing,” I said. Over the years it had been proven time and again it was best to reveal everything with Jules. She would find out anyway, and telling her up front afforded the opportunity for feedback, strategies, and tactics. She cocked her head and lifted the eyebrow over her good eye. 
 
    “I’m meeting the director this evening,” I continued. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    The CIA was a Clubhouse client. A good client. But Jules danced a wary and distant ballet with them, her one jaundiced eye cast across a wide stage. I prepared myself for Clubhouse red flags about interfacing with the Company. She would emphasize they didn’t hold my best interest at heart. I was wrong. 
 
    “I’m asking for her help.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Good. Any port in a storm. You four formerly robust gentlemen require it.” 
 
    “Again, still pretty damn robust.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, dear.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    She slid open a wooden desk drawer and removed a large envelope. “I have prepared alternative plans should your little tête-à-tête this evening prove unsuccessful. Do not insult me with enquiries of payment. We shall discuss such things upon your return.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jules. Sincerely.” 
 
    “I shall break all protocol with this packet. We shall review it. And you may leave the Clubhouse with it.” 
 
    A big deal, and it reflected the amount of information contained within the large envelope. 
 
    “You shall arrive at a place called Goz Beïda,” she said and once again leaned back. She puffed the cigar with no effect and struck a kitchen match along the chair’s arm to relight it. “This place is not in Sudan, but rather in the neighboring country of Chad.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with it.” 
 
    She puffed the cigar, blew a smoke ring, and shook her head. 
 
    “I should not be surprised, but explain.” 
 
    I covered the mission we’d performed years ago, which had taken out the previous Janjaweed clan leader. 
 
    “You never cease to amaze me, dear boy. And who led the intelligence side of affairs during your foray there?” 
 
    “The director.” 
 
    Jules cackled, shook her head, smiled, and blew a few more celebratory smoke rings. They drifted across the still room. 
 
    “Such a world we live in, you and I,” she said. “One with, for all its challenges, the occasional serendipitous pearl.” 
 
    The envelope packet started with satellite photos and accompanying geographic coordinates.  
 
    “You are looking at the village of Arawala. As you can see, it is quite small. It is, however, not too distant from Garsila, the site of your, and the director’s, previous terminal endeavors with a Janjaweed clan leader.” 
 
    “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” 
 
    “Indeed. Note the massif to the northwest of Arawala.” 
 
    Circled with red pen and abutting the tiny village, a massif. A compact group of jagged ridges, isolated from the flatter but still rough surrounding area. Among the ridges, something else was indiscernible. 
 
    “Have a look at the next photo, Daniel Boone,” she said. “You will find a magnified image of the anomalies you now stare at with such intent. Would you like reading glasses? It may help.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    The next satellite photo displayed tarps and tents sprinkled among the crevices and near-vertical rock ridges. Protection from the sun and protection from satellite imagery of individuals. Over a dozen large covered areas were dispersed among the craggy terrain. 
 
    “Musa Kibir’s clan?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “This is fantastic, Jules. Fantastic.” 
 
    I meant it. One of our great challenges lay in finding the SOB. Well, there he was. Somewhere among those stony walls and connected narrow walkways. Both good news and bad news from a tactical perspective, but such discussions would wait for the team’s input. The next several pages contained full-face photos.  
 
    “The first three, our man of the hour. Musa Kibir,” she said. “Subsequent photographs show his clan lieutenants. Three of them. I shall assist your mathematical endeavors. Four targets in total. Four Janjaweed leaders.” 
 
    “Any knowledge of the lieutenants’ whereabouts? Do they hang with Kibir?” 
 
    “Unknown. Perhaps, perhaps not. At a minimum, one would think they’d meet with regularity.” 
 
    I digested the photos. Four men on the other side of the world. Killers, rapists, torturers. Men who’d supported our bounty for far too long. Men who threatened my family. Dead men. They just didn’t know it yet.  
 
    “And it must be said that their murderous ways continue to this day,” Jules added. “Less prevalent than in the past, perhaps. But consistent. They still leave behind a charnel house after one of their raids.” 
 
    “This is excellent, Jules. Again, thank you.” 
 
    She wafted a dismissive hand. “Allow us to discuss logistics,” she said. “Get to Malta.” 
 
    “Malta?” 
 
    “A small island nation in the Mediterranean.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But I thought about hitching a ride to Goz Beïda with one of the NGO transports. The refugee camps around there are still crammed. The NGOs fly in food and medicine and personnel all the time. From Italy and Greece and Egypt.” 
 
    “I have explored such lines of transport. It is not feasible. For a variety of reasons.” 
 
    “Such as? I mean, otherwise we rely on one jackleg outfit after the next to get us there.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, and her voice insinuated offense.  
 
    “Beggars, choosers, Mr. Lee.” 
 
    “I’m not casting aspersions on your contacts. Not in any way. But four well-armed men getting to Goz Beïda without an NGO’s cover will be tough.” 
 
    “I believe you will find my logistical plan viable. Jackleg or not.” 
 
    She feigned hurt, something I’d seen often enough before. But we knew each other too well for me to buy it or for her to expect me to. 
 
    “I guess what I’m saying is why not try NGOs first? Maybe not the Red Cross or Oxfam’s flights in, but there are plenty of others.” 
 
    “I have done so. A thorough endeavor over a short time frame. The last ten hours, in fact. If you wish to take on such an endeavor yourself, Inspector Clouseau, be my guest.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. No offense meant. Mind telling me why it fails as a viable logistics route?” 
 
    “It is rather simple. Any NGO will lose its funding if found to support military activities. Period. And try as you might, you and your cohorts do not—in either appearance or attitude—pass for relief workers. Not by any stretch of the imagination. And if appearance and attitude weren’t a sufficient deterrent toward a ride-along, any whiff of weaponry among you aged desperados would be.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “In addition, did the four of you plan on stealing camels once on-site?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So you will also require ground transport. How well have you thought this out, Marco Polo?” 
 
    “Not well. I suppose I hoped for Company help. So we wouldn’t have to go it alone.” 
 
    “You are not alone, dear. This wretched creature before you can be, when the occasion arises, quite formidable.” 
 
    I smiled. She was right as rain. Jules of the Clubhouse remained a potent ally. Beyond potent on occasion. And I appreciated it, big time, and told her so. But it didn’t dismiss my concerns over getting to Goz Beïda. It required a rugged transport aircraft. The runway was rough clay, not asphalt or concrete. I viewed her envelope’s next page. 
 
    “Okay. A contact in Malta,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed. The Maltese and Libyans have a long and storied relationship.” 
 
    I didn’t like where this was headed. Not one little bit. 
 
    “Okay. We land in Malta. What’s this fellow’s contribution?” 
 
    “The Maltese gentleman arranges regular cargo and personnel flights—via jet, I might add—to the six functioning airports still operational within Libya.” 
 
    “Libya.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Umm, Jules, I’m not questioning you. But Libya is a mess. They have this little fandango called a civil war going on.” 
 
    “Which spells opportunity for the likes of us.” 
 
    “So we land in Libya. Where they’re shooting at each other. With military-grade weapons.” 
 
    “Precisely your comfort zone. And your comrades’. You will arrange a flight with the Maltese gentleman. Malta to the town of Ghadames. It lies deep within Libya, far from the major coastal cities of Tripoli or Benghazi. An ancient oasis town. Quite lovely, I would imagine.” 
 
    “Yeah. Lovely.” 
 
    “Ghadames is your staging destination. Next page, dear.” 
 
    I could charter a jet, a top-of-the-line Gulfstream, and fly us from the US to Malta. No problem. And I could buy into the concept of a charter jet from Malta to a godforsaken Libyan village. No legit charter service would go there, but if this cat in Malta could do it, fine. It was the issue of standing around in the middle of nowhere, Libya, as a staging area. It wasn’t the language barrier—I spoke Arabic—but the isolation, the sore thumb aspect of four gringos exposed while civil war raged around us. Jules contended it spelled opportunity. It spelled, among other things, one helluva sales job to Marcus, Bo, and Catch. Well, maybe not Catch. Or Bo. But Marcus, for sure. 
 
    The next page displayed the contact information and a photograph of an Ahmed Maziq. Our fixer. A staging area held many possibilities. Among them, transport and armament and supplies. So, as per Jules’s plan, everything hinged on this cat Maziq in an ancient oasis town deep in war-torn Libya. Great. Just freakin’ great. 
 
    “Are you positive about those NGOs unable to provide us a lift?” 
 
    “Let us not revisit the more than unlikely. I have recommended Mr. Maziq’s services more than once. The results have been positive.” 
 
    “So we’re clear, he’ll arrange a cargo flight to Goz Beïda. Land on a clay runway. Prior to the flight, he’ll supply us with weapons. Modern weapons. And a vehicle. A vehicle that will be stowed inside the cargo aircraft. Have I got this right?” 
 
    “He prefers Euros, although US dollars will also work. Your retainer fee will be transferred into his designated account. Once there, additional payment in cash, of course. I would suggest you begin arrangements immediately.” 
 
    “So this spot in Libya. Ghadames. Is it some type of crossroads? I mean, how does he operate?” 
 
    “One may call it an area in flux. A quite contentious area. The combative players are the Libyan forces and independent Tuareg troops. The Tuaregs are indigenous Berbers. And as an area highly contended, it offers ample opportunity.” 
 
    “For high-quality weapons. And a vehicle. And a cargo aircraft to fly us and our kit to Goz Beïda.” 
 
    “Don’t be pedantic. Again, I have recommended Mr. Maziq’s services to others, with positive feedback.” 
 
    Her voice held irritation at having to repeat her earlier contention that Maziq offered viable services. I moved on. 
 
    “From Ghadames, we fly to Goz Beïda,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed. At such a point, I am of little assistance. But you and your fellow travelers are more than capable of managing things from there.” 
 
    Oh, man. I prepared to beg, not ask, Marilyn Townsend for help. The Company could supply us and deliver us to Goz Beïda. They’d proven able to in the past. A straight shot from Italy or Greece. US weapons and solid vehicles. The alternative—fraught with risk. Big time. I could visualize our asses stranded in Libya’s back country. A long, long way from anywhere. Oh, man. 
 
    An exit strategy was less of a concern, and one Jules saw little point addressing. If we were killed during our assault on Musa Kibir’s Janjaweed stronghold, exit strategies became moot. If successful, our goal was simple: get our butts back to Goz Beïda. From there we could ditch the weapons and hitch a ride out with an NGO, even if it entailed putting a pistol against the head of an NGO cargo pilot. So exiting Chad sat near the bottom of my concerns. It was the convoluted approach to getting there, as represented through the stack of papers I held, that sat closer to the top. Man, I hoped Townsend would prove amenable to lending a hand.  
 
    I slid the documents back into the envelope. At least we had Kibir’s stronghold identified. And his three prime lieutenants. The Clubhouse had come through with those, big time. The rest, the logistics, hinged on too many variables. But if Townsend told me to piss up a rope, well, again—beggars, choosers. I thanked Jules for the information with full sincerity. Kibir’s location alone had been worth the Clubhouse visit. 
 
    “You are quite welcome. A challenging adventure, to be sure, although it contains tremendous upside potential. Now, tell me what else has happened in your world.” 
 
    A gear change, expected, as tidbits and rumors and activities—fodder for the Clubhouse—were revealed. Standard operating procedure during a visit with Jules. 
 
    “A Chinese spook approached me in Hawaii.” 
 
    “Ah. Related to your endeavors with Mr. Krupp, I assume?” 
 
    “Yeah. He knew about me. I didn’t travel under an assumed name, so my arrival dinged a few bells in their espionage system.” 
 
    Jules dropped her spent cigar into an under-the-desk wastebasket and produced another from a desk drawer. She spun the sealed end against the desktop-embedded knife as she talked. 
 
    “And what, pray tell, was the gist of the conversation?” 
 
    “He had concerns. The Chicoms view me as a disruptive force.” 
 
     “How might one reach such a conclusion?” She chuckled and lit the fresh cigar. “It boggles the mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he informed me they had invested a great deal in Krupp’s endeavors. They’re partners for China’s social credit system.” 
 
    Old news for Jules, but worth repeating. She’d keep an eagle eye on any Chinese activities regarding yours truly. 
 
    “Did the gentleman happen to leave you his contact information?” 
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    “A pity. Now, referencing the peculiar world you and I occupy, it should be noted the Chinese are also invested in Sudan. They do operate that sad place’s oil industry.” 
 
    “Yeah. And turned a blind eye toward the Janjaweed’s slaughter of entire villages. Hell, they may have supported the efforts.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    She puffed, blew a few more smoke rings. Jules knew a lot more than she’d reveal at the moment, including the inner workings of Chinese and Russian involvement in Sudan. Clubhouse proprietary intel. 
 
    “What else, dear?” 
 
    “I met a woman in Hawaii. Really like her. Jess Rossi, a PI from Charlotte.” 
 
    I spilled those beans under the rubric of full disclosure. Ensured the bond of trust between Jules and I remained solid. She’d gather background on Jess and store it in the Case Lee mental file. Not as leverage—at least I hoped not—but rather as another data point related to her assistance toward my endeavors, my life. I truly believed Jules had a soft spot for me. And I toward her. 
 
    “Hawaii?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s old college buddies with Krupp’s estranged wife, Joanna. Flew out there to, well, hold Joanna’s hand during the process.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    More Clubhouse data points, more grist for the connections mill. 
 
    “Is Ms. Rossi an amour?” 
 
    “Not hardly. She brushed against those two hitters in Hawaii. She has inferred my subsequent actions with them.” 
 
    “A poor mating ritual.” 
 
    “To say the least. Anyway, when I get back, I’ll make an attempt at rekindling whatever weak flame we had working. Long odds at this point.” 
 
    “Again, a pity. I have often wished you would find a solid mate. Particularly at your age.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “You’re not going to let the over-the-hill bit go, are you?” 
 
    She feigned surprise and wafted a dismissive hand. 
 
    “There is one last thing,” I continued. “A favor.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “If I don’t make it, let Mom know.” 
 
    Her entire countenance changed. She leaned forward, forearms on the desk. The cigar hand draped over the resting shotgun. Her face filled with pure empathy and reflected a personal connection we hadn’t shared before. 
 
    “Is there no one else?” 
 
    “Only if Marcus, Bo, or Catch make it and I don’t. They’ll handle it then. But I’m talking about if none of us make it. So I’ll ask for the entire team.” 
 
    She stared unblinking for a moment, followed with a slow and sincere nod. I gave her contact information for Catch’s partner, Willa. And JJ, Bo’s FBI girlfriend, although she would have already had JJ’s info stored away. And Marcus’s on and off again girlfriend’s contact information in Montana. 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough for this, Jules. It means a lot. More than you’ll ever know. It’ll be a relief knowing someone has us covered. Just in case.” 
 
    “An endeavor I pray will never be performed. But you have lived on the razor’s edge, dear boy, far too long. Never more so than this current effort. So I have a reciprocal favor to ask.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Come back alive. It means more to me than you’ll ever know.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The coffeehouse occupied an out-of-the-way spot along a tree-lined McLean neighborhood. CIA headquarters were a short distance away. The shop was not crowded. People fought traffic during their commute home, with coffee far down the priority list. The decor was neighborhood coffee shop—small wooden tables and chairs, retro Marilyn Monroe and James Dean posters, local watercolors of casual figures and pastoral scenes. And a sprinkle of already arrived spooks. 
 
    I showed up early and scoped the customer base. Two young people, boy and girl, occupied one table. Their laptops open as social objects, diversions, while they chatted. Near them, a woman held a Kindle with a steaming coffee cup at her elbow. Her jacket hid, no doubt, a submachine gun. Long hair hid the coiled wire that led to her earpiece. Her smile my way was meant as a friendly hello from a random fellow customer. I responded with a grim chin lift, not buying it for a second. Ruse exposed, she dropped the smile and the Kindle, and focused on my every move.  
 
    Another corner held a spook with no artifice in his intentions—to protect the world’s leading spy. His suit jacket displayed a submachine gun’s telltale bulge, and his no-nonsense stare my way was unblinking and borderline hostile. A third spook, behind the counter with the barista, wore an apron covering another weapon’s outline. It looked ridiculous, earpiece and coiled wire on full display. He futzed with a few coffee cups while casting glances toward me. 
 
    “Medium roast, no cream, no sweetener,” I said to the barista. “And I’d like you to make it, please. I’ll watch.” 
 
    The young lady shrugged, the request a strange notion from another strange customer. As she made the coffee, I directed a comment at apron guy. 
 
    “Helluva disguise, bud. Had me fooled.” 
 
    He shot me a casual middle finger. Townsend’s personal protection force would have been appraised of my past refusals to disarm prior to meeting the director. My jacket hid the Glock tucked inside the waistband of my jeans. It broke every rule in their book. Hostility and resentment were to be expected. No point dancing around it with fake smiles. Coffee in hand, I chose a small table and sat with my back against the wall. The two young people continued chatting, oblivious to their immediate surroundings. The coffee and interior warmth were welcoming, and I halfway relaxed. 
 
    The free-swinging doorbell tinkled, and another spook entered. Followed by Marilyn Townsend. Another spook followed her. She’d aged since we’d last met, not all that long ago. It had been a terse discussion regarding events related to my Caribbean job.  
 
    Gray hair close-cropped, stress lines around her eyes and mouth. She still walked with a cane, a life addition ever since she caught a bullet during a field ops years ago. Townsend placed her coffee order with one of her bodyguards and turned toward me. I stood as she approached. 
 
    “Director.” 
 
    “Mr. Lee.” 
 
    We didn’t shake hands. She rested her cane against the table and sat. High odds the cane was weaponized. She loosened her coat and stared. I sipped coffee. Our little greeting ritual completed, I started the conversation, as always. 
 
    “Musa Kibir.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She understood full well my terminal intent regarding Kibir, gleaned from our earlier brief conversation. No explanation or elaboration required. Whether or not she had prior knowledge of him as the bounty master was unknown. And would remain so. 
 
    “The bounty.” 
 
    “The four of you are engaged in this endeavor?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her face softened. 
 
    “How are Misters Johnson, Dickerson, and Hernandez? It has been a while.” 
 
    A brief but mutual mental musing ensued. Snippets of past multiple Delta Force missions we’d undertaken with the Company. With Marilyn Townsend. 
 
    “They’re fine. And each sends you his regards.” 
 
    “Please reciprocate for me.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Her coffee arrived courtesy of the spook in the apron. She took her time stirring in cream and sugar. A raised hand indicated apron guy should leave us alone. He did. 
 
    “Is it asking too much for you to share your funding source discovery?” she asked.  
 
    In a more typical setting, I’d share damn little. The Company, and Townsend, had shown a potent predilection toward leveraging whatever information I provided. Leveraged often in a manner that caused nothing but trouble for Case Lee Inc. But the convoluted and, contrary to Jules’s protests, jackleg venture regarding our arrival in Chad prompted a more open kimono than normal. Company assistance was paramount at the moment. 
 
    “Elliot Krupp triggered it.” 
 
    She sipped coffee, eyeballed me over the thick porcelain cup’s rim, and waited. 
 
    “I had a contract to investigate Alaton. Which led to a meeting with Krupp in Hawaii.” 
 
    She remained silent. 
 
    “It didn’t go well.” 
 
    No point divulging the thumb drives at the data center. The Company was a client of Alaton’s, and my electronic break-in would slam shut any potential offer of Company help. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Yeah, I bet you do, Marilyn. She’d be in warp-drive dot-connecting mode as she continued staring. 
 
    “Somehow he backtracked my history and discovered the bounty’s source.” 
 
    Thin ice. I’d intimated Krupp had CIA records access. It wasn’t lost on Townsend. 
 
    “I can assure you we had no hand in his endeavors,” she said, her voice flat, matter-of-fact. 
 
    A broad and meaningless statement that the Company didn’t actively help Krupp. I could buy it. But he’d utilized their background data as anchor points and then created his own connectivity map. Unless the Company flat-out owned intel on Musa Kibir as the funding source. A possibility. Welcome to spookville. 
 
    “I appreciate it, Director. But the kickstart for recent activities was driven by Krupp, and Krupp alone. He raised the ante. Ten million for my head.” 
 
    The slightest single eyebrow lift on her part told me everything. The Company wasn’t aware of the bounty increase. New news for Townsend, more fodder for the Company’s mind map. 
 
    “I take it this prompted an increase in activity,” she said. 
 
    Well, yeah, Marilyn. You might call it that. I might term it a buttload of hitters coming out of the woodwork. 
 
    “It did. Through one of the winner-take-all participants, we gleaned the source. Musa Kibir.” 
 
    “We. As in the four of you?” 
 
    “Yes. The four of us.” 
 
     She drained her coffee and held her cup toward the nearest spook. He approached, took it, and went for a refill. The two young people nearby finished their meet-up or date or whatever it’s called these days, indicated by the closing of both laptops. Marilyn waited until they’d gathered their things and left. The bell tinkled at their exit. Down to one barista, a gaggle of spooks, and a desperate ex-Delta operator. 
 
    “A Chinese agent approached me in Hawaii,” I said.  
 
    An attempt at sweetening the pot. Not a major revelation or a grand reveal, but something, anything, to help leverage the moment. 
 
    “Did you acquire contact information?” 
 
    “No. Male, late thirties, with a concern over my endeavors with Krupp. I’d put it as a protecting their investment discussion.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    Her refill arrived and she took her time, again, adding cream and sugar. While stirring, she asked, “What is this meeting’s purpose, Mr. Lee?” 
 
    “Logistical help. Outfit us and transport us to Goz Beïda. We’ll take it from there.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would.” She sipped, her face deadpan. “Have you and your team considered such a time has passed? The clock has ticked. It is impossible to replicate the past.” 
 
    “We’ve lived with this far too long, Director. All of us. And with the increased reward for me, my family is threatened. I’m committed to ending it. So are my teammates.” 
 
    “I do not question your intent or commitment.” 
 
    “Logistics, Director. No fingerprints from the Company. Just provide supplies and get us there. We’ll finish it. And get ourselves back home.” 
 
    “And therein lies the crux of the matter. Your perspective is one of finality. A chain broken, events terminated. I do not live in such a world. Nothing is ever over. Nothing. The waterwheel turns, events continue.” 
 
    “I understand. But at the end of the day, this would be a minor endeavor on the Company’s part. Your part. And this is a Janjaweed leader we’re talking about.” 
 
    She took another long sip, returned the heavy cup back to the table, and with a gentle nudge moved it forward. She was finished. 
 
    “We will not be able to assist you.” She pulled her jacket closed and reached for her cane. “There will be no further discussions on the matter.” 
 
    Her cadre of spooks approached. 
 
    “We could have finished this back in the day, Marilyn. All I’m asking is to hitch a ride. You and I left unfinished business in Sudan. We both know it.”  
 
    She ignored my statement, stood with a mild groan, and tapped her cane twice before turning toward the door.  
 
    “I wish you Godspeed, Case. You and your teammates. I say so with the utmost sincerity.” 
 
    Surrounded with heavily armed spooks, she limped through the door and into the cold Virginia night. Leaving me with Malta and Libya and a string of seat-of-our-pants unknowns. Son of a bitch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    I texted the team I was returning and drove straight through. Arrived before dawn and met with the three of them. No one had slept. Catch handed me my rifle as we trekked up the drive and stood in cold darkness, away from farmhouse lights. There had been no activity, no hitters, during my absence. 
 
    “What was the outcome?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Good and bad and mixed.” 
 
    “A potent mixture,” Bo said. “Fitting.” 
 
    “Townsend?” Marcus asked. He ignored Bo and avoided Jules. 
 
    “She wishes us Godspeed and won’t lift a finger to help.” 
 
    Marcus spit, and the Zippo clacked open. The flame highlighted the face of a black man with lines of concern and a hint of resignation. In his mind, we were going it alone. A poor foundation for any mission. 
 
    “And the inestimable Clubhouse resident?” Bo asked.  
 
    “She’s ID’d Musa Kibir’s camp. His clan’s headquarters. I have satellite photos and coordinates. He’s not far from where we took out Baabas.” 
 
    “Nice,” Catch said. “We don’t have to waste time searching.” 
 
    “Along with photos of his three lieutenants.” 
 
    “Double nice. Good for Jules,” Catch said. “We can hit the bastards where they’re all holed up.” 
 
    “What are you not telling us?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “We head for Malta.” 
 
    “Makes sense. A fair distance from Goz Beïda, but a decent staging area,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not our staging area. The first stop. I can get us there. A chartered Gulfstream from Raleigh-Durham is our best bet.” 
 
    “So where’s the staging spot?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “The middle of nowhere, Libya.” 
 
    “Libya?” he asked and spit again. 
 
    “Appropriate,” Bo said. “Strife and danger. A fitting prep for ensuing actions.” 
 
    “I don’t require any prep,” Catch said. “What I’m hearing is we’re landing in Libya naked as jaybirds.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “It’s possible we can tote our current weaponry with us. With the plane change in Malta, we’re transit passengers, so no customs or immigration.” 
 
    “You sure?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The witch has lined up a shadowy outfit to transport us from Malta to Nowhere, Libya. Where we assemble our equipment through, I’m guessing, another fly-by-night outfitter. Then what? Magic carpet to Goz Beïda?” 
 
    “The same Libyan fixer who’ll supply arms. He’s arranged the Goz Beïda run before. God knows why.” 
 
    “Did you and that woman discuss hitching a ride with an NGO?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “At length. Not going to happen.” 
 
    “I like it,” Bo said. “A rocky path, twists and turns and cosmic vortices unknown. We were meant to travel this route, my brothers.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe Willa enjoys listening to you, Bo,” Catch said. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “Wait a damn minute,” Marcus said. “What about Egypt? Or Eritrea? We could fly in from there.” 
 
    I didn’t hold it against Marcus. He was being thorough, exploring options. I hadn’t painted a well-honed logistical map. But I’d painted reality. 
 
    “No one else will land on a dirt runway in a hot-conflict zone at Goz Beïda, Chad. Just the occasional NGO transport with relief supplies. And the even rarer revenge-seeking band of blood brothers. If Jules had alternatives, she would have presented them. She wants us to succeed, and she’s used these fixers before. For other clients.” 
 
    “Who? The Albanian astronaut corps?” 
 
    “Marcus. Set the personal animosity aside and consider this. She’s never failed me. And saved my butt more than a few times.” 
 
    “Libya?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Libya.” 
 
    He remained silent. Bo, Oklahoma born and raised, barked muted Comanche war cries. Catch tossed out, “Let’s get this shitshow on the road.” 
 
    We did. Marcus and I spread the Clubhouse envelope contents across the Formica kitchen table while Bo and Catch stood watch. The documents from Jules would remain there for absorption by the team prior to departure. The photos of Musa Kibir and his lieutenants were studied, memorized. We accessed Google Earth and zoomed in on the clan’s headquarters among the desert massif’s rocky crags. It appeared as a maze, with pathways and dead-end chutes and tarps and tents. The overhead protection was for satellite recon avoidance and the sun—I wouldn’t bet on much rain in their arid part of the world. We could discern several satellite dishes and what appeared to be a generator area, with diesel or gasoline jerry cans stacked nearby. No vehicles around as the interior of the warren-ways were too narrow. A semblance of a road led from the tiny village of Arawala toward the base of the massif. From there, donkeys or camels would haul supplies uphill. A challenging but smart play on the Janjaweed’s part. They couldn’t be attacked in their stronghold with military vehicles. Any assault would be on foot. Uphill. Against one helluva natural fortress. 
 
    “Let’s study this some more,” Marcus said. “And as much as it pains me, let’s get input from Bo. If he spearheads the attack, we’ll accommodate his lead.” 
 
    “Pretty much guarantee you he’ll be first in. It’s what he does.” 
 
    “And better than anyone you or I could imagine,” Marcus said. A matter-of-fact statement, bearing the stamp of Marcus Johnson realism. “Catch will study the terrain and keep an eye peeled for his cover-our-backs perch. Which will be a challenge given the rock-wall-lined paths.” 
 
    “There’s no doubt he’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Comms will be paramount,” Marcus said. “When we spread among these cliffs and burrows, we gotta have tight communications.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “Are you thinking day or night attack?” 
 
    “Unknown at the moment. We for sure want to catch his lieutenants while they’re there.” 
 
    “A tough assault. No doubt.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “One good thing, though,” I said. “I’d bet Kibir runs the same type of camp as Baabas did. The women and children live in Arawala. They head uphill each morning then return at night.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “We have a lot of those stacked up.” He relit his cigar and shot me a hard stare. As any good tactical leader, Marcus disliked uncertainty. The maybes.  
 
    “We do have a lot of those stacked up,” I said. “But I’m not seeing any options. Grit our teeth and go in.” 
 
    He puffed, stood, and poured himself a cup of coffee from the always-on coffeepot.  
 
    “The director was clear about keeping the Company’s hands clean?” he asked, sitting with a sigh. 
 
    “Crystal clear. There wasn’t any animus—she gives her regards—but they aren’t engaging at any level.” 
 
    “Damn disappointing,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “This whole convoluted logistics BS—do you deal with it often?” 
 
    Marcus sought reassurance. This was alien turf for him. Not the locations—Libya, Chad, Sudan. It was the lack of organization and official backing, with zero solid logistical support. Marcus had assisted me when I returned from an Amazon gig. He helped, big time, stopping a terrorist attack in California. It was our first time working together on one of my jobs. Bo and Catch had joined me during past jobs—two individuals unperturbed when things failed to run as smoothly as a CIA and Delta Force ops. So I grasped Marcus’s consternation, and I wouldn’t tell a lie to a man I respected as much as anyone on earth. 
 
    “Yeah, I do deal with it often enough. It’s the price paid with shadow-world gigs.” 
 
    “I’m not saying we call it off, Case. I’m trying to give us the best odds of success. The attack itself will be under tough enough circumstances. It’s the getting us into position that wears mighty thin at the moment.” 
 
    “Understood. And there’s nothing I can say to alleviate your—and my—concerns. Other than let’s step off the cliff and tumble.” 
 
    Another cigar puff, another slurp of coffee. With another sigh followed by a wry smile, he patted my arm and said, “Screw it. Initiate communications. Let’s get the ball rolling.” 
 
    Whether he was driven by the acknowledgment the rest of us were going regardless of the challenges or by a personal desire to lead one last charge up a mountain, I’d never know. But he was all in, and I couldn’t ask for more. 
 
    It was too early for a phone conversation with the jet charter service, but I placed the order online. It would be East Coast business hours before I heard back. I also called the Malta flight contact and requested seats for the desert oasis town of Ghadames, Libya. He was six hours ahead of us, time-wise, open for business. The conversation started well, with him agreeable, but went downhill fast. 
 
    “We should land around dawn,” I said.  
 
    A nine-hour flight on a new Gulfstream, nonstop. They could shovel the coal into the boiler, and we’d make excellent time. 
 
    “My aircraft departs Malta at eight a.m. It is but a one-and-one-half-hour flight to Ghadames.” 
 
    “Understood. There will be four passengers.” 
 
    “Ghadames is most beautiful this time of year. I require payment prior to your arrival. I take credit cards.” 
 
    Perhaps he alluded to the beauty of it being hot instead of hot as hell. 
 
    “Understood. Again, there are four passengers and our luggage. Now, this is important. We are transit passengers. We go from our arrival aircraft immediately to your aircraft.” 
 
    “Yes, that is fine. We depart at eight a.m. You will require at least one hour to deal with customs. Payment is required prior to your departure.” 
 
    “We do not wish to deal with customs. Or immigration officials. Straight from our aircraft onto yours.” 
 
    “Of course. After you pass through customs. I will require payment prior to your departure. We depart at eight a.m.” 
 
    My jaw muscles worked, and irritation crept into my voice. This guy was stating, in essence, no bypassing customs and therefore no weapons. None.  
 
    “No Malta customs,” I said, hoping miscommunication was the issue. “No Malta immigration. Do you understand?” 
 
    “This is not possible. We depart at eight a.m.” 
 
    In the world of fixers, this guy sucked. Although in fairness, Jules had presented him as a transport arranger. Nothing more. 
 
    I received payment instructions and reserved four seats. Before I’d send a thin dime his way, we required a team meeting. And before that, a call to a Libyan desert oasis. A Mr. Ahmed Maziq. The guy Jules had proclaimed was a fixer.  
 
    Marcus sat quietly, stating once under his breath, “I suppose we could use sharpened sticks.” 
 
    I shot him a look and checked email. The charter service from the States clearly had 24-7 support. A Gulfstream was available. Pricey but available. Takeoff at three p.m. today. From Charlotte. It would arrive in Malta at six a.m. with time zone changes. At least the trip’s first leg was confirmed. I told Marcus and he nodded back. Game on. 
 
    The satellite phone conversation with the fixer Maziq—encrypted on my side, but who knows on his?—had a small lag time between us. We spoke Arabic. 
 
    After polite and formal introductions, with his effusive compliments on my speaking ability and my American accent and his pointing out he spoke a bit of English and solid Italian, we got down to brass tacks. 
 
    “Four of us will arrive tomorrow on the cargo flight from Malta. We require supplies, and you come highly recommended.” 
 
    “Of course, of course! Whatever you might require.” 
 
    “What we require is protection. Protection that shoots. And a vehicle. A desert vehicle. And transport to Goz Beïda. In Chad.” 
 
    I avoided verbiage—weapons, guns, rifles—that would alert listeners-in such as the NSA. I doubted his side was encrypted. His response indicated either he, too, used encrypted comms or didn’t care who listened in. 
 
    “Of course! All such things can be arranged. A deposit is required, of course. A substantial deposit. The remainder in cash. I prefer Euros, but US dollars are acceptable.” 
 
    And so we began the Arabic dance—the negotiated zero-sum game with one side the winner and the other the loser—all the while insisting we were the best of friends.  
 
    “I am certain your variety of protection is excellent. Can you tell me about my choices?” 
 
    Start with the weaponry. We’d fly in naked. When fully armed, the team’s collective blood pressure would show a significant drop. The vehicle and air transport came after. 
 
    “Of course! It is my sincere hope the requirement of paying such a large cash sum is not burdensome for you.” 
 
    “You are too kind for showing such concern. No, it is not a burden. As to your variety of protection, would it be too much to ask what we might purchase?” 
 
    “Such a variety! You will be most impressed. Italian, Russian, Czech, German, British. Semiautomatic fire or full automatic. Full automatic is most popular. I also possess a great quantity of bullets.” 
 
    “We also require night-vision scopes.” 
 
    “Of course! You will be most impressed.” 
 
    I was. On the surface. His assured descriptions could also have portrayed a pile of old weaponry stacked inside a mud hut. Hard to say. 
 
    “And a vehicle?” 
 
    “This is not a problem, but it is most expensive.” 
 
    “A desert vehicle.” 
 
    “Of course! But most expensive.” 
 
    “Please tell me about transport to Goz Beïda. Transport for the four passengers plus the vehicle and our supplies.” 
 
    “I will arrange this! Only the finest, I assure you.” 
 
    “What type of aircraft would we be discussing?” 
 
    “Only the finest! I have used their services many, many times. It is no problem.” 
 
    “A nonstop flight. It must be nonstop, and it is a long flight.” 
 
    Five to eight hours, dependent upon the type of air transport. Across fifteen hundred miles of empty desert. Libya, the northern tip of Niger, Chad’s vast arid lands.  
 
    “Not a problem! I have used their services many, many times. However, this too is quite expensive. Are you certain such a large amount of cash isn’t burdensome?” 
 
    “It is not a burden, thank you for asking. Please allow me less than one hour to call you back. I must attend a short meeting.” 
 
    “Of course! Do not hesitate, my friend. I am at your service.” 
 
    I hung up and signaled Marcus with my head toward the front door. Team collection time. He emitted a light groan as he stood. Whether generated by older bones or frustration at not understanding my conversation or disgust at the entire logistical affair would remain unknown. Perhaps a combination of all three. But he made no derisive comments, understood it took the entire team’s buy-in, and led the way outside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Zero dark thirty, and we met across the gravel drive once again. An owl hooted, the cold night was still, and woodsmoke drifted in the air. I laid it out. No weapons, flying blind into Libya, complete dependence on a fixer we’d never met. 
 
    “We are blessed, my brothers,” Bo said. “A true adventure with both the journey and the destination.”  
 
    “Yeah, there’s a Hail Mary element, for sure,” Catch said. “How do we pay for all this?” 
 
    “On me,” I said. “And no argument. I mean it.” 
 
    It would drain one of my overseas accounts, but so be it. Funding wouldn’t hold us back. A small argument ensued over the cost and went nowhere. 
 
    “What’s this transport from Malta to Nowhere, Libya?” Marcus asked. “It sounds like a regular run. What’s he carrying?” 
 
    “Unknown.” 
 
    “So let’s say we land at this Ghadames place. What’s it like?” Catch asked. 
 
    “The airport is a dozen miles from the town. High odds we’ll never see the town unless the fixer is located there. So, another unknown.” 
 
    I went on and explained Ghadames was an ancient oasis town with about ten thousand folks. Mostly Berbers—and at odds with the Libyan Army or whatever they called themselves these days.  
 
    “Libya doesn’t have a central government anymore,” Marcus said. “That’s an advantage for us. An element of chaos covers our trail. And makes ops on the fringe easier.” 
 
    “So this cat Maziq, our supplier, says he’s got a variety of weapons?” Catch asked. 
 
    I reviewed the conversation with Maziq, with the appropriate caveats. 
 
    “Could be top-notch kit,” I said after describing Maziq’s offerings. “Or could be junk piled in a corner. It’s a gamble.” 
 
    “His listing of various arms manufacturers is encouraging. The Czechs and Germans manufacture fine weapons,” Marcus said. “If the guy wasn’t bullshitting us.” 
 
    The “us” designation was heartening and indicative of Marcus’s commitment. We were in this together. 
 
    “A risk, for sure,” I said. “Now, the vehicle will be junk. Count on it. The best we can hope for is junk that still runs.” 
 
    “What about transport to Chad?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “There’s a regular service this guy uses. So he says. Aircraft make and model, unknown. But he claims it can haul us and a vehicle to Goz Beïda nonstop.” 
 
    “Do you believe him?” Catch asked. 
 
    “Sorta. I mean, he’ll be on the phone right now, frantically lining up something. Whether it’s the same outfit he’s used in the past, well, we’ll never know.” 
 
    “As long as this asshat supplies us with quality weaponry,” Catch said. “That’s number one through nine. The vehicle and air transport come in tenth.” 
 
    Catch had a solid point. Armed, we could hole up in Ghadames until the next Malta flight arrived to get us out of there. A day, a week—it didn’t matter as long as we were well armed.  
 
    “What’s important, my brothers,” Bo said, “is a focus on context.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Catch said. 
 
    “A band of warriors,” Bo continued. “Our flag snapping in the crosscurrents of righteous adventure.” 
 
    “Okay, Bo,” I said. Sometimes there was no other adequate response for my best friend’s views. 
 
    “So here’s how I see it,” Marcus said, sidestepping Bo’s perspective. “Getting to Malta is a given. Travel without weapons is another given. The flight from Malta to Libya appears likely. From there on, we’re at the mercy of a Libyan fixer. Case, you’ve worked with his type before. What’s your assessment?” 
 
    He was right. Among us four, I was the only one who dealt with such characters. Marcus ranched in Montana. Catch worked with Willa at her Portland metalworking shop. Bo guided St. Thomas snorkelers and spent the evenings with an FBI agent. Then there was ol’ Case. Mucking around the world with mercs and spies and ne’er-do-wells of every stripe. Lucky me. 
 
    “He’ll want to maintain his reputation on the underground network. They all do. It’s critical for business. But count on half-ass products and services. Which—and this is strange but true—in half-assed parts of the world tend to work okay. Not great, not smooth, but okay.” 
 
    “Could you elaborate on that?” Marcus asked. “I’m trying to level-set my blood pressure.” 
 
    “Let’s say he’s got World War I British Enfield rifles for sale. And an engine welded to four wheels as a vehicle. And an air transport arranged that’s held together with baling wire and it makes an emergency landing a hundred miles from our destination. We crawl out, grab our rifles, unload the vehicle from the plane, and drive the last part. When we arrive, the vehicle’s engine blows.” 
 
    “You’re painting a grim picture, son,” Marcus said, relighting his cigar. 
 
    “The point is,” I continued, “the fixer can then claim we made it under his auspices. We arrived armed and ready. He did his part.” 
 
    “So what’s your final assessment?” Catch asked. “We going?” 
 
    Helluva good question. But at the end of the day, the attacks on me, my family, and my brothers weren’t ending. For a fact. And ahead was an opportunity to, as Catch put it, clean house. 
 
    “I am. I can’t ask the rest of you to join me. It’s a high-risk mission. Beyond high risk.” 
 
    “He’s adorable when he does his lone gunslinger thing,” Catch said. 
 
    “It’s a shining example of his grip upon the wobbly tiller, undaunted,” Bo said. “He’s a solid goober.” 
 
    “It’s done, then,” Marcus said.  
 
    In the ensuing silence, we each absorbed the reality of the next forty-eight hours. Challenges galore, culminating in vicious combat. We each knew the logistics were part and parcel of going it alone. We’d deal with it. But the assault against Musa Kibir’s clan stronghold loomed large. Men would die, a great number of men—and the risk of one or all of us meeting our end flared as a red-hot side note. But this was personal. More so for me, but we each internalized that this marked the end of a burden—the burden of a price on our heads. We could move on with life. If we made it.  
 
    Then Marcus sealed the deal with a proclamation. 
 
    “Let’s ride, gentlemen. Tighten your jockstraps and say a prayer.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    We arrived in Charlotte and shopped at the local Cabela’s store. Hunting clothes, boxes of energy bars, along with extra sunglasses and water bottles and field sundries. Half a dozen extra-large duffel bags and a couple smaller ones, two backcountry water purifiers, nylon cord. Duct tape and Super Glue and socks. Marcus pushed the shopping cart, adding and vetoing individual items. 
 
    “Jeez, Marcus. You think we might be overloading a bit?” I asked. 
 
    “Right now we have control over one element of this mission. The preparation here and now. Go get extra shoelaces. And a desert camo lightweight tarp.” 
 
    No point arguing. And, as always, he had a solid point. I’d confirmed and paid for flights before we departed the farmhouse. Transferred a substantial dollar amount to the Libyan fixer from an overseas account. Promises made, gifts exchanged. We’d see. 
 
    Jess Rossi lived in Charlotte—a fact that bubbled to the surface several times and I shoved back down. A matter for another day, another time. I contacted Mom and let her know I’d be out of pocket for a few days and to hang in there. A call that ripped me apart. In seventy-two or so hours she’d either hear from me or a teammate or Jules. Mom and CC, Jess—personal items addressed and locked away. The mission approached, and once we landed in Libya there would only be room for a single-minded focus. Kill or be killed. No middle ground. A time for granite-hard and junkyard-dog mean. Bring down a righteous hammer, delivered by four ex-Delta operators. Payback, you Janjaweed son of a bitch. Righteous payback. 
 
    After Cabela’s we made a stop at a large chain pharmacy. Supplemented our field medical kits and stockpiled extra wound treatment materials. Grim stuff, performed with clinical assessments. We found a small, isolated park and used the empty parking lot to transfer items and pack. Marcus kept the radio headsets plus two extras. We each kept our knives. We stashed the firearms inside one large duffel bag, although our pistols remained waistband-tucked until the last minute. You never knew. We stopped at the largest bank we could find. I spent an hour transferring funds, which were paid in cash minus a transaction fee. It filled one of the small duffel bags. There were requisite government forms for any cash transaction over ten grand, but the overseas account I’d used for the transfer was under a fake name. A name that matched the fake ID I carried. Done and done. 
 
    A final stop before the airport. A quick print shop where a half-dozen Google Earth images of the Janjaweed headquarters, each with different magnification and angles, were captured on my laptop and printed with oversize paper. Our homework for the trip. 
 
    Charlotte’s private plane air terminal was filled with the smell of coffee and leather. The Gulfstream waited. I asked an employee if we could store a bag until our return in three days. It could be a week or never, but three days was a legitimate ruse. He showed us a back room for that purpose. With the solemnity of funeral goers, we removed our pistols and added them to the large duffel’s pile of rifles and ammo. Zipped shut, stowed away, officially naked. 
 
    “Shit,” Catch said. 
 
    “Roger on that,” Marcus added. 
 
    “Dark was the night, and cold the ground.” 
 
    “Shakespeare?” I asked. 
 
    “Blind Willie Johnson,” Bo said.  
 
    Soon after takeoff, the steward enquired about food and drinks. We had a nine-hour flight ahead, and I could use the sleep. We all could. But we committed the first hour to several cocktails and excellent chicken wraps and a variety of cheeses. A last touch of living large.  
 
    Wheels down woke me. The blue Mediterranean below reflected the sunrise, fishermen headed out from Malta, and the world went about its business as usual. Customs and immigration met us, and our luggage inspection raised a few eyebrows. Not the duffel of cash—I explained we were on the Libya flight. Large quantities of cash were common as toothpaste for any war-torn destination. The Cabela’s and pharmacy supplies as well as our appearance created hard stares and pointed questions. 
 
    “We’re archeologists,” I said. 
 
    “Archeologists?” 
 
    “Yes. Ghadames has special interest for us.” 
 
    They eyeballed Marcus. While we still wore jeans and a casual shirt, Marcus had donned a camo ball cap. He lit a cigar, scanned the environment, and checked our perimeter. Catch, twice their size, returned their stares with a fierce one of his own. His buzz-cut hair and jet-black beard gave the impression of an oversized badass, not an archeologist. Bo’s wild red hair blew with the morning breeze, an angelic smile directed toward his surroundings. Until he cast a look at me and Catch. His eyes exhibited a first-in operator’s excitement.  
 
    The Maltese officials looked at each other, shrugged, and waved us through. Our air transport guy met us and hustled us toward a small Airbus jetliner.  
 
    “It is best if you onboard now and wait. Yes, this would be best,” he said. 
 
    No argument from us. The plane’s front half still retained seats—thirty or so—while the rest was devoted to cargo. We were the lone passengers. As the cargo filled both the empty seating area and the luggage hold, we took note of the contents. Communication gear, tents, tarps, medical supplies—all Italian. And all military grade. Also food supplies, crates of bottled water, and two Italian off-road motorcycles. Plus crates and crates of Beretta ammo. Both 5.56 NATO rifle rounds and 9mm pistol rounds. 
 
    I asked the air transport honcho, who wandered about and yelled at his cargo loading workers, what this was about. 
 
    “Supplies,” he said, smiling and nodding. 
 
    “I can see that. Who are they for?” 
 
    “The Libyan army.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    He smiled, shrugged, lit a cigarette. Threw me a sly grin and said, “The one who pays.”  
 
    “Will they be there when we land?” I asked. 
 
    “Sometimes. Sometimes they are late.”  
 
    He returned to overseeing the loading process. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Marcus asked. He’d sidled alongside me during the conversation. 
 
    “Hard to say. It’s North Africa. Late could mean they are bivouacked in Ghadames and haven’t made the twelve miles to the airport. Or they are driving or flying in. And may show today, tomorrow, or next week.” 
 
    “So we have no clue.” 
 
    “Yeah we do. One big clue. I can pretty much guarantee you our fixer, Ahmed Maziq, manages this load on the receiving end. That’s a good thing. It means he has connections.” 
 
    Marcus squeezed my shoulder and said, “Well, at least one of us sees hidden silver linings. I don’t play these angles in Montana.” 
 
    “If they’re there when we land, our fixer will handle things.” 
 
    “As long as he can fix us up with weapons.” He toe-kicked a wooden crate of 5.56 bullets. “It would appear ammo ain’t an issue.” 
 
    We took off minutes after eight a.m. We held a quick discussion about changing into desert fatigues. I laid out the possibility a Libyan Army faction could greet us in Ghadames. The archeologist ruse and help from our fixer might be our best tactic.  
 
    “This plane is carrying a ton of ammo,” Catch said. “Somewhere on the receiving end are weapons. Why not assume we grab a few of those when we deplane?” 
 
    “Grab them from Libyan Army members?” I asked.  
 
    I wasn’t incredulous at Catch’s approach—standard stuff for him—but wanted clarification just whose weapons he thought we might grab. Catch shrugged. He didn’t care. See a weapon, take a weapon. Which sounds crazy on the surface. But when headed into battle, you’d better have someone like Catch along. He’d never be accused of overthinking an issue. 
 
    “Let’s remain in our current garb,” Marcus said. “Until we’re locked and loaded, let’s play the archeologists bit and hope the fixer meets our plane. If military personnel meets us, smile and wave. That includes you, Catch.” 
 
    The flight was uneventful and short. An hour and a half. From the air, the oasis town shone bright white—painted adobe brick structures, several mosques, and tight-packed living areas with shaded warren-ways winding through the structures. Date palms in tight clusters near the oasis. The eons-old water hole had long ago been lined with stones and contained for village use. Twelve miles to the east was the concrete-runway airport. Other than the runway, a single large galvanized-tin warehouse. That was it. The entire area sat along the edge of the Sahara Desert, surrounded with dunes and minimal scrub brush. One other aircraft occupied the concrete pull-off area near the warehouse. It appeared to be an old military transport plane. 
 
    As we landed, it became apparent the Libyan Army wouldn’t be an issue. The lone people occupying the entire area were a cluster of white-robed men in white pants around an old Isuzu flatbed truck. And two western guys working on an engine of the beat-up military transport plane. I had an ugly suspicion it was our plane. Somewhere among the white-robed men was our fixer, Ahmed Maziq.  
 
    Several men separated from the flatbed truck gang and rolled forward a bare metal stair set for the plane’s rear exit. One of the pilots, both of whom had declined to converse with us during the flight, walked past us and opened the hatch. We spilled onto the concrete. Midmorning, it was already hot as hell. 
 
    The flatbed truck approached, our fixer in the position of authority—the front passenger seat. One of the two westerners at the transport plane raised a greeting hand our way and smiled. He held a ladder for his compatriot who was elbows-deep in the port-side engine’s bowels. I waved back. 
 
    “Case.” 
 
    Catch lifted his chin toward the distant dunes. Five men on camels, weapons strewn across their backs, watched us. Unlike the locals, these cats wore dark indigo headdresses and robes, with part of the headdress pulled across their nose and mouth. Tuareg tribesmen. Sworn enemies of the Libyan Army. Ripples of morning heat haze marked the distance between us. As well as a thousand years of culture. 
 
    “They’re just checking us out. I think.” 
 
    The Airbus engines shut down, and we stood silent as the troop in and on the flatbed truck approached. Our rotund fixer, with his belly pushed against the white robe, smiled our way before he turned toward his laborers and barked orders. He spoke Berber with them—a far distant cousin of Arabic. I could pick up a few expletives. Sons of camel dung, worthless dung beetles, etc. His men addressed the task at hand while he approached, smiling large. 
 
    “Welcome!” he said in thick-accented English. “Welcome. I am Ahmed Maziq. And Mr. Lee? Which one?” 
 
    I stepped forward and shook hands. Marcus, Bo, and Catch remained huddled and scanned the area. Catch focused on the distant Tuareg tribesmen. Marcus lit a cigar. I switched to Arabic. 
 
    “Are they a problem?” I asked and tilted my head toward the armed tribesmen. 
 
    “They are seldom a problem.” 
 
    There were a half-dozen ways to parse his response. 
 
    “These supplies we’ve arrived with. For the Libyan Army?” 
 
    “Yes. Come, come. I am honored to show you my offerings,” Maziq said and pointed toward the warehouse. 
 
    “Where are the Libyan Army soldiers?” 
 
    “Who can say? Come, come,” he said, signaling us to follow. 
 
    “Are the Libyan soldiers in town?” 
 
    “They are not. They may arrive today. Or later. One cannot say.” 
 
    He halted and cast a large smile toward my teammates.  
 
    “Is that our plane?” I asked, pointing toward the old military transport. 
 
    “It is most excellent, is it not?” 
 
    “There appears to be an engine problem.” 
 
    “Not a problem! Maintenance. Only maintenance. Come, come.” 
 
    I turned and translated our conversation for the team, asking them to look, not point, toward the Tuareg warriors. Didn’t want any action on our part triggering an event. Maziq barked in Berber toward his men. The westerner hard at work on the aircraft engine dropped a wrench and cussed in a Slavic language. The tool rang out as it hit concrete. There were no other sounds—no passing vehicles, no aircraft overhead, and no other people spoke. The sun baked, and the surrounding desert glared its reflection. Middle of nowhere, baby. Not a bad thing. 
 
    “Catch, you and I follow Case and the fixer. Let’s take our kit with us. I’m not leaving it while sticky fingers crawl all over the place,” Marcus said. Stone-faced, wearing dark sunglasses, he’d yet to acknowledge Maziq. “Bo, go check the aircraft. Then meet us inside.” 
 
    We clambered up the rickety aircraft stairs and gathered our gear. As we descended, Maziq yelled at several men. They dropped what they were doing and approached us, clearly ordered to tote our stuff.  
 
    “La, la,” I said in Arabic, wagging a forefinger. No, no. We’ll handle it. They stood unsure, not wishing to risk their boss’s wrath. “We’ll carry things,” I said to Maziq. “Thank you for the offer, but we prefer carrying our own bags.” 
 
    Loaded down, Catch, Marcus, and I trailed Maziq as he made a beeline toward the warehouse. Bo angled off for plane inspection. The camelback Tuareg warriors watched, unmoving. Their dark blue attire stood in stark contrast against the bright Sahara sand. 
 
    “The first order of business is getting armed,” Marcus said as he walked alongside me. “Everything else is secondary at this point. I’m not comfortable with our position.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Catch said. 
 
    Several steps later, Marcus asked me, “In your experience, how’s this going so far?” 
 
    Here again stood the striking difference between people who lived normal lives—or in Bo’s world, seminormal—and the Case Lee lifestyle. We’d made it this far. No hiccups, no major challenges. Yeah, our next air transport appeared as a low-bidder outfit. Maziq’s choice, and expected. And we hadn’t been exposed to the weaponry selection yet. But here we were, no one had shot at us, and we were repositioning toward a protected spot. So far, things had gone pretty well, given the circumstances.  
 
    “Par for the course, Marcus. Par for the course.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “Well, here’s the bad news. Sometimes I don’t either.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Maziq led us into his warehouse; twenty degrees cooler in an instant. The largest front portion was reserved for supplies similar to those we’d flown with. A tin wall, not quite ceiling height, separated the back 30 percent of the building. Maziq unlocked a single door in the wall and stepped through. He turned, waved a hand with a flourish, and invited us to join him and eyeball his wares. 
 
    Open crates, old steel shelves, and a 1950s government-grade desk. His office. And weapons. A great number of weapons. From the Italians were Beretta AR70 assault rifles and 9mm pistols. The Beretta stock, stowed behind a locked door, had clearly grown legs and walked away from a previous shipment under Maziq’s care. Glock pistols from Austria joined others along the steel shelves. The Czechs contributed CZ 82 pistols and a few BREN assault rifles. Several Belgian FN P90 submachine guns with their weird configuration. Russian AK-47s, French FAMAS rifles… a potpourri of deadly weaponry collected God-knows-how. From the US and occupying one entire corner, an old Ma Deuce—an M2 Browning machine gun, .50 caliber—squatted on a large tripod. Massive and devastating, it had been developed before WWII and was still used by the US military as well as other countries around the world. Catch would drool over it, but with the tripod it weighed in well north of a hundred pounds. An issue for our as-yet-unseen vehicle. Scattered among the more modern weapons, sure enough, were several old bolt-action British Enfield rifles, circa WWII. 
 
    Maziq beamed and invited us to wade through the selection. We did. 
 
    “Focus on common ammo,” Marcus said as he inspected an HK 9mm pistol’s firing mechanism. “Let’s stick with 5.56 NATO for rifles. Select fire. We should pick a common platform for interchangeable parts. The same with 9mm pistols and submachine guns. We aren’t toting a wide variety of armament or ammo with us.” 
 
    We focused as well on the least-used equipment. Much of the selection had seen better days. Maziq asked me if there was anything in particular he could help us with. I responded in the negative, and he told us to take our time while he supervised the unloading of the Airbus cargo. As he departed, Bo entered. 
 
    “Well, looky here, my brothers,” he said and reviewed the scene, hands on hips. “Gift packages under the corrugated-tin Sahara tree.” He looked my way and winked. “Calm seas in a roiling world.” 
 
    “Tell me about the plane,” Marcus said, inspecting a Belgian assault rifle’s chamber mechanism. “In terms I’ll understand.” 
 
    “A craft awash with nostalgia and poignancy.” 
 
    Marcus shot a look my way. 
 
    “Find out about the plane. You have the ability to interpret.” 
 
    “What’s the make and model, Bo?” I asked. 
 
    “Antonov An-26. Built by the comrades of the old Soviet Union. I cannot tell if it was assembled with endearment, but it has traversed many a mile.” 
 
    “The pilots?” 
 
    “Ukrainian. Quite adept, it would appear, at keeping the old girl airborne. One of them almost speaks English.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the port-side engine?” 
 
    “Why, nothing, according to their rather fatalistic view.” He wandered among the weaponry and hefted different weapons. “Shall I make the selection, fearless leader?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Marcus responded without looking up from his inspections. “Will the damn thing fly?” 
 
    “At some point. The two Ukrainians are owner-operators. I doubt if they view this spot as their retirement community.” Bo wandered over and inspected crates of hand grenades. “If I am to be excluded from weapon selection, at least allow me perusal of the side goodies.”  
 
    Marcus shot me a hard stare. 
 
    “So, Bo, will we take off the next hour or two?” I asked. 
 
    “I have been assured so by the one who speaks a bit of English. ‘No problem,’ is the prevailing theme. We should toss an ‘inshallah’ into the mix for good measure.” 
 
    We continued wading through the selection. Maziq’s yells drifted through the open door, as did the sounds of unloading cargo. Weapons were inspected, field stripped, and reassembled. After thirty minutes, Marcus made an announcement. 
 
    “Alright. We go with the HKs. They’re the least used among this bunch, and they’re affiliated with the ammo we flew here with. The 416 rifles and the 9mm pistols.” 
 
    Marcus had always been a German Heckler & Koch guy, so his decision didn’t surprise me. And the rifle was a fine weapon, perfect for the close-in action we’d engage in among the rat’s nest of tents and narrow passageways and high rock walls of Musa Kibir’s Janjaweed stronghold. I was less enthused about the pistol selection. A .40 caliber wasn’t available among our selection, but plenty of .45s were. Big bang, old school. But I didn’t argue. In most firefights, the sidearm pistol rarely made an appearance. 
 
    “And this,” Catch said as he displayed a Russian Dragunov SVU sniper rifle. Marcus wouldn’t argue with Catch over his selection. If a five-hundred-yard headshot was required, as it might be, we wanted Catch happy. 
 
    “And a bevy of these lovelies,” Bo said as he juggled three Swiss-made RUAG fragmentation hand grenades. Bo’s decision would stand. As our spearpoint, his use of grenades often sounded a firefight’s start. 
 
    “Please stop juggling those,” Marcus said. “At least until my old ass is clear of you.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll let Maziq know we have to shoot these before a final selection,” I said. “And we require night-vision scopes.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Marcus said. “Let’s get out of these civvies and geared up.” 
 
    We stripped and donned desert fatigues. Strapped on webbed belts for ammo magazines and a pistol holster and fighting knives. Webbed fighting vests for more ammo, field medical kits, grenades. Also kneepads, elbow pads—the entire process not too far removed from knights donning their ancient armor as they, too, prepared for battle. 
 
    Maziq wandered in as we finished and enquired about our selections. I told him, as well as the requirement we fire every weapon multiple times as a test. And night scopes. 
 
    “Of course, of course. Simply step outside. There is plenty of ammunition!” 
 
    “The night-vision scopes?” 
 
    “Ah, it is most unfortunate I do not have those.” 
 
    “You told me you did.” 
 
    “And I assure you I once did. When? Who can say? But not now.” 
 
    He continued smiling, the cash register ringing in his head as the other three gathered weaponry. I told the team we were blind at night except for the night-vision binoculars Marcus had the foresight to purchase at Cabela’s before we left. Let them know Maziq had assured me they were available when we first talked. 
 
    “You gotta be shittin’ me,” Catch said. 
 
    “An unexpected vortex,” Bo said. “One we must ride.” 
 
    “Screw the vortex,” Marcus said. “We’re stuck with a daylight attack. Dammit, that’s a big deal.” 
 
    It was. A night attack stacked more odds our way. We could sight with our weapons. They couldn’t. A big freakin’ deal. 
 
    “A daylight attack with iron sights,” Catch said. “At least for you poor bastards.” He lifted the scoped Russian sniper rifle and smiled. 
 
    The lack of riflescopes during the day didn’t bother me. We’d fight at close quarters. Besides, we were each more than proficient at a couple hundred yards without a scope. Or at least we used to be. It was the higher-risk daylight aspect that stuck in my craw. 
 
    “This is cause for a large discount,” I said to Maziq. His face fell. “A large, large discount.”  
 
    I turned and addressed the team.  
 
    “We can tote these outside and fire them. Let’s get to it.” 
 
    We did. As we carried a dozen rifles and pistols and ammo magazines and ammo boxes, Catch badgered Marcus. 
 
    “What about the Ma Deuce?” Catch asked, referencing the .50 caliber M2 machine gun parked in a corner.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “C’mon, Marcus,” Catch continued. “Let’s say we run across a few pickup trucks filled with bogeys. We’ll make short work of them with that puppy.” 
 
    “No. Case, ask that lying son of a bitch where our vehicle is.” 
 
    I did. 
 
    “Not to worry! It will arrive soon. A fine, fine vehicle, I can assure you.” 
 
    Translation—he was enacting repairs on a contraption in Ghadames twelve miles away. Men welded or wired or replaced parts or all of the above while Maziq spoke.  
 
    As we set up alongside the warehouse, sun blazing during what was the cool season, the agonized start of an aircraft engine filled the space. The old Soviet propeller turned, slowly at first, then built up speed as black smoke poured from the exhausts. As it caught and revved and the smoke dispersed, both the Ukrainians looked our way, smiled, and gave two enthusiastic thumbs up. I returned a tight nod. Jeez Louise. A six-hour-plus flight to Goz Beïda lay ahead. As per the Ukrainians, no problem. My teammates shot me a “Really?” look and returned to the business at hand. Two minutes later the Ukrainians shut down the now-repaired engine. 
 
    I was heartened with the weapon selection. The crux of the mission was our attack against the Janjaweed clan. The weaponry now available upped our odds for success. A daylight assault hurt us, no doubt, but the day’s earliest light as an attack window would suffice. It had to. But so far, so good—even if the mission was half-assed in many ways.  
 
    We fired weapons, sighted them, and discussed individual selections. As we began firing, the Tuareg warriors disappeared down the back side of a large dune. Slipped away, melted back into their culture, their world. Can’t say I was sorry to see them go, although a small slice of me watched their departure with a sense of poignancy. I’d never know them, or see them again. Yet we’d shared this place for a few hours, separated by a cultural chasm deep and wide. A weird sadness filled me as the blue-clad camelback warriors, their figures distorted by heat waves, disappeared. Maybe it was my acknowledgement of our tenuous situation while they’d remained as they had for centuries. Or a desire for tribal stability—my tribe’s safety and stability—or a fleeting moment where emotions of loneliness and risk and yearning bubbled up. Strange. So damn strange.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Catch built two small rock cairns—one at two hundred yards, the other at five hundred—and took his time sighting the Russian sniper rifle. Bo pulled the pin on a grenade and tossed it with all his might without any warning. The action of his toss sent the rest of us onto the dirt, accompanied with a string of expletives that would peel paint.  
 
    “Quality control, gentlemen. No need to thank me,” was Bo’s sole response after the explosion.  
 
    Once we obtained a sworn promise from him to cease tossing any more explosives, we stood and knelt and lay on our bellies cutting loose with high-velocity bullets, both single shot and full auto. Alongside us was a tin warehouse where the sound of cargo being rearranged was accompanied by barked yells from our fixer. Farther away, two Ukrainians prepped an old Soviet-era airplane for a fifteen-hundred-mile flight across the vast and unrelenting emptiness of Libya, Niger, and Chad. Just another day at the office.  
 
    As we settled on the top rifles and pistols—with two extra of each, as per Marcus—the now-empty Airbus from Malta fired its jet engines, taxied to the end of the one runway, goosed it, and took off.  
 
    “There goes our emergency exit,” Marcus said. He fired another cigar and threw a thumb toward our aircraft. “It’s down to us and the Soviet Air Force.” 
 
    A dust plume announced our ride’s approach. A small Suzuki jeep. Way small. No roof, no windshield, the little four-cylinder engine straining, remnants of what was once a white paint job evident in spots. At least the tires looked decent, although the spare had the tread of a racing slick.  
 
    Bo sidled alongside Catch and said, “There goes any hope Ma Deuce is joining us.” 
 
    “Hell,” he replied, “I’m not sure our rucksacks are joining us.” 
 
    I nodded toward Maziq an affirmation and took the wheel as his people climbed out. I drove the little vehicle around the warehouse, up and over a small dune. The brakes were shot, the engine was on its last legs, and there were no shock absorbers. But it ran. Not fast, but it ran. It would do. 
 
    Maziq and I wandered away from my teammates and his workers. Stood on sand alongside the runway and negotiated. I’d brought the duffel filled with cash, unopened. The usual histrionics followed, although my threat of walking away from the whole deal was borderline absurd. It took fifteen minutes. Discussions and hand-waving back and forth before I agreed to an exorbitant price. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Catch said in a booming voice as he stared into the northern sky’s glare.  
 
    We stood stock-still, sunglasses on, hands shielding our eyes. A small dot materialized through the heat waves, becoming larger. When it became clear that a substantial prop-driven cargo plane approached, I addressed Maziq. 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    He shrugged, uninterested. “The Libyan Army.” 
 
    I passed on the information, and we scrambled. Back into the warehouse where we hustled to collect our kit and arms and ammo and grenades into a pile. I ran outside for the jeep. Maziq stood, back toward the runway, and spoke Berber into a cell phone as the military cargo plane touched down and rolled past him. I started the jeep, whipped alongside Maziq, and insisted he join us. The cargo plane braked, did a one-eighty, and headed for the terminal. I stood on the jeep’s driver seat and waved a circular hand toward the Ukrainians, who both stood smoking under their plane’s wings. The rear loading ramp was already lowered, one end resting on concrete. Fire it up, boys. We’re getting out of here. 
 
    Inside the warehouse, we stacked and packed our kit within the jeep and discussed next steps. The roar of the approaching cargo plane rumbled through the tin-enclosed space. 
 
    “What’s he think?” Marcus asked, pointing toward Maziq. 
 
    I asked. 
 
    “This is not a problem! They come often, stay a week or two, and depart. This is not a problem!” 
 
    “Well, four armed-to-the-teeth westerners might be a problem, Maziq.” 
 
    “It is not their concern.” He smiled. I didn’t. “I will speak with their commander. He is an old and trusted friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that. Right now.” 
 
    As he strolled through the open warehouse doors, checking his cell phone and sliding on his sunglasses, I passed on his claims. 
 
    “It damn well ought to be their concern,’ Marcus said. “If they’re what passes for Libyan military personnel. It’ll be hard to miss four suited-up foreigners with military weapons in their backyard. What the hell does he mean ‘not their concern’?” 
 
    As the Libyan transport shut down, our decrepit cargo plane fired one engine, then the other. The Ukrainians had heeded my hand signal. 
 
    “Our mighty steed roars,” Bo said. He wore his trademark excited grin and crazed eyes always evident in tight spots. 
 
    “Maziq will talk with their commander,” I said. “He claims the guy is an old friend.” 
 
    The military plane opened the front and back hatches and lowered steel ladders. Libyan soldiers—dressed in combat gear and armed with assault rifles—poured out. Three dozen soldiers. They assembled along the aircraft’s side facing us. Maziq, white robe flowing, greeted a man with epaulets and a black beret. We remained frozen and watched from the shade of the warehouse, fingers on assault-rifle triggers. Unspoken but acknowledged, a rock-solid commitment we would soon depart. If it took a hot firefight to get it done, so be it. 
 
     The Libyan soldiers whispered among themselves and stared into the relative darkness of the oversized tin shed. We made no effort to hide and stared back. Maziq and the commander continued a muted back-and-forth until an agreement was struck. Turning, Maziq signaled for our appearance and, with an arm flourish, pointed toward our aircraft. 
 
    “Case, you drive. The rest walk alongside,” Marcus said. “Keep the vehicle between us and them.” 
 
    I fired the jeep and with tight nods all around, began rolling. A final hurdle, one last bizarre step, and get the hell out of Dodge. 
 
    “Follow the yellow brick road,” Bo said as we emerged from the warehouse. I kept the jeep at a fast walk pace. 
 
    “In case you just dropped acid, hippie-boy,” Catch said, “those ain’t smiling munchkins.” 
 
    We eased past the array of armed soldiers at a twenty-yard distance. Close enough to hear them continue their whispering. Marcus at the front bumper, Bo in the middle, Catch at the rear bumper. Their commander glared at us, his eyes hidden behind knock-off Ray-Bans. A spaghetti western moment—tension high, fingers resting against triggers. Dramatic background music was all that was missing. One bizarre and intense moment. 
 
    With a low, calm voice, Marcus said, “Bo, behave. For once in your life, behave.” 
 
    Maziq joined us for a few paces and spoke English. 
 
    “Very good! A wonderful trip for you. Very good!” 
 
    He dropped behind, I sped up, and we jogged the final hundred yards for our plane. Drove up the ramp and into the aircraft. So far, so good. No shooting, no firefight. Just a weird vignette for the ages. 
 
    Rugged wouldn’t do justice to the interior decorating. Two dozen large drums, filled with aviation gas, were chained near the forward bulkhead separating the cargo area from the cockpit. A hand-pump protruded from one of them. A black hose ran from the pump and disappeared into the fuselage. It was no doubt hose-clamped into the fuel system. 
 
    A Ukrainian pointed toward the appropriate spot for our jeep, ensuring proper weight distribution. As he walked past toward the rear, he indicated a pile of rusty chains. Draped across the pile’s top, several come-alongs. The jeep’s tie-down system.  
 
    We chained the vehicle while Catch stood watch at the back opening. The Ukrainian hand-cranked a large handle at the rear. What was once a hydraulic ramp, now hand-operated. The ramp squealed and squeaked as it inched shut. Halfway there, the Ukrainian stopped for a smoke break. Catch wouldn’t have any of it, and took over the cranking. The rear hatch raised within a foot of full closure and, try as Catch might, wouldn’t shut more. The Ukrainian, with hand signals, indicated this was the norm. No problem. Still smoking, he wandered past us, squeezed through the fuel barrels, and entered the cockpit. Good to go and an indication we’d experienced the end of the in-flight service. 
 
    Numerous steel seats were folded against the fuselage. Enough of them unfolded and provided seating. There were no seat belts. We rolled and rumbled onto the runway, made our way toward one end, and turned. The engines accelerated for a moment, then backed off as the two pilots engaged in a heated Ukrainian argument. I kept an eye on Catch as this represented the type of situation where he was prone to take charge, often with his pistol pressed against someone’s head. Before he could make a move, the engines roared again, the plane shuddered, and we rolled along the runway. We exchanged unemotional stares, waiting for liftoff. The plane accelerated and shook and rattled and roared. Then success—airborne.  
 
    Not simple, not easy, and a baling-wire-and-duct-tape effort in many ways. But we’d made it. Armed, with transport, and soon enough we’d be at the border with Sudan. Game on. Coming at you, Musa Kibir. Say your prayers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The massif. A quarter-mile from the village of Arawala, a rocky stand-alone uplift among the sand and stone and scrub brush terrain. Photos showed it ran north to south, a half-mile long and three hundred yards wide. A knife-edge jutting from the arid turf with steep walls, rocky pinnacles, and narrow paths winding across the top. We had discerned a footpath from the small village that climbed and entered the south end of the nature-made castle. 
 
    The old plane bounced and bucked with the desert thermals, challenging our ability to study the printed satellite photos. Each searched and assessed with different perspectives. Bo sought an initial ingress point. From there, he’d scout, report, and position himself. Position himself to light the fuse. At Bo’s initial blasts, the rest would join battle with absolute ferocity. Attack, move, attack again.  
 
    Catch scoured the maps for the best cover-our-backs position. There were plenty of rock pinnacles scattered across the massif’s top, although capturing a thorough line-of-sight for the multiple small pathways that snaked across the stony environment wasn’t possible. He’d pick the location with the highest odds of warren-path visibility. And the odds were high that such a spot would leave him the most vulnerable as well. Not that he’d care. 
 
    Every thirty minutes or so, one of the Ukrainians would step into our cargo area and hand-pump a fuel drum empty, remove the pump, and place it into the next one. Then he’d return to the cabin. He paid us little or no heed, arrival in Goz Beïda his lone concern. Land safe, dump our butts, and haul it for another location where there was beer, booze, and women. They’d been paid cash by Maziq. My cash.  
 
    Marcus would focus on the big picture, including our approach to the massif, and our exit strategy. I scanned the satellite photos for the best sweeping attack position with consideration for Bo and Catch’s locations. With me was Marcus. He’d cover my immediate back as well as engage in the attack. 
 
    As we gathered and shared opinions and options prior to a definitive plan, the plane took a hard left, northward. A quick glimpse through one of the few windows explained why: a massive sandstorm over the Sahara. We flew at ten thousand feet, and the dark swirling storm below appeared to rise half our height. It was understandable you didn’t fly across one of those whirling dervishes. We added thirty minutes to our flight time with the maneuver. 
 
    Marcus gathered us and discussed strategy and tactics. 
 
    “We approach from the northwest,” he said. “The village is a quarter-mile south of the encampment, down the hill. We avoid it. Too many people. Here’s the vehicle stop point.” 
 
    He pointed toward a wadi or dry creek bed half a mile to the northwest of our objective.  
 
    “Roger that,” Catch said. “And I’m liking these ravines along the west side.” 
 
    Much of the massif’s uplift had near-vertical walls, several hundred yards high. Interspersed were narrow sharp ravines, which, while plenty steep, offered scalable access and decent cover among the scrub brush contained within them.  
 
    “This one,” Marcus said, pointing out a particular ravine. “South of the tents and tarps. Case and I enter there and sweep north.” 
 
    Sweep was a euphemism for kill every man we came across as we moved north. 
 
    “And I’m thinking this access,” Catch said, pointing toward a ravine north of the one Marcus proposed. It would position him near the middle of the Janjaweed camp. “At the top there’s a nice rocky peak. My spot.” 
 
    We discussed pros and cons and settled on a plan. With one exception. Our spearhead. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Bo?” I asked. 
 
    His role was more than instigator of festivities. As first in, he’d scout, assess. Report via radio to the team. Affirm Musa Kibir’s presence. And that of his lieutenants. He’d position himself in the predawn blackness and wait until the clan arose and moved about. Hang among them without detection. 
 
    “Here,” he said, and pointed toward a ravine south of Marcus and my ingress point. “I’ll work east, then north.” 
 
    The massif’s eastern side consisted of sheer walls. There was no scrambling downhill if required. Just a long, long fall. 
 
    “Don’t like it,” Marcus said. “The east side hangs your butt too far out.” 
 
    “You forget, maestro, I carry my cloak of invisibility.” 
 
    “Bo, I’m not having you on their camp’s opposite side, away from the rest of us,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Footprints in the sand,” Bo said, smiling. 
 
    Catch popped me on the shoulder. “Translate.” 
 
    “An ecumenical reference?” I asked Bo. 
 
    “Not within this context. Oh, my brothers,” Bo said, rocking on his haunches with the plane’s movement. “Let’s not overlook the mundane, the common, the universal needs.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said toward Bo. “Okay. Universal needs. Like what?” 
 
    “A morning pee.” 
 
    We leaned in, focused on the highest magnification photos. Bo was onto something. Even Marcus took his statement with an element of gravity. He viewed Bo as more than a half-bubble off plumb, but sharp as anyone on the planet regarding scouting and assessment.  
 
    Pathways from tent to tarp to tent, well defined. And smaller, going-nowhere, less discernible paths from the front of living quarters toward each tented abode’s back side. Where the men peed, especially each morning.  
 
    “Most terminate eastward,” Bo said. “A sun salutation, perhaps. Along with peeing.” 
 
    “Kinda doubt the salutation,” I said, smiling. “But opportunity, for sure.” 
 
    “Awash with opportunity. Opportunity to confirm our quarry’s presence. And his three prime minions. A dawn revelation.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Marcus said. “But I still don’t like it. You’re too isolated from us.” 
 
    “Away but connected. In oh so many ways.” 
 
    “Including the radio,” I said, and glanced toward Marcus and Catch.  
 
    We discussed options and risks and settled on the plan. Bo would position on the east side long before dawn, Catch would make his way to his selected perch, and Marcus and I would assault northward once fighting commenced. 
 
    We each found a sleeping position and napped, woken often by a Ukrainian pumping fuel. The sun lowered, hours ticked off, individual adrenaline pumps were prepped and prepared. A steep banking turn woke us. We approached Goz Beïda, inside Chad, seventy miles from our final destination.  
 
    Tens of thousands of refugees within tents and under tarps were visible from the air, thin ribbons of campfire smoke numbering in the thousands. Makeshift portable buildings and warehouses for NGO administrators and doctors and food supplies. Still a mess, still no solution evident for these folks returning to the Darfur area of Sudan. To their homes. What was evident was that the Janjaweed still patrolled and killed and destroyed on the Sudan side of the border.  
 
    “We will not shut off the engines,” one of the Ukrainians announced after we landed on the clay runway and taxied toward an offloading area. He began hand-cranking the ramp even as we continued forward movement. It lowered much faster than it raised. “It is almost dark. We will leave.” 
 
    We unchained the small jeep and, once we’d stopped, backed it from the cargo hold and onto Chadian soil. The propellers increased, the plane began moving, and our last glimpse of the flight crew was a Ukrainian, cigarette dangling from his lips, desperately cranking the cargo ramp shut. They took off with a roar. Darkness approached. 
 
    We were not approached. NGO personnel could spot us in the fading light, no problem. Four armed men, one small jeep. Best for them not to ask questions or make demands. The vehicle signaled we were leaving. A signal sufficient to ensure they’d look the other way. It was quiet except for the strange low collective murmuring from the distant refugee camps. Folks worked on surviving another day as they gathered and cooked meager meals.  
 
    “Such sadness,” Bo said, scoping the area. “It fills this place.” 
 
    “You ever think about how lucky we are?” Catch asked no one in particular. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “All the time.” 
 
    We strapped our gear into the jeep’s small rear area. It was too small for everything, so we strapped rucksacks on the hood. I drove, Marcus alongside, Catch and Bo squeezed into the back seats. The half-moon and stars by the bushelful provided sufficient light for navigation. No headlights. We headed east. 
 
    “Keep it at twenty-five or thirty,” Marcus said, referencing our speed. “Two- or three-hour trip ahead. Slow and sure.” 
 
    “Not sure this little four-banger could top thirty with our weight,” I said. The Suzuki’s small engine protested—on flat ground—as it toted four men, supplies, and beaucoup ammo. Not a light load. 
 
    Far across the horizon, groupings of campfires. We avoided passage close to any camps. The signs of life faded as we moved east and approached the Sudan border. A powerful surreal sense filled me and, without doubt, each of us. Headed into the night, headed toward Sudan, headed toward the enemy. Four guys who hadn’t fought together in years. With used weapons from a Libyan desert warehouse, supplies from a US sporting goods store, and riding a last-legs vehicle. A jerry can filled with what we hoped was decent extra fuel was strapped to the rear as we rode without roof or windshield, exposed. A strange combined effort culminating in an attack against a Janjaweed stronghold. Yeah, surreal enough and more than a dollop or three of crazy. 
 
    “Let’s sing a song, my brothers,” Bo said. “It will uplift our spirits.” 
 
    “We’re not singing any songs,” Marcus said, checking his handheld GPS.  
 
    I turned onto an intersecting dirt road with a more southeasterly direction. Fine dust billowed from the rolling tires. 
 
    “I suggest ‘Men of Harlech,’” Bo said. 
 
    “We’re not Welsh, Bo,” I said.  
 
    “We are pressing forward with hearts unfailing,” he replied. “And we do carry a war-cry’s deafening thunder.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, Catch kicked it off, his voice deep and off-key. We knew a smattering of the words—at least for the first verse. Bo and I joined and belted it out. At “Echoes loudly waking,” Marcus lowered the GPS and with a headshake and a smile joined as well, adding his personal first line of “Off I march with crazy bastards.” As the volume rose, we croaked made-up words when we didn’t know the lyrics—words related to each other’s personal deficiencies. We tapered off after recycling the first verse twice, laughing and hurling insults at each other’s singing abilities while dust lifted under the tires and moonlight revealed an arid empty moonscape ahead.  
 
    We’d broken the spell, the malaise, the surreal headspace we’d occupied. Hell, yes, we were headed into battle. One raggedy-ass band of blood brothers, sure, but brothers who’d fought together in more tight spots than you could shake a stick at. And yeah, it had been a long, strange trip getting here, but here we were, and woe be to those poor SOBs sitting at the top of their massif a few hours away. 
 
    An hour later a dirt track carried us into Sudan. 
 
    “Alright, gents,” Marcus said. “From here on, everyone is the enemy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    We’d stop every few miles near a landscape rise so one of us could ascend, scout for campfires, and navigate around them. A close encounter of the wrong kind was the last thing we wanted. It also provided us the opportunity to stretch our legs—the tiny jeep afforded little leg and body room. The night passed; the air cooled. Every sense keyed, our small troop acutely aware we traversed enemy territory and were on our own. No backups, no life flights, no fallback positions.  
 
    We gave the village of Garsila—the scene of our last Sudan visit as active duty Delta Force—a wide berth. Our final destination was near the village of Arawala five miles away. After an uneventful last few miles, we tucked the vehicle into a dry wadi a mile from the craggy uplift now visible across the low-hill terrain. We’d made it. Relief more than anticipation the predominant attitude. So much could have gone wrong, including the little jeep failing on the several-hour trip. But we’d achieved our prime logistical objective, undetected and loaded for bear.  
 
    We suited up. Marcus’s Zippo clacked open and fired a pre-battle cigar. We loaded our fatigue pockets and webbed vests with magazine after magazine of rifle ammo. Several extra magazines for the pistols. Fighting knives, field medical kits, several soft-sided water canteens. Hand grenades plucked from their small wooden crate. I took four. Bo, a dozen. He’d fight from an isolated position, and the grenades were a helluva deterrent for attackers. Not a word wasted on “wish we had night-vision scopes” or “wonder how many of them are up there.” Four professionals, jaws set, a mission ahead, and termination with extreme prejudice the order of the day. 
 
    “Radio check,” Marcus said. 
 
    We each separated several dozen yards and adjusted our earpiece mics. It was whisper time until it hit the fan. 
 
    “Right. We move as one for a half-mile, reconnoiter, and then split up,” Marcus said, his voice flat, emotionless.  
 
    “Roger that,” was returned twice. Bo returned a double tap against his earpiece; the light electronic knocks signified the same. He’d gone into stealth mode, a night stalker extraordinaire.  
 
    The half-mile was covered through sticking with low turf, ensuring we never profiled against the night sky. We adjusted equipment and supplies, repositioning them to remove movement-induced clatters. Small animals—rodents or other mammals—scuttled through thorn bush as we passed. The acrid aroma of desert plant life and flourlike dust filled the air. The massif loomed ahead; a few campfires twinkled amid the maze of topside irregular pathways. 
 
    At the reconnoiter spot, we edged up a small ravine. Marcus and Catch scanned with the night-vision binoculars we’d purchased stateside.  
 
    “Movement toward the south,” Catch said. His voice through the earpiece was matter-of-fact. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, Marcus announced, “A string of donkeys and women and kids. Headed south back toward Arawala.” 
 
    “Same pattern as Garsila,” Catch added. 
 
    The Janjaweed encampment had supper prepared by the women from the nearby village. As at Garsila, they’d trek into the Janjaweed hideout twice a day—breakfast and the evening meal. After serving and cleanup, they made their way to their own enclave and left the male fighters isolated. Whether due to religion or custom or a combination of both, it worked to our benefit. No worries about collateral damage. From now until our attack, the massif was occupied solely with Janjaweed warriors. All good. 
 
    “Let’s gather,” Marcus said, sliding back down the ravine.  
 
    We joined him. This was the demarcation point. Bo would go his own way, the route and position his business and no questions asked. Catch would ease north and ascend the ravine he’d selected. Marcus and I would trek up our choice of ravines. Then wait for daylight. 
 
    As we bunched together, Catch approached Bo from the rear and threw an arm around his upper chest, pulling him close.  
 
    “I’m not gonna tell you to avoid doing weird shit,” he said into Bo’s ear. “’Cause that’s what you do.” 
 
    “I play to my strengths, oh bearish one.” 
 
    Under the moon and starlight, Bo’s teeth flashed. 
 
    “But what I am gonna tell you is don’t get your strange self killed. Remember, I’ve got your back.” 
 
    “As always and in so many ways, my brother. My personal guardian angel, albeit one whose scratchy beard messes with my well-groomed coif.” 
 
    Marcus eased toward Bo’s front while Catch maintained his grip. Marcus turned his camo ball cap, bill toward the back. In an act unseen prior to this moment, he placed a hand behind Bo’s neck and went forehead-to-forehead with him. 
 
    “Communicate,” he said. “Let us know what’s going on, what you see and sense. That includes during the shitstorm. And keep your head down. I expect to hear tales when this is over. Bo tales.” 
 
     I pressed against their sides. My blood brothers. One last hurrah, a final curtain call. The possibility one or all of us wouldn’t make it was a painful mental burr. 
 
    “Don’t you hesitate calling for help,” I said into Bo’s face. “I’ll come running.” 
 
    “And if the universal hand plucks me or any of us from this realm, we’ll meet on the other side.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Catch said. “Bad juju.” 
 
    “You’re isolated too, Catch,” Marcus said. “Communicate, dammit. You’re perched on your own private Alamo, and if need be we’ll attack the enemy at your position. Communicate.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Catch released Bo and readjusted his kit. He carried the sniper rifle and had slung the HK assault rifle across his back. “Right. Shoot straight and true, men.” 
 
    I wouldn’t separate from the others without a final word. This had been my call, my trigger point. I’d exposed my brothers to more than extreme risk. Yeah, they’d insisted on joining, but the weight of my previous actions screamed for a stake in the ground. A final declaration. 
 
    “Alright, my brothers,” I said. “Here’s where we end it. Finish it once and for all.” I paused, heart aching for my brothers, and shared an eye-lock with each man. “Godspeed. Now let’s wipe those bastards out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    I performed a final equipment check and delivered a tight nod toward Catch. He returned the same, shot me a quick fist bump, and turned toward the north and his selected ravine. His private stand. A final Bo goodbye proved futile. He had already gone. Vanished into the night. Marcus shrugged my way and with a nod signaled it was time to climb. We did. 
 
    Our ravine, thick with desert brush, was at a forty-five-degree upward angle. Several hundred yards above us, the top. We halted midway and hunkered down. No point risking detection until attack time. Marcus hand-signaled he would catch forty winks. We had a long wait, and Marcus not whispering his desire for sleep was likely based on personal reasons. His voice would be picked up via radio by the other two. I didn’t blame him for wanting rest and understood his desire to keep it between us. It had been one helluva trip. 
 
    An hour before dawn, we crept the final stretch of ravine. The spread-out camp remained silent. As we crested, a narrow split in the rock walls led to the main trail traversing the Janjaweed stronghold. Marcus and I squeezed against rock rubble at our entrance, hidden and protected from any passersby. I considered Catch. He would have climbed his rocky pinnacle, stretched on his belly, sniper rifle at his shoulder and assault rifle within reach. He’d have the latter on full automatic. Just in case. Bo would have made his way to the encampment’s other side and was now hidden, tight, above near-vertical walls with the desert floor below. We’d wait for his word, his actions. As always, he’d draw the first salvo of enemy fire.  
 
    As the sun, still below the horizon, cast dim light across the arena, stirring could be heard among the Janjaweed. We had committed the photos of Musa Kibir and his three lieutenants to memory. More than memory—an absorption. We’d recognize them in a heartbeat. Showtime approached.  
 
    “Tell us, Catch,” Marcus whispered, the sound soft and flat in my ear. 
 
    “All good. Except for an itchy finger. You?” 
 
    “All good.” 
 
    We wouldn’t attempt contact with Bo. High odds he hid within a few feet of an enemy’s tent. Or inside the thing. No point asking for a response from him, even a whisper. But the exchange between Catch and Marcus would have provided him with assurance we were ready.  
 
    Fifteen minutes passed, camp sounds—muted early a.m. voices—increased among the clan. 
 
    “Louie two.” 
 
    Bo. He’d identified one of the lieutenants. We’d designated them Louie one, two, and three. 
 
    “Louie three, here.” 
 
    Catch. His sniper scope had identified another prime target. Sixty seconds later, Bo whispered again. 
 
    “Big fish.” 
 
    Musa Kibir. Bo had sighted him. 
 
    “Initiate?” Bo asked, no doubt with his rifle sight locked on Kibir’s chest. 
 
    Marcus and I exchanged glances. Marcus would make the call. 
 
    “Negative. Wait one.” 
 
    Seconds ticked by, then minutes. None of us second-guessed Marcus, though things could kick off any second if Bo sensed he’d been spotted. I drew my legs underneath my body, prepared to spring into action. Attack. Marcus would follow. 
 
    “Louie one.” 
 
    Bo again. That was it. Kibir and his three lieutenants were here. All the fish in the frying pan. 
 
    “Your call, Bo,” Marcus whispered. 
 
    Bo would kick it off however he best saw fit. It didn’t take long. A grenade explosion sounded along the primary path and echoed off the smaller warren path walls. I leapt up and charged north. Marcus would ensure no dangers presented from the south, at my back. A second grenade blast, then a third. Screams and yells and cries covered the massif’s top. Without doubt, I grasped what Bo was doing. The crazy SOB was dashing past tents and tossing grenades into them. He counted on surprise and operational insanity for success. And exposed himself to the entire encampment.  
 
    Men scrambled from offshoot paths and turned toward the battle sounds, ignoring two old operators approaching at their backs. Too bad for them. I slammed the brakes and cut down three, then four as more dashed from tents and under tarps, emerging onto the main path. They screamed orders as it became evident they were under full-scale attack. I continued advancing and bolted from outcrop to boulder to the path’s sharp turns.  
 
    Ahead, a wild firefight. Bo engaged with his HK on full automatic interspersed with the random roar of another grenade blast. The Janjaweed’s AKs ripped fire in his direction. Or his perceived direction. Hard to say but a tenuous position at best for my best buddy. 
 
    Near my rear, Marcus fired, full automatic. A Janjaweed warrior or three had emerged from their narrow crevice home after I’d passed. Marcus took them out. I paused behind a boulder and cut down two more headed toward the heart of the camp. My peripheral vision picked up movement, and before I could draw a bead on the man raising the AK to his shoulder, half his head disappeared. Catch, doing what he did best. 
 
    I considered switching to full auto as Marcus had but kept my weapon on semiautomatic. I dropped a near-empty magazine and slammed a fresh one home. Sprinted right and pressed against a rock wall alongside another thin crack where a pathway entered. Within, voices yelled as men prepared to enter the battle. I pulled the pin on a grenade, snuck a peek down the narrow walkway, and was greeted with a hail of bullets. I ducked back, stone chips blasting my neck and chest. I tossed the grenade into their midst, and seconds later the explosion’s blast blew out the narrow opening. 
 
    Fire and maneuver. Keep up the pressure. I kept moving forward, knowing Marcus had my immediate back while Catch popped every available target. Ahead, Bo alone, fighting like a berserker. 
 
    Hang in there, bud. The cavalry is working its way toward you. Aim, fire, move—repeat and repeat again, always advancing, attacking. With resistance increasing as we approached the encampment’s prime gathering ground, it was clear we faced a large force. At least three dozen of the bastards, maybe four or five dozen. A buttload, any way you shake it. Move, fire, move. Gotta keep moving, gotta attack. Static firefights worked to the Janjaweed’s advantage as they knew these thin trails weaving among the rock outcrops. Given enough time they’d bushwhack us. Forward, move, fire, move. Bullets sang their deadly whine past my body, past my head, ricocheted off boulders and stone walls—each and every one a minor distraction as I pushed ahead. 
 
    The air filled with the pungent smell of burnt gunpowder and blood and death. Screamed orders from the Janjaweed, war cries and cries of pain. Chaos and flashed movement and booming, deafening nonstop gunshots. The resistance was getting thick, hot. Many assumed defensive positions and no longer scrambled and ran, which had offered open-ground shots. Others continued to dash from the small creviced entrances of their personal campsites, firing as they ran, attacking us. 
 
    Marcus fired again at my back. A relief—he still stood. Bo stood as well. His HK continued barking with controlled bursts, although they clearly had him holed-up, the AK blasts nonstop ahead. 
 
    I’d fought my way at least two hundred yards. Blood dripped down my face—rock chips from too-close bullets hitting the boulders I fired behind. I caught a quick glimpse of Catch’s perch, marked as bullets pounded a tight pinnacle’s summit. Bo still ahead and isolated. More rabbit-ways, more narrow paths converged with the main trail—each with a Janjaweed fighter blasting away at either me or Marcus. 
 
    I switched to full auto and soon added to the trail of spent ammo magazines in my wake. Marcus, the same. Maintained tight three-shot bursts, both at glimpses of running figures and as personal cover fire that allowed me forward movement.  
 
    “Little help.” 
 
    Marcus, voice calm, the crack of his weapon as background noise when he spoke. I dropped behind a body-sized boulder and checked my back trail. I’d moved too far, too fast. Left him behind. He was hunkered inside a small crevice, body flat, as Janjaweed fighters between us popped from their hiding spots and blasted automatic fire his way. They failed to look my way, at my exposed position, because I hadn’t fired toward them. That changed damn fast. 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    I switched back to semiauto and aimed sure kill shots. Two, three, five fell. With a sudden recognition of a new player, many of them focused on me. Wild shots ripped across the sandy trail, while others pounded the boulder at my back. I whipped aim point toward the closest fighter who’d belly-dropped and slammed a new AK magazine home. Before either of us could fire, he caught a bullet to his forehead. Catch again. My burly brother had heeded Marcus’s request for help and shot after single shot, two seconds apart, ripped into Janjaweed bodies. His Dragunov sniper rifle boomed a sharper, more intense retort as he picked off the enemy. I joined with my own controlled shots, taking down several more. Marcus, freed from intense fire from multiple directions, joined the shooting gallery. Thirty seconds later, the space between Marcus and me became littered with dead and dying Janjaweed. He scrambled upright, shot me a tight nod, and dashed my way to continue providing close-in support. 
 
    Bullets continued smacking the other side of my boulder—the enemy ahead focused on my position.  
 
    “Talk to me, Bo!” I said. His response would dictate whether to continue the controlled attack or charge right at the enemy. 
 
    “The dance floor is packed, my brother. Ammo is becoming an issue.” 
 
    His second statement was evidenced as his HK switched to semiauto fire. A cacophony of full-auto AK cracks seventy yards ahead, around a bend in the main pathway, were answered with single shots. Chaos and gun blasts and screams ruled the moment. 
 
    Marcus flew in my direction and flopped down in the sand alongside me. Not a helluva lot of room for us both, and there didn’t need to be. I was on the attack. I ripped a grenade from my web vest. He grabbed two from his. They were our version of covering fire as bullets continued to thwack the boulder’s other side or whine a ricochet off the stone’s top or plow sandy mini-trenches along either side of us.  
 
    Then bad news sounded. Big time bad news. An RPG explosion somewhere ahead. A rocket-propelled grenade. Oh shit.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    The last thing we wanted to encounter. Russian-made and distributed worldwide as a one-person wrecking crew, RPGs fired a ten-pound explosive grenade capable of covering a several-hundred-yard distance. That reach wasn’t needed here. A direct hit wasn’t required either—the kill radius was ten yards in open ground. Here the walls and boulders reduced the effect, but when one went off, deadly shrapnel and rock chips flew. Accuracy hadn’t been a priority for the SOBs we fought anyway, and RPGs fit their fighting style. They’d rip off AK fire on full automatic and augment that with an RPG or three fired in our general direction. Son of a bitch. 
 
    At the moment, they fired RPGs at Bo, ahead and hidden from Marcus and me by a tight bend in the trail where a rock outcrop extended, cutting the trail width to a few feet. Behind the outcrop, the enemy positioned and fired our way. We had to fight past it and attack the rear of the fighters attacking Bo.  
 
    “Status?” Marcus asked in the radio. 
 
    “Shitty and getting worse,” Catch said. 
 
    “Ugly and grim,” Bo replied.  
 
    Marcus and I exchanged tight nods, pulled pins, and tossed grenades as far forward as possible. At their explosion, I took off. 
 
    Two, maybe three seconds post-grenade blast before they’d pop their heads up and fire again. My attack window. I hauled ass. Soft sand kicked up with each sprinted step, adrenaline meter in overdrive. Thirty yards ahead, a narrow crevice on the left. It would afford a fire position toward those behind the outcrop. Maybe.  
 
    The last five steps were joined with the bee-buzz of high-velocity bullets ripping past me and striking the rock wall as I flew past. The day’s first-light clarity was startling—no glare, details in stark relief. A hyper-drive mental state as rock chips and fighters firing moved in slow motion.  
 
    I dove into the narrow crevice headfirst. A good thing as an enemy fighter had already positioned himself there. I slammed into him and we fell, me on top. He started grappling as our rifles were pinned between us, chest to chest. Screw grappling. While he struggled, I slapped my holster and jerked the 9mm pistol from its hold. An inches-away headshot ended it.  
 
    A quick glance past him. The crevice extended for six or seven steps, open at the end. And the end marked a near-vertical drop to the valley floor below. Another nearby grenade explosion. Marcus, giving me an opportunity to sight the enemy. I scrambled to my feet, pressed against the north wall, and checked my line of fire. The jagged rock outcrop—three or four feet high—jutted against the main trail, pinching it and creating a narrow pass-through. Behind the outcrop, Janjaweed warriors, number unknown. What was known is the SOBs had now taken an uncomfortably keen interest in my position, only twenty paces away. Bullets slapped and whined against rock inside my own private Alamo. Past them and toward the right was the main encampment where Bo, I prayed, still stood. Relief came at the sound of a single shot from his HK.  
 
    I ripped shots toward the enemy heads firing at me, striking several. They were quickly replaced. Standing, more exposed, was my lone option. I needed height to procure my whack-a-mole targets.  
 
    Another RPG round exploded around the curve. Bo wouldn’t last long under those conditions. The firing and noise and screams were nonstop. These fighters had an ammo cache that showed no signs of emptying. Then more bad news. 
 
    “The bastards are scaling walls around me,” Catch growled into the mic. “Gotta go to the assault rifle.” 
 
    His statement was reinforced with the sound of automatic fire from high to my left. He was under direct assault and fired short bursts as Janjaweed fighters climbed toward his position. No more sure-death fire from Catch, covering our backs. The battle had entered a critical juncture. We were dead men unless I could get past the outcrop, fight my way forward, and attack Bo and Catch’s assailants from their rear. I prayed Marcus was able to follow and provide covering fire. 
 
    “Ammo critical. Down to the pistol and a couple of grenades in short order, my brothers.” 
 
    Bo, making a last stand, his voice edged with grit and concern. Then it got worse. A short distance behind the outcrop a fighter stood, RPG on his shoulder. He didn’t aim right, toward Bo. He aimed upward, to his left. Catch’s perch. I cut him down, and his body slipped from sight. Firing intensified into my protective slit as I ducked back, ejected an ammo magazine, and slammed a new one home. Only two full mags left. How many of these fighters were there? I stepped toward the opening again in time to see another enemy shouldering his fallen comrade’s RPG. He fired it. Upward. 
 
    “Catch! Incoming!” 
 
    My words sounded a split second before the explosion. A deafening blast that drowned out rifle fire. Chunks of stone rained down on the immediate battlefield. 
 
    “Shitfire!” Catch called, his voice full of pain. Followed with a loud grunt, followed with another “Shitfire!” 
 
    “Catch!” 
 
    Three heart-ripping seconds of silence. 
 
    “The sons of bitches blew me off the top. I’m stuck in a rocky-ass crevice. Think I broke something. Gimme a second.” 
 
    Relief washed over me, but we were still screwed, blued, and tattooed. The dynamic had to change, and change right freakin’ then. Everything hinged on getting past those SOBs behind the outcrop.  
 
    “Case! Can you advance?” Marcus asked, his voice filled with fight but for the first time tinged with anger and concern. 
 
    “No choice. Cover me.” 
 
    I poked my head out, rifle aimed, prepared to dash right at the bastards. No other options on the table. I saw it fly through the air. An RPG, headed my way. Flung myself backward, hugged dirt. It entered the crevice, flew over me, and exploded against a rock wall. Much of the fragmentation blew forward, out the crevice above the steep drop. Much, but not all. Shrapnel and stone chips peppered my back as the explosion lifted me an inch or so off the ground. Son of a bitch. 
 
    “Pistol only, my brothers.” 
 
    Bo was in dire straits.  
 
    “I’m stuck, dammit!” Catch said. “And one of my legs won’t work right.” 
 
    “You still with us, Case?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Gimme one to pull it together. Then cover me.” 
 
    My ears rang, and my back side was on fire. Crawled to my knees, then feet. Staggered, braced against a rock wall, the cool surface pressed against my cheek. Gotta go, gotta move. Gotta attack. Best bet—come flying out of there before they started shooting at me again or, God forbid, fired another RPG. I shoved off from the stone wall with my head, breath harsh, and checked my weapon. Blood dripped down my face and arms. It pooled within tiny indentations along the assault rifle’s stock.  
 
    “Now, Marcus!” I called, asking for cover fire. 
 
    My brothers were dead unless I went full-frontal on the attack. Straight into the teeth of their defense. I set my weight on my back leg for a push-off. Released and sprang forward. And met a bright light and blast and unconsciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Bright blue sky framed Bo’s face as a warm breeze lifted strands of his wild red hair. The flyaway ends were singed, burnt. As were his eyebrows. He sat cross-legged on the dirt alongside my head and smiled down at me. 
 
    “Pleasant trip, my Georgia peach?” 
 
    I couldn’t answer and sought an anchor, a grab-point. Farther beyond his countenance, the massif wall—steep and several hundred yards high. And it was quiet, tranquil. I blinked, groaned, and started rolling over so I could, at a minimum, rise to my knees. Bo placed a gentle hand on me. 
 
    “Lie still for the moment. Let’s assess what the recent chaos has wrought.” 
 
    No argument from me. My head hurt like hell, my entire back—from calves to shoulders—was a continuous dull ache as dots of sharp pain barked at random intervals.  
 
    “You’re shot.”  
 
    It was all I could muster at the moment. Bo, shirtless, displayed multiple taped-over gauze areas on his upper torso. The dressing along his left shoulder wrapped over the top and under the arm—an entry and exit wound wrap. Congealed blood showed through every gauze patch. He pulled a soft-sided water bottle and lifted my head to drink. 
 
    “More than a minor mishap,” he said. “Less than a punched ticket.” 
 
    The water was beyond fine, and I drank my fill.  
 
    “It’s quiet.” 
 
    My bearings began coming together—snippets of ultraviolence pieced together, ending with an attempted attack from my own personal crevice. 
 
    “It’s over,” he said. 
 
    “Marcus? Catch?” 
 
    “Worse for wear, for sure. But upright and kicking. Well, our brother bear won’t be kicking anytime soon. It’s you we thought we’d lost.” 
 
    I groaned again and rolled over. Bo placed a gentle hand under an armpit and helped raise me onto my hands and knees. 
 
    “Move with caution. Allow the internal gyroscope to resettle. So sayeth a man who quite recently navigated the same procedure.” 
 
    I gathered my bearings and performed a slow lift onto my knees. My head pounded, every muscle ached, my back side now on fire. 
 
    “It’s over? What the hell happened?” 
 
    “It would appear you were shot from your hidey-hole like a watermelon seed. And took a tumble down the hill.” 
 
    I performed a slow head turn and focused on the massif wall, followed it upward where the exit of my crevice was discernible. Beyond, dark smoke rose from several spots within the Janjaweed encampment.  
 
    Bo, Marcus, Catch—alive. Thank God. And according to Bo, it was over. Double thanks. But the pieces, the battle snippets didn’t add up. We had been in deep shit. Beyond deep shit. End of the road and kiss our raggedy butts goodbye. Until something happened. Something that blew me out the narrow chute and downhill. 
 
    “Will he make it?” 
 
    Marcus’s voice, far distant and filled with concern. A slow head turn—all I could perform at the moment—captured Marcus farther south gingerly working his way down a ravine. Above him, Catch remained on his backside, sliding downhill with arm thrusts and one leg lifted above the ground. 
 
    “Our master and commander wishes to know if you plan on remaining in the current cosmic realm,” Bo said, his face near mine. 
 
    Neither Bo nor myself still had radio earpieces. Bo’s pistol was holstered at this side. One final grenade dangled from a torn-up webbed battle vest, now tied around his waist. I lifted a single hand, thumbs up, toward Marcus a hundred yards distant. Even at that distance, a relaxing of his shoulders and a slow head nod were visible. Catch, too, halted his backside descent and watched my returned signal. A wide grin within the black bristle flashed, and he began the arm thrusts downhill again. 
 
    “Acquaintances in high places,” Bo said. “I’d suggest you remain on your knees while I perform less-than-tender ministrations. I’ll start with your head and back. Although we, and especially you, must suffer through with a one-armed Nurse Nightingale.” 
 
    “What? High places?” 
 
    It was a surreal setting, but my senses started coming together. Several high-flying buzzards rode thermals above the massif’s top. No shooting, no screams. Scrub brush rattled as a strong gust of breeze passed through. I glanced toward Marcus and Catch. Anchors, confirmation we lived. 
 
    Bo undressed me with his knife. My shirt stuck to my back as he peeled it off. Sticky blood caused the fabric to tug against tender skin. 
 
    “Do you remember your Aristotle, goober?” 
 
    “No. What happened up there?” 
 
    “The ultimate value of life depends upon awareness and the power of contemplation rather than upon mere survival.” 
 
    The ear ringing faded, replaced with my heartbeat’s dull thump. Bo poured water over my head and used gauze to swab dried and drying blood from my face and scalp. It was over. The one item I held onto while pulling together the pieces of what had happened. We were alive. The Janjaweed were dead. One helluva big item. The battle complete, the bounty lifted. An event soon dissipated into the ephemeral realm of rumor and campfire lore among the clans of western Sudan. Over. 
 
    “Buckle up, brave Ulysses. This part is less than pleasant,” Bo said as he removed forceps from the small field medical kit tucked into my removed battle vest. He squirted wound wash along the forceps’ working end, as well as his fingers and a large wad of gauze. He began on my face. Pressed the skin down on either side of entry wounds, allowed access to whatever was buried.  
 
    “While you mangle me, can I entertain hope you’ll explain what happened?” 
 
    He focused on the task at hand and asked, displaying a stone shard pulled from my upper cheek, “Do you wish to keep this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Sure? It is a potent totem.” 
 
    “No. There was an explosion. Let’s start with that.” 
 
    He plucked another slice of rock from my skull and then another skull item that howled with pain. He displayed a small shrapnel chunk for my purview and waited while I confirmed or rejected his offer to keep it. It was shrapnel from the RPG. There were more of those across my back side, no doubt. 
 
    “No. The explosion, Bo.” 
 
    He shifted to my back. I checked on Marcus and Catch. They’d reached flat ground and Catch now had one arm across Marcus’s shoulders, hopping on one foot. In his other hand, a Janjaweed AK-47. Catch wasn’t prone to go anywhere unarmed. They made slow progress toward us.  
 
    “A few of these I shall leave for later treatment,” Bo said. “I can stop the bleeding, but they have nested deep.” 
 
    He spread skin and plucked out several near-surface fragments. The white-hot pain brought clarity and improved mental function. 
 
    “Sometimes you irritate the fire out of me,” I said and winced at his latest excavation. 
 
    He leaned forward and whispered into my ear. 
 
    “It came from above. Redemptive lightning.” He gave a gentle bump with his forehead to an unwounded section of my head and returned to the work at hand. “We were watched by our former associates at the Company. Perhaps they missed us and yearned for the good old days.” 
 
    A drone. A killer drone hovered high above the battlefield equipped with Hellfire missiles. From a secure room at Langley, Marilyn Townsend had watched our battle play out. Of course. I’d written the CIA off after the meeting with Townsend. Didn’t consider they’d keep an eagle-eye on activities.  
 
    Such a weird world. While we engaged in desperate battle with killing and death and gore aplenty, a locked conference room back in the States held a handful of men and women who watched, observed, drank coffee. Pass the freakin’ popcorn. 
 
    Our battle’s culminating event raised an immediate unknowable question. Fodder for Ace of Spades ruminations. Did Townsend perceive both the desperation of our situation and our individual locations as sufficient protection from the blast? Or was it a wipe-clean effort? Take us all out. No dangling strings, no aftermath loose ends. Close the Company book for this chapter. Move on. The Musa Kibir clan and the four of us dead. Too bad, so sad. 
 
    If the latter, did another Hellfire missile await us as Marcus and Catch approached? Finish the job? Oh, man. Townsend watched as Bo dug for shrapnel and Marcus and Catch struggled our way. All it took was her soft and matter-of-fact command thousands of miles away. Adios, Case, Bo, Marcus, and Catch. My brothers wouldn’t be filled with such uncertainty. They’d take the drone’s Hellfire release as an act of camaraderie from the Company. I didn’t have the same perspective. Between my twisted outlook and the battle carnage and the numerous wounds, one thing stood clear: I needed a career change. 
 
    “I never thought of you as a man with a plan for rapid evac,” Marcus said, now within speaking-voice range. “We couldn’t find hide nor hair of you until Bo took a gander downhill.” 
 
    “Exit strategy,” I said, grunting as Bo dug. “Always a critical component. How are you two?” 
 
    “Screwed up my knee,” Catch said. “Hurts like hell. Otherwise, okay.” 
 
    Okay covered the several leaking gauze patches across his upper body. 
 
    “You shot?” I asked him. 
 
    “Nowhere important. That RPG blew me off the top of my position. The fall was a bitch. The good news—I was tucked into a deep crevice when the missile hit.” 
 
    Marcus grabbed wound wash, applied it to his hands, and assisted Bo. “You’re not a bad one-armed gauze-hanger, Bo. But let’s cut this guy some slack and get it over with.” 
 
    “Marcus?” I asked. “Tell me how you’re doing.” 
 
    “Farthest from the blast. If you remember, I was behind a boulder attempting to cover you. A concussion and a few nicks. Otherwise good to go.” 
 
    Marcus displayed several gauze patches on his skull and upper chest. I imagined we all had concussions. We were too close to the blast wave. The impact of overpressurization on a body caused havoc. My head pounded—a migraine-like throb. And I was still unsteady, even on my knees. Marcus had me return to hands and knees as he worked down my back. The RPG had scattered a fair amount of hot metal across my back side. 
 
    “How’d you survive it, Bo?” I asked. Catch’s crevice and Marcus’s distance were credible protections, but Bo had been at ground zero. 
 
    “Proximity. You sure you don’t want me to keep a few of these totems for you?” 
 
    “No. What does proximity mean? In this freakin’ context?” 
 
    Marcus pressed on either side of another skin wound while Bo dug around with the forceps. Son of a bitch, it hurt. They instructed me to drop drawers. 
 
    “I was down to a few pistol rounds. My knife and final grenade and throwable rocks were next. So I hunkered among welcoming cracks and crevices. The enemy—are you sure about these totems?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    I groaned as he pulled the latest fragment from under the skin on my upper butt.  
 
    “Well, the enemy was forced into close proximity in order to have a go at me. They tried a couple of RPGs, but my location was tucked deep into rock and stone and ancient tales.” 
 
    “Bo, when we wrap up sticking our fingers in Case’s dike, let’s go get the jeep,” Marcus said. “You two assume a defensive position behind those.” He pointed toward a nearby collection of large boulders. “Give us an hour. None of us are moving too quick. But we have to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Any left alive after the blast?” I asked. 
 
    “A few,” Marcus said. 
 
    No further elaboration needed. Marcus performed final cleanup duties. The sun beat down as they completed their extractions and patching on my rear hide. 
 
    “How many left back there?” I asked, referring to the deepest shrapnel. It didn’t matter at the moment, but a number provided a basis for future plans. A low number and a qualified medic could handle it. A bunch would require a legit hospital.  
 
    “A few,” Marcus said. 
 
    Catch would require serious help for, at a minimum, his knee. Bo’s shoulder, as well, although his recuperative powers never ceased to amaze. We were down to Marcus’s HK rifle and Catch’s scrounged AK-47. We still had pistols. We divvied up the remaining pistol ammo. The extra HK rifles, still in the jeep and brought at Marcus’s insistence, would replenish our armament for the drive to safety. 
 
    I stood with Bo’s help, unsteady, and lifted bloody drawers and shredded fatigues. Spare shirts and pants were back at the jeep. Catch hopped one-legged over to me, placed a gentle arm across my unwounded shoulder, and pressed his face against mine. His beard bristles rubbed and scratched my tender face wounds. I didn’t mind one little bit. 
 
    “We thought you’d bought the ticket,” he said. “Couldn’t find you anywhere. After we patched each other, depressed as hell about you buying the farm, hippie-boy peeked down the hill. And saw your sorry ass napping.” 
 
    Bo stepped forward and joined us, his good arm light as a feather against our bloody bodies. 
 
    “A man of sublime calm, taking a brief respite from ugly activities. Commendable, my goober. Commendable.” 
 
    Marcus’s Zippo clacked. He fired a cigar and joined the circle, his arm on top of Bo’s.  
 
    “Well done, gentlemen. Well done. Mission accomplished.” 
 
    We stood silent, wavering, wounded, alive. Wrapped with relief and pain and accomplishment. And love. 
 
    “Did you remember the champagne, Marcus?” Catch asked. 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “He’s getting forgetful in his old age,” I said. “He used to be prepared for anything.” 
 
    “I sure wasn’t prepared for the Hellfire. I don’t wish to experience that again.” 
 
    “One of life’s grand and glorious markers, for sure,” Bo said.  
 
    “You really are batshit crazy, Bo,” Catch said. “It’s why I love you.” 
 
    “This whole effort was batshit crazy,” I said. “And we pulled it off, men. We pulled it off.” 
 
    Catch and Marcus started chuckling, a hyper-stress release mechanism.  
 
    “Roger that,” Marcus said as he shifted to full-blown laughter.  
 
    Bo and I joined him, soft chuckles escalating as relief and aftermath and realization sunk in. We’d made it. Bo issued a sharp Comanche yell. Our shoulders shook with near-hysterical laughter. Laughter at the absurdity of us standing there, isolated and alone in western Sudan. Shot-up warriors who’d taken on an entire clan of Janjaweed fighters. Miles from safety, still surrounded by wandering enemy bands. It didn’t matter. We’d done it. After all these years, we’d done it, the bounty gone. Tears rolled, and headshaking laughter filled the space as Bo continued his war yelps. As screwed up as it sounds, we each knew in our hearts it didn’t get any better than this moment, this place, this band of brothers. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Marcus drove. He strove for a fine balance between speed and the need to avoid jostling wounded operators. There was no happy medium, and each passing mile along rutted dirt and sand roads was well marked with blue commentary on his driving skills, eyesight, and overall mental fitness. One gnarly moment cropped up prior to crossing back into Chad.  
 
    A small pickup truck, loaded with Janjaweed soldiers, approached along an intersecting dirt track. We’d seen their approach, the dust plume evident from a distance. We stopped short of the intersection, preferring confrontation with them at our front rather than have them tail us down the road. They too stopped, fifty yards from us. 
 
    Their truck bed held six turbaned fighters, two more in the cab. AK-47s and a couple of RPGs evident. Our weaponry was displayed as well, and Marcus suggested we remain sitting. Movement on our part would highlight the beat-up nature of the little jeep’s occupants. A sign of vulnerability, weakness. Catch sat in the front passenger seat, giving his bum leg more room. Bo and I occupied the crammed space of the back seats. 
 
    A surreal Mexican standoff, the sun blazing, surrounding emptiness for miles. It was their move. We were still consumed by the aftermath of the massif battle, so this potential conflict was an irritant. None of us gave a damn one way or the other. If they desired a fight, we’d give them one. If not, they could drive on. We hoped for the latter while preparing to bail, take cover, and begin fighting if needed. The sound of two vehicle engines at idle and nothing else. The man in the truck’s passenger seat, dark-tinted sunglasses staring our way, spoke to his driver. They moved forward at a slow pace and crossed our path, occupants of each vehicle eyeballing the other. They continued along their road. We waited a few minutes and watched their plume trail, ensuring their intent was travel, not engagement. Marcus fired a cigar while we waited.  
 
    “What’s your thought on the drone strike?” Marcus asked. He twisted his head and winced at the pain to address me. 
 
    “Remarkable operational assessment and timing on the Company’s part. Or wipe the chalkboard clean. Take your pick.” 
 
    He grunted as reply. We wouldn’t shovel any deeper—whether the Company was sophisticated enough to assess the battle situation and strike while the four of us were semiprotected, or whether they’d chosen to end it, including us. Either way, end of the discussion. Because it didn’t matter anymore. I’d considered the Company’s options as we drove. They could have delivered a second strike against us as we traveled, but such an act fell outside their engagement parameters; they would have considered it mission creep. Wouldn’t happen. It may have been Marilyn Townsend, or it may have been something as absurd as a need to avoid more paperwork that saved our asses from a second strike. I’d never know. Marcus ground back into gear, and we moved forward.  
 
    An hour and a half later we approached Goz Beïda and its clay airstrip, two miles away. A small rise among scattered refugee camps marked our exit’s final approach, our end point, and our head-for-the-barn beginning. It also marked the point where our little jeep decided to die. Smoke poured from under the hood as we crested the hill. A hill too far for the slapdash vehicle.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Catch’s statement covered it.  
 
    “Let’s bail before this thing catches fire or decides to perform a dying backflip,” Marcus said. 
 
    We did. And stood under the hot sun, the main refugee camp and administrative headquarters visible in the far distance. We grabbed rucksacks and gathered weapons, our movements slow and deliberate and filled with physical pain. Blotches of soaked-through red showed on our fatigues. A dressing change—more wound wash, fresh gauze, fresh tape—would wait. Catch was our prime concern. We’d take turns helping him hop the final stretch, although each forward movement clearly jarred, as evidenced by his low grunt at each shuffled step. We’d progressed less than twenty paces when an old man approached from a nearby camp. A collection of younger men and women trailed him, each dressed with bright-colored robes and each skinny as a rail.  
 
    “You are European?” he asked in Arabic. “United Nations?” 
 
    “American,” I said, halting.  
 
    Murmurs emanated from the small crowd behind him. No doubt we looked a mess, and no doubt the weaponry and wounds indicated recent action in Sudan. But we remained a curiosity, nonthreatening, and little more.  
 
    “You have fought the Janjaweed?” he asked, eyes squinting in the sun. His headwrap was ocher-colored, his robe a stained gray. He leaned on a staff, his walking stick. The crowd stood silent behind him. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He returned a grim nod. I don’t know why I tossed out the next statement. Maybe to provide a glint of hope for him and his people within a hopeless situation. Or a matter-of-fact regional news declaration he’d hear about soon enough. Either way, the effect was profound. 
 
    “We wiped out the Musa Kibir clan.” 
 
    An immediate reaction ensued. Smiles, chatter, and a command from the old clansman to fetch donkeys. I addressed my teammates. 
 
    “We’re about to get a ride the last couple of miles.” 
 
    Returned nods and grim smiles. We were hurtin’ for certain. We drank water and waited as a string of small donkeys were led and prodded from within their encampment. As they approached, the old man instructed one of the younger men to bring forward what was deemed the strongest donkey. The old man approached Catch, smiled and nodded, and extended an arm toward the approaching animal. 
 
    “Shukraan,” Catch said, white teeth flashing within the black bristles. Thank you. He didn’t speak Arabic, but he knew the basics. 
 
    With a grunt and struggle—for both Catch and the donkey—he slid onboard, feet inches from the ground. The crowd laughed; a few applauded. Three more animals were brought forward, and soon enough we were mounted. The old clansman took it upon himself to lead. His staff extended and marked each forward step. Half the crowd followed.  
 
    “I’m prepared for an indecipherable running commentary, Bo,” Marcus said. His Zippo clacked, another cigar fired. His donkey trudged ahead. “And it disturbs me to say it, but I won’t mind. This requires your input.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need any encouragement,” Catch said, adjusting his position. His donkey halted and shot him an over-the-shoulder look. One of the refugees whacked it on the ass, and forward progress continued. 
 
    “Words are extraneous,” Bo said. He’d lifted his face to the sun, eyes shut, a satisfied relaxation across his face as the burnt ends of his red mop lifted and fell with the donkey’s steps.  
 
    “That’s it? Clearly you’re hurting bad. Worries me,” Catch said. 
 
    “Suffice it to say,” Bo continued, “the universe has laid the path, the way is smooth, the moment rife with memories.” 
 
    “That’s better,” Catch said. 
 
    “I’ll buy the memories part,” Marcus said. “A finale for the ages.” 
 
    We rode another half-mile before Bo spoke again. He’d edged his donkey alongside mine. I couldn’t say I was comfortable—my back side wounds bit hard and my head throbbed—but the finish line was within sight. Bo had to be hurting as bad or worse. 
 
    “It rolls and it tumbles, does it not, my brother?” 
 
    Life. I had to smile. 
 
    “Yeah it does, Bo. Yeah it does.” 
 
     An event, a parade, a break in the monotony of refugee camp life. And a helluva relief for four beat-up operators. More so when we discerned a large modern cargo plane with UN markings being unloaded at the edge of the airstrip.  
 
    We dismounted at the administration building and thanked the clan members. Handshakes all around, and “Go with God” and bright smiles abounded. The greeting from the head knocker of an NGO was less enthusiastic. He exited the administration building and stood before us, hands on hips.  
 
    “We do not allow weapons in this area unless they are carried by UN troops.” 
 
    He was ignored as we groaned our way into the building’s shade, dropped our rucksacks on the ground. Water bottles were passed, thirsts sated. 
 
    “I insist you leave,” the administrator added. His English was excellent, with a slight accent. 
 
    “We’re leaving alright,” Marcus said as he approached the administrator. “On that.”  
 
    He pointed toward the emptying four-prop cargo plane—a sight for sore eyes. An Airbus Atlas, capable of getting us to Europe. 
 
    “This aircraft is carrying staff back to Italy. It is used for our regular rotation of personnel.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Marcus said. He approached the administrator and got nose-to-nose. “We’ll relinquish our weapons once onboard. Not before. And we will be onboard.” Quiet seconds ticked by. “Is there any part of that you do not understand?” 
 
    The administrator glared, turned on his heel, and returned to the safety of the admin building. We hefted our rucksacks and weapons and glommed onto a collection of Europeans sitting and standing in the shade of a cargo area, luggage at their feet. The departing NGO workers. They fell silent as we approached. Catch hopped along with Marcus’s support. Bo and I took slow painful steps. We dropped our kit alongside theirs. Held onto our weapons. A middle-aged woman approached, her sunburned brow furrowed. 
 
    “You are injured.”  
 
    Delivered in English with a French accent. A noncommittal statement, one expecting a rational and explanatory reply. 
 
    “We’ve been battling the Janjaweed,” Marcus said. 
 
    “American?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We have not been made aware of such activities,” she said. 
 
    I didn’t want Marcus heading down an it’s-a-personal-matter rabbit hole, so I rolled the dice and spoke. The woman was French, and regardless of the challenges when dealing with all things culturally French, I’d found them over the years to be quite pragmatic as often as not.  
 
    “We wiped out Musa Kibir’s clan,” I said. 
 
     She absorbed the message, shot us a Gallic half-grin-half-frown, and turned toward several of her colleagues, speaking French. They stood, and she turned back toward me. 
 
    “I am a physician. The flight departs in one or two hours. We will have a look at you.” 
 
    They did. We stripped inside their small clinic and took turns on the two cushioned tables as they patched, stitched, applied fresh dressing, and shot us in the butt with what we were told were antibiotics and painkillers. Novocain saw ample use as remnant shrapnel was dug from Catch’s upper body and my back side. Bo’s shoulder received special attention as he spoke to the doctor in French. He even got her to laugh. 
 
    This was a godsend, and we each expressed our gratitude, which was met with pursed lips and shrugs. We’d wiped out a major source of trauma for Darfur refugees in Chad. They doctored us as a form of quid pro quo. Pragmatic efforts and performed without fuss or much conversation. We couldn’t have asked for more. 
 
    Our last act, performed onboard the aircraft, was handing over our weapons to several refugee workers. I prayed they would put them to good use. Protect one or two of the camps. Shoot back at the Janjaweed bastards. I’d never know. 
 
    Airborne, I arranged a charter transatlantic flight. Naples, Italy, to Charlotte, North Carolina. The final leg. A Charleston landing was an option, but we’d left our stash of home-turf weapons at the Charlotte private air terminal. I texted Mom and asked her to come home in twenty-four hours. We’d be ensconced at her house when she arrived. Even shot-up, we’d provide a protective force against any residual bounty hunters. And her house would act as a recovery depot for a few days. She texted back, asking about me. I assured her I was well and that Marcus, Catch, and Bo would be joining me to greet her return. She didn’t enquire further.  
 
    I planned for next steps. A checkbox yet unmarked. Elliot Krupp. My teammates hadn’t mentioned this final act, understanding it was a solo endeavor. A personal vendetta. I appreciated their lack of questions. Ugly business, a required killing. 
 
    Source cleaned. Headed home. All hands healthy. Final act’s location? 
 
    That message was for Jules, encrypted, dark web: Musa Kibir’s clan killed. Mission accomplished. The four of us survived. Now, where was Krupp? Last I’d heard, he was in California. Her reply came within minutes—succinct and filled to the brim with acknowledgement of the final act’s necessity. 
 
    Hawaii.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Sleep didn’t come easy during the five-hour Naples flight. Fitful at best due to pain and the French physician taking the opportunity for a final health go-over. She reserved special commentary for me as I’d collected a litany of scars from recent jobs. 
 
    “It would appear you receive such injuries as a habit,” she said, reapplying gauze and tape. “I will make a suggestion.” 
 
    “Please do.”  
 
    “You, especially you, and your friends should change vocations. Such activities are a young man’s business.” 
 
    “No argument from me, Doc. None whatsoever.” 
 
    She exhibited special concern over Bo. Besides the shoulder entry and exit wound, he’d been marked with other bullet grazes and shrapnel wounds. They spoke French, and while the language was indecipherable to me, the conversation’s gist was clear enough. Bo lifted his arm a few inches, winced, and waggled the shoulder joint. Speaking English, he said, “Nothing’s broken, Doc. It went right through.” 
 
    She examined Catch again and explained his knee injury could be a multitude of things.  
 
    “Just wrap it tight, Doc,” Catch said. “I’ve had worse.” 
 
    Before we landed in Naples, she loaded us up with additional medical supplies, which included more antibiotics and painkillers. A four-hour Naples layover and the ten-hour transatlantic flight was spent in sleep and recovery with the help of exhaustion and pain pills. We landed in Charlotte at four a.m. Home turf. Jess Rossi home turf as well. I shoved those thoughts aside. Other business remained unfinished. 
 
    Even though we now wore civvies—jeans and button-ups and light jackets—we looked a mess. The Charlotte private air terminal was manned with one employee who cast a wide-eyed look our way. Four guys, one hopping with another’s assistance, wincing at forward movement with the occasional groan added as emphasis.  
 
    The employee’s subsequent tale for fellow air terminal workers would be enhanced when we struggled our way into the holding room, retrieved our large duffel, and confirmed our weaponry remained locked and loaded. The employee never said a word. 
 
    I rented a large SUV and hit the road. A three-hour drive, and the first Charleston stop was a hospital ER for Bo and Catch. Bo refused—bullet wounds brought police questions. Catch agreed to an ER visit; while he’d caught a fair bit of shrapnel and rock shards and bullet grazes, he could BS past those. No cops required. The admitting personnel asked him about the nature of the injury. 
 
    “My knee.” 
 
    She looked him, and us, up and down and returned to inputting information into the hospital’s data system. 
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    “Fell down stairs.” 
 
    She halted her keystrokes and gave us another look-over. 
 
    “They must have been some gnarly stairs, sir.” 
 
    “Not gnarly enough.” 
 
    Soon enough he was placed in a wheelchair and rolled away. The three of us left standing headed for Mom’s place. I’d exchanged text messages with her once it was a decent hour, and she’d replied an expected late-afternoon arrival.  
 
    We arrived at Mom’s house after circling the neighborhood several times. I pulled into the drive alongside the house and drove toward the backyard garage. We left the vehicle armed with rifles and pistols, our weapons on full display, too whupped to mess around. Marcus led the incursion into the house as he had the greatest mobility. It was clean. No danger signs. Word traveled fast among dark web scum buckets. 
 
    “Bo, you hit the hay. Eight-hour shifts,” Marcus said. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. Case will join you after he deals with a loose end or two.” 
 
    It was the first time my teammates had alluded to Krupp since we’d left for Malta. 
 
    I figured a seventy-two-hour reprieve. Word would have spread on the killer-for-hire dark web. The bounty was no longer in play. It wouldn’t take long for word to spread among that crowd the news that a ten-million-dollar chip had been removed from the table.  
 
    Krupp remained another story. He’d applied human and transactional layers between himself and Musa Kibir. No doubt. I could expect a lag time before he’d get wind of the news. At a minimum, seventy-two hours. Maybe more. Then, as a MOTU, he’d concoct another plan to whack me. Unless I took care of him first. I accessed another offshore bank account and arranged a charter for the Big Island, day after tomorrow. A matter of weighing recovery time against Krupp’s ticking clock. I still hurt, big time, but the shock and trauma phase was well over, and the healing process had begun.  
 
    Marcus and I grabbed a camping cot and mattress from the garage and moved it into the spare bedroom. Bo was stretched on the bed, zonked. He’d taken the worst hits, and his body shut down for rest. I took the living room couch and dozed in fits and starts while Marcus staked lookout at the back porch, smoking cigars. We waited to hear from Catch and for my family’s arrival.  
 
    Catch’s appearance via taxi was heralded by his outsized voice from the side of the house as he walked, with a limp, up the driveway. Marcus was already with him, telling him to tone it down. I meandered outside and greeted him. 
 
    “So what’s with the knee?” I asked. “You appear to be moving a heckuva lot better.” 
 
    “Torn meniscus. And other more minor stuff. It’s not an issue.” 
 
    “How’d they treat it?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “For some reason they decided to slap me in outpatient surgery right away. Arthroscopic procedure. Said I was a special case.” 
 
    “Do tell,” Marcus said and shot a smile my way. 
 
    He and I acknowledged, unspoken, the nature of Catch’s special case. He’d roared and bitched and pestered until they hauled the bear onto an operating table for the sole purpose of getting him out the door.  
 
    “Did they enquire about the other wounds?” I asked.  
 
    No doubt the medical professionals would have enquired about his patched-up hide.  
 
    “Not for long. Hey, they gave me some kick-ass drugs. I barely feel the knee now. Any trouble here?” 
 
    “All quiet on the home front,” I said. “There’s a cot in the bedroom waiting for you.” 
 
    Catch claimed he might rest for a minute or two, but fifteen minutes later he was sawing logs near Bo.  
 
    Late in the afternoon, Mom, CC, and Peter arrived. And Tinker Juarez. Marcus and I met them at the back drive. Tears welled at the sight of Peter’s Ford, my heart’s treasures inside the vehicle. I was flooded with sorrow and pain at putting them through this and unbounded joy at their safe arrival home. I worked hard and kept the tears under control. Most of them. The emotional dam breached—unexpected and ill-prepared for—and it wasn’t what I’d intended as a greeting.  
 
    CC shot out first, Tinker on her heels. She stopped short, eyes wide, mouth open. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    She pointed to the flesh-colored adhesive bandages on my face and neck. 
 
    “It’s okay, CC. It really is. I was in a car accident, but everything is okay. I promise.” 
 
    Tinker cared little about bandages and barked and rubbed against my legs and barked again. 
 
    “You are okay?” CC asked. 
 
    “I’m okay.” I held out my arms, and she moved inside them. A long and gentle hug, murmurs of “I missed you” from both of us.  
 
    Mom hustled over and joined after tossing out, “Marcus Johnson, it has been too long and don’t you look good.” 
 
    She joined the hug, the tears started, and we stood bonded, relieved, loved. I could have stood there for hours. 
 
    “I heard you say car accident,” Mom said. “I take it everyone is recovering?” She pulled a handkerchief and wiped her eyes. “Are you faring well, Marcus?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Mom knew Marcus, Bo, and Catch from Delta days and had run into them at long intervals when I’d drag them through Charleston. Mom understood Delta’s purpose and believed in it as much as a mother could. She also understood the nature of my contracts since those days. She wouldn’t ask further questions about past engagements, although the door was wide open regarding her opinions on the recent matter. Which was more than fine with me. Home with Mom and CC. Circle complete, life returned to a semblance of normal. 
 
    “Bo and Catch are sleeping in the extra bedroom,” I said, kissing Mom and CC again and squeezing them as best I could. “Bo has the worst of it. Catch blew out his knee, but it’s on the mend.” 
 
    “I couldn’t be happier they are here. But no more car accidents, my son. I can’t take it.” 
 
    She cried again, and I hugged her tighter. 
 
    “No more car accidents. Everything is taken care of.” 
 
    “Do you mean it?” 
 
    “I mean it. We removed a heavy burden. One we’ve carried for years. It’s over, Mom. Over.” 
 
    A sharp pang of unfinished business left unspoken, but I’d deal with that tomorrow. Not now, not at this golden moment. 
 
    “Bo is here?” CC asked. She was wild about Bo. Their times together on the phone or the Ace of Spades were major highlights. 
 
    “He is, but he’s sleeping. He’ll be so happy to see you. And Tinker.” 
 
    “Tinker Juarez.” 
 
    “And Tinker Juarez.” 
 
    She gently released me and smiled at Marcus. 
 
    “You’re black.” 
 
    “I am,” Marcus said and smiled back. “And it has been years and years since I last saw you, CC.” 
 
    His statement, an affirmation he was one of her brother’s tribe, prompted her to approach and deliver another hug. Marcus returned it full force. Tinker spun around them, voiced approval, and dashed off to ensure his backyard turf remained unmolested by other critters. He peed on a particular spot in the middle of the yard and another at the back fence. His turf. 
 
    Mom joined CC and gave Marcus a hug and a smack on the cheek. 
 
    “It has been years, and the gray hair makes you look distinguished. I know how much Case loves visiting you in the middle of nowhere. He also tells me you have a girlfriend.” 
 
    “On again, off again.” 
 
    “Hmm. We will talk about that, Marcus Johnson.” She kissed him again. “You could use a woman’s perspective since you live alone with cows and bears. And snow.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Peter, who had stood aside, a large grin on full display, approached with hand extended. I slid past this handshake and embraced him. 
 
    “Thank you, Peter. God bless you and thank you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a problem. At all. I’m glad I could be of some service.” 
 
    He’d been a rock. Leapt into the mess without hesitation, helped all he could with Mom and CC. Committed himself to the role of support and, if needed, guidance. Mary Lola Wilson—Mom—could do a heckuva lot worse than Peter Brooks. Although he had one remarkable woman in Mom. 
 
    “Where’d you folks go?” I asked. 
 
    “CC,” he called out. “Where did we go?” 
 
    CC, eyes wide and sparkling, took a quick spin on her toes before answering.  
 
    “Disney World! Can you believe?” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “It must have been amazing.” 
 
    “Oh, Case. And Universal Studios. You cannot believe!” 
 
    “And I can’t wait to hear all about it. But first, let’s get unloaded.” 
 
    Orlando, Florida. A perfect spot for the family, away from Krupp’s network of data points. Smack dab among thousands of tourists, surrounded with folks, in a place none of them had been before. My estimation of Peter Brooks cranked up another notch. 
 
    “You men unload. CC, honey, you have to be quiet inside. Bo and Juan are sleeping. I’ll inventory the grocery situation. Peter, would you be a dear and make a grocery store run after I make a list?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I whispered in his direction. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “I do have to do that,” he said with a wide smile. “And I don’t mind one little bit.” 
 
    “Honey, keep the dog under control. He’ll want to go see who’s sleeping inside. Bo and Juan were in the same car accident as your brother. They need rest. I’m thinking steaks. It’s a lovely evening, and there’s not a lot of time for cooking, so we’ll grill outdoors. What about dessert? Never mind. I’ll whip up a pie.” 
 
    With Mary Lola Wilson in command, we unloaded the vehicle and Peter headed for the store. Mom demanded that Marcus and I sit in the kitchen while she went about coffee and pie-making. CC scooted a chair alongside me and regaled us with Disney World and Universal Studios stories. She’d reach over and grab Marcus’s hand when an item of special interest was reviewed, making sure he was part of the tale-telling. Tinker, after loud sniffs under the extra bedroom door, stood sentinel at the back porch and overlooked the yard. Mom added footnotes to CC’s tales. She’d clearly had as good a time as possible given the exodus situation. The stove heated the room, the coffee was fresh, and in that small Charleston kitchen waves of powerful love held court. I reveled in it, filled to the brim with joy and relief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Eight-hour shifts, one man on duty. Given three ex-operators as immediate backup, our situation was secure. I had confidence the plug had been pulled. Hitters and bounty hunters would head for greener pastures. Covering bases, I asked Mom and CC to always venture outside with an escort. Including the backyard. Mom found it silly. CC loved it. After an evening of overeating and sleeping, at dawn I broached the Hawaii travel with Mom. 
 
    “I’ll return in thirty-six hours. Guaranteed.” 
 
    “Why? Why are you, in this condition, flying away again?” 
 
    We sat alone in the kitchen. Rather, I sat, while Mom bustled about and ensured we remained well-fed at regular intervals. Mary Lola’s healing salve. 
 
    “I haven’t completed the contract. There’s one loose end left.” 
 
    She halted countertop ministrations and cast a jaundiced eye. Catch snored from the next room’s couch. Marcus and Bo lay stretched out in the bedroom. I stood watch. 
 
    “A business loose end? Or some other type?” 
 
    I lied. Had to. 
 
    “Business. My client expects it. I have a charter flight at midnight.” 
 
    A lousy schedule, but with departure from a small place such as Charleston where long-flight charters weren’t a regular occurrence, I’d take what I could get. With travel and time-zone changes I’d get into Kona past midnight. 
 
    “Then back here?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Back here.” 
 
    “You have to heal, son of mine. You all do. Why in the world the four of you think you are still young and nimble is beyond me.” She slurped coffee and waved a wooden spoon. “Foolishness. Absolute foolishness.” 
 
    “No argument here.” 
 
    Catch’s final snore erupted, followed by a low growl. He wandered into the kitchen, scratching. 
 
    “Coffee, Juan?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Please.” 
 
    Mom refused to call him Catch. “He has a perfectly lovely name,” she’d say. “Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez. Lovely name.” 
 
    “How’s the knee?” I asked. 
 
    “Alright. How’s your butt?” 
 
    “Watch the B-word,” Mom said and emphasized her point with a wooden spoon whack against the rim of an iron skillet. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s been better,” I said. “But healing.” 
 
    Mom delivered Catch a mug of joe. She was prepped and loaded for a relationship discussion. 
 
    “Case tells me you have a wonderful partner in Portland. Willa?” 
 
    “She’s something special.” 
 
    “Lord knows she’s something special to put up with you, Juan Antonio. Now explain why you two aren’t married.” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Exactly as I suspected. There is no good reason. The poor suffering woman has dealt with you for how long?” 
 
    Catch glanced my way for support. My returned headshake spelled you’re on your own. 
 
    “Several years.” 
 
    “Several years.” The wooden spoon thwacked the skillet again. “Several years. And just how many years do you plan on waiting, mister?” 
 
    “Well, now that we’ve taken care of a major issue affecting us, I might surprise you.” 
 
    Mom flicked off the stovetop, grabbed her coffee mug, and sat at the small wooden table with us. She took a slurp, set the mug down, and snatched one of Catch’s hands with both of hers. 
 
    “You know I love you like a son. All these years you’ve been the dearest of friends to Case, which in and of itself is quite the challenge.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m sitting right here.” 
 
    “Hush. Now Juan, there are times when an honest assessment is required.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “How would you assess Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez?” 
 
    He shot another glance only to be met with my no-help-available smile.  
 
    “Well, I suppose I can be a handful on occasion. But my heart’s in the right place.” 
 
    “Exactly! I’d suggest more than ‘on occasion,’ but we won’t split hairs. And your heart has always been in the right place. Do you love her?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Then marry the poor girl. I’ll pray for you. Miracles do happen. You might could mellow a bit. It will be a heavy lift on the Lord’s part, but you can do it, Juan. Yes, you can. Now, are you hungry?” 
 
    Later, CC and Tinker wandered in. She kissed Mom, then me, then Catch. She was infatuated with his beard and tugged it while she planted a cheek kiss. Tinker whined at the back door. The day settled into a litany of loving small talk, naps, and too much food pressed upon us. 
 
    Midmorning, Marcus stepped outside for a cigar. I joined him. 
 
    “Flying solo on this one?” he asked as the rancher in him inspected the sky, ascertaining weather.  
 
    “Yep. Short trip.” 
 
    “US turf.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “That’s my only concern,” Marcus said. “He’s a powerful man with powerful friends.” 
 
    “There’s a small window of opportunity. I doubt he’s gotten wind of our recent activities. Gotta make a move before he hears about it.” 
 
    “Agreed. I’ll just say you could use a partner. It wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “I know. Man, I know. But my treasure lies here, and it requires protection.” 
 
    “That’s not an issue. We’ll be here for however long it takes.” He applied a gentle grip to my upper arm. “I can’t lose a man after what we’ve been through. Not now, not at the tail end of things.” 
 
    I couldn’t pinpoint why I was so moved. Relief at the situation, the family’s safety, our return from the gates of hell. But his gentle touch pressed against closed floodgates. 
 
    “I’ve got this, Marcus. And I’ll return before you know it.” 
 
    An arm release, an eye-lock, and a sage nod returned. Soon after, Bo eased out the back door. He moved with deliberation, pain evident, but smiled and lifted his face toward the winter sun. 
 
    “I thought I’d join you two fine gentlemen for a smoke.” 
 
    “This will be the first and last time you hear this from me,” Marcus said, puffing his cigar. “But at the moment you could probably use it.” 
 
    Bo produced a tiny pipe, weed packed into the bowl. Before he fired it, he asked Marcus, “Will you join me?” 
 
    “No. How’s the shoulder? And the other messed-up parts?” 
 
    “Splendid hallmarks from a grand adventure.” Bo fired a hit of weed. “Will we ever see another like it?” he asked, exhaling. 
 
    “I hope not,” Marcus said. “And I mean that from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    “It was a bold and heroic experience, was it not, my Georgia peach?” 
 
    He bumped against me, gentle against my side. 
 
    “Don’t know about heroic,” I said. “Except for you. Bo Dickerson should have had his ticket punched with those escapades. As for bold, maybe. Damn foolhardy, for sure.” 
 
    “We are too emphatic about the finality of future endeavors together, my brothers.” He extended a hand and rested it on Marcus’s shoulder. Marcus smiled and shook his head. 
 
    “They broke the mold when they made you,” he said, chuckling. “And I’ll second the damn foolhardy.” 
 
    We stood in the cool midmorning sun. Neighborhood life sounded around us; cars cruised past, the occasional bark of a dog, screen doors slammed, and kids yelled. Just right. 
 
    After more naps and quiet recovery, I passed through the living room. Bo had planted himself on the couch. CC and Tinker joined him, although Mom did her best keeping the dog off the furniture. To no avail. The three bundled together while Bo and CC swapped stories and songs and flights of fancy. CC had always adored him, and Tinker Juarez picked up on the affection and provided his own, squirming his upper body into Bo’s lap. 
 
    “Nice dragons or bad ones?” Bo would ask CC. 
 
    “Nice ones.” 
 
    “Purple, green, or blue?” 
 
    “Blue.” 
 
    “Then you will learn about the famous blue flying dragons of Kamchatka. The nice ones.”  
 
    Bo would weave a tale, asking CC for input as the story progressed. Bo would appear shocked or surprised at her input, and CC would squeal with pleasure, laughing. I stood for a while, observed, and eased toward the couch. Leaned down and kissed CC. With a groan, I pushed off and shifted toward Bo. Leaned over again and rested forehead to forehead, eyes closed. No words, just a simple acknowledgement toward a fearless blood brother and my best friend.  
 
    Peter Brooks joined us for dinner. The seven of us packed around the kitchen table. Chicken and dumplings, dinner rolls, green beans, hummingbird cake. Our largest challenge was not overeating. Our second largest challenge was keeping Mom seated. We held hands, said a prayer, and dug in. The conversations were fun and gentle and shifted toward personal relationships because, well, Mom. 
 
    “Now, Bo. I understand you have a lady friend on that island, although it is unclear why anyone would wish to live where you are surrounded by sharks. Tell us about her.” 
 
    He did.  
 
    “So what I’m hearing,” Mom said, “is she is gainfully employed with the government. While you swim with tourists.” 
 
    “He’s a snorkeling guide, Mom,” I said. 
 
    “I’m a presenter,” Bo said. “I present wonders of the ocean.” 
 
    “And dragons,” CC added. 
 
    “And nice blue dragons.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’d best stick with this woman,” Mom said.  
 
    “I plan on it.” 
 
    “See, son,” she said, addressing me. “There is someone for everybody. Marcus, tell us about life in the wilderness.” 
 
    He did, covering cattle and hay and weather. Peter added a story or two about his and Mom’s recent Yellowstone Park trip. Mom’s input referenced bears. Catch groaned as he attempted to rise for a second helping of chicken and dumplings, but CC leapt up to get it for him. When she returned with the steaming bowl, Catch lifted his chin toward her so she could giggle and give his beard a tug. Tinker Juarez stood stock-still at the kitchen doorway. He added an occasional low whine over his exclusion. CC and I would exchange winks—a favorite all-encompassing gesture she loved to deliver and receive. A perfect evening. 
 
    After we insisted Mom remain seated while the rest of us cleaned up, four ex-operators met on the screened-in back porch. Marcus fired a cigar, cool weather settled, and Tinker nosed his way out the screen door and inspected his backyard domain. Low conversation shifted toward my imminent departure. 
 
    “Don’t get busted,” Catch said. “Take care of business, but make it look like an accident. Can you toss his expired ass into the ocean?” 
 
    “I’ll be careful. It’s strange how, after the love felt here, the residual anger toward him has grown. Weird.” 
 
    It had. Krupp had kicked off this entire bloody mess. I had culpability with the data center break-in, but the odds were fair he would have unleashed the bounty hounds regardless. He was a MOTU, and I represented an unknown. MOTUs don’t like unknowns. 
 
    “When I get back to Portland, no more hiding, no more worry about Willa,” Catch said. “I’ll get a driver’s license and a credit card with my actual name. I’m putting this lumbersexual object of envy back on the grid.” 
 
    We’d begun internalizing life without a bounty. A new approach toward the world. 
 
    “How about you, Bo?” I asked. “Any changes?” 
 
    “JJ is considering a transfer. There’s a position in Albuquerque she may take.” 
 
    “You going?” I asked. You never knew with Bo. 
 
    “Arid and ancient lands, my brothers. Old souls meander through that place, seeking an audience. The universe whispers, nudging me in that direction.” 
 
    “I can’t speak about universal nudges—and I’m happy to remain in that situation—but I’ll admit my go-forward perspective will change,” Marcus said. “My view of strangers and activities and actions. I’ll let my guard down. A bit.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I added. “The future has a different texture.” 
 
    “Well said, goober.” 
 
    “And there’s a woman,” I added. 
 
    I’d revealed Jess Rossi’s interactions to Bo alone. 
 
    “Tell us,” Marcus said. “In Hawaii?” 
 
    “Yeah, but she lives in Charlotte. I probably blew it on the island when she brushed against me handling those two hitters. But I may give it another shot when I return.” 
 
    “You won’t know until you try,” Marcus said. “What about your chosen career? Any changes there?” 
 
    “I’ve thought a lot about it. The short answer is no.” 
 
    With the bounty lifted and the final funding source soon eliminated, I’d given deep consideration toward career plans. Yeah, I’d still keep an eye on my back, but the incessant scan for bounty hunters would remain a thing of the past. And the small and too often denied thrill button whispered, “Let’s give this a fresh start, bud.”  
 
    “Of course,” Marcus said. “The whole normal thing doesn’t work, does it?” 
 
    “You’ve become cynical in your old age. I’ll crank it down a notch or three. I’ll talk with the Swiss. Lower the excitement bar on future gigs. And not stride forward with constant vigilance toward my back.” 
 
    “Play to your strengths, my brother,” Bo said. “A rocky path, but one well attuned to your makeup.” 
 
    “Attuned to kicking hornet’s nests,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Attuned to shit-stirring,” Catch added. 
 
    “Ye of little faith,” I said. “I might reward this slight directional change and buy a suit.” 
 
    “A potent marker,” Bo said. 
 
    “To keep us from sliding down that rabbit hole, just know we’re happy to join you on this final leg of the journey,” Marcus said. “I’m the least beat-up and the logical choice.” 
 
    “I fear you are mistaken, elder cattle-whisperer,” Bo said. “I possess vast experience regarding island life. I blend in, fit, and bring mad island skills to the table.” 
 
    “You don’t blend, period,” Catch said. “And when are you trimming the mess on your face?” 
 
    “The point is, again, you don’t have to go it alone,” Marcus said. 
 
    “And again, I appreciate it. But this part, this final stretch, is on me. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The conversation faded as we reflected upon the new life ahead for each of us. No bounty. Mercy, what a change. Although even now there was delayed gratification for the new Case Lee worldview. A quick cleanup lay ahead. I’d head out and kill a man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    During the long flight over, I adopted a headspace usually best avoided. An attitude best relegated to the cold hearts and discarded lives within the world of assassins and contract killers. Not an easy feat having left such a loving environment. But there was no option. Case Lee would make a cold, calculated hit. So be it.  
 
    Krupp had involved my family. Placed my family at risk. Accepted my family as collateral damage while after me. That was more than a line crossed; it was a self-inflicted death sentence. So I landed in Hawaii with an executioner’s perspective. Krupp had been found guilty. Justice or retribution soon served. Take your pick. 
 
    Two a.m. at Kona Airport’s private plane terminal. The usual Gulfstream and Boeing and Cessna jet aircraft were parked across the nearby tarmac. Nothing unusual. They displayed a variety of paint jobs, insignias, logos. What was unusual, and visible under the private plane outdoor lights, were two jets with no markings. No tail numbers. One painted dull white, the other matte gray. Spookville had arrived. Disconcerting and cause for high alert. I toted my rucksack, Glock in a front jeans pocket covered with the tail of a dark shirt. A rental car, prearranged, waited. 
 
    I’d chartered the jet and rented the vehicle under a false name—one matching the offshore credit card used. The two unmarked jets confirmed my inclination for somewhat anonymous travel. Somewhat anonymous because larger clandestine players could monitor flights in and out of Kona. They could backdoor private air terminal camera feeds and use facial-recognition software with my profile embedded. Mine and thousands of others. A stretch, sure, but you never knew. I wasn’t situated high on anyone’s pay-attention list at the moment, but the two unmarked jets kicked off my usual spook-related paranoia.  
 
    The flight also afforded time for an operational plan. A plan where I’d take care of business with as little fuss as possible. And with minimal odds Krupp’s death would be traced my way. His house was out, for several reasons. Cameras, for one. He’d have them everywhere. No doubt. I could slip past the guards if one or two were on duty. Bo had insisted I take the Glock’s silencer he’d brought me, just in case. So a midnight visit to Krupp’s bedroom might present an option. But not a good one. He might not be alone. And avoidance of being ID’d by the property’s video logs mandated a face cover. A ski mask. A personal bridge too far. No, I wasn’t going in that way.  
 
    Catch had leaned on me hard to take his .300 Win Mag rifle.  
 
    “You can shoot,” he said. “Position yourself overlooking the hole-in-the-ground place he works. Take your time.” 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Doesn’t have to be a headshot. Pop the center of his chest. It’ll do the trick.” 
 
    I explained it wasn’t marksmanship that nixed his advice. It was the separation. I had a deep urge for an eye-lock with the son of a bitch before pulling the trigger. The same desire eliminated, in part, the bedroom scenario. I wanted the MOTU alert and aware. Aware who terminated his last breath. Memory flashes of Mom and CC buttressed the desire. 
 
    Catch had one thing right—Krupp’s data center offered the best opportunity. Or rather, the gate leading into the data center. It had a lot going for it. Middle of nowhere, for starters. Rolling grass and lava rock hills, no traffic, isolated. Video cameras were an initial concern. But I’d driven past the entrance several times, once during daylight, and while the few parking lot light poles held security cameras, the entrance did not.  
 
    He worked strange hours, so my plan checked the cover-of-darkness box. Krupp would perform the same routine as anyone else for entrance to his data center. Pull alongside the electronic keypad at the gate, press his badge against the sensor, and the gate would open. In order to perform this simple function, the vehicle’s driver window would lower. I’d step from a nearby hidden spot and approach. He’d know the inevitable outcome once recognition hit him. Recognition of a man he’d thought dead by now. Ten million dollars assured success in his world. Well, welcome to my world, Elliot. 
 
    First, find him. Jess Rossi had discovered an elevated spot across the road from his compound. I’d find the same. After a short drive from the airport, I stopped and crawled under the rental car and disengaged the GPS. Parked off a side road a half-mile from his house and hiked overland. I wore hiking boots this time, the nighttime footing treacherous. Bunchgrass hid shifting and rolling lava rocks underfoot. The wounds along my back side hollered, stem to stern. I thought briefly about what had caused the wounds, and about the Company’s Hellfire missile.  And the spook planes at the airport. White noise and side thoughts as I negotiated the climb.  
 
    Tossed into the mix were ruminations about the future. One hard reality—my depleted offshore accounts required replenishment. Most of my contract pay went to Mom and CC. They were set. But Case Lee Inc. sat near bone-dry and the lone viable path for a financial correction lay with a few more Global Resolutions contracts. Fine by me. For a fact, rambling off on another gig without the bounty component had a strong appeal. Focus on the next mission, drop the over-my-shoulder looks between jobs. And get paid damn well for my efforts. Global Resolutions had already paid my invoice for the Hawaii job, plus expenses. “Well done,” they’d replied to my report’s submission. Yeah, well, it wasn’t done, my friends. But it soon would be. 
 
    Night-vision binoculars, a Sudan excursion survivor, focused toward the dim lights of Krupp’s compound. The night was still, the salt breeze warm, his Rolls-Royce SUV missing. He was at work. Fine. A slight deviation from the original plan, but doable. I could catch his departure from the data center if still dark, or I’d wait until the next day and catch him arriving there. The departure scenario added only minor complexity—I’d appear in front of his Rolls, get him to stop long enough for recognition, and while highlighted with his headlights put a bullet through the windshield. If he didn’t depart until daylight, I’d wait for his next data center appearance at night. And while time wasn’t on my side, a twenty-four-hour respite wasn’t a showstopper.  
 
    The moon and stars provided sufficient light as I drove without headlights along the empty road. Within a quarter-mile of the data center’s entrance, the illumination from the small parking lot shone on the horizon. I hadn’t seen another vehicle since leaving his compound’s area. The Big Island was asleep. 
 
    I opted for a pull-out several hundred yards short of the entrance. A lava-rock utility road. Pulled into it sufficient to hide my vehicle from the off chance that someone drove along the paved road. Glock in pocket, binoculars around neck, I set out once again across ankle-spraining terrain. Made my way overland toward the electronic-activated gate, void of emotion. I’d thought enough about an alternative for this final act. Came up empty. So now the finale—ugly, necessary, without jubilation or relief. Just one last thing. One final death. Then over. 
 
    Everything was wrong. You-gotta-be-shitting me wrong. The gate stood open. Farther ahead, the small parking lot held the Rolls-Royce SUV alright. As well as a half-dozen vans and a bundle of large Chevy and Ford SUVs. People shuffled between the data center’s propped-open glass door entrance and the vans. They carried what appeared at a distance to be large black boxes. What the hell? 
 
    The binoculars failed to shed much light on the situation. But the vibe, the professional movement and hustle, spelled one thing. Spooks. Loads of spooks. The apple cart was more than turned over. A fire sale unfolded before me. And where the hell was Krupp? 
 
    Oh, man. The scene was bad wrong. I wasn’t mentally prepared for the sight and made on-the-spot attempts at piecing the chessboard together. The Chinese? Could be. Krupp may have triggered a Chicom reaction through actions they viewed as dangerous. Had they paid for the Global Resolutions report? I’d detailed his drug use and his volatile nature. The CIA? Flashbacks of Marilyn Townsend. She was more than aware of Alaton’s work with various sections of the US government. Especially the NSA, the CIA’s sister agency. And I’d revealed Krupp’s bounty-raising. Townsend wouldn’t appreciate Krupp’s dabbling in areas he didn’t belong. Not one little bit.  
 
    While I leaned toward the Chicoms and Company as the players loaded equipment into vans, no absolute certainty lay there. Could be the Brits or Mossad or Russians. This current act spread before me didn’t fit into a known or understood category. And never would. I’d failed to grasp what was true and what was smoke and mirrors during the Hawaii job. A hard reality. 
 
    Decision time. Lay low and wait for their departure. Focus on Krupp after they left. The smart move. But I wasn’t in a smart move frame of mind. Screw this noise. I was here to finish things. After the Janjaweed firefight, and the near loss of life among my blood brothers, I was in no mood for BS. Somewhere between those parked vans and the data center’s interior were answers, including what had happened with Krupp. Once thing was for certain—he wouldn’t be happy with what was taking place at his data center. No freakin’ way.  
 
    I stood and tucked my shirt. I headed in, the Glock’s grip visible above the front pocket of my jeans. A personal statement. Mess with me at your peril.  
 
    I’d no way of knowing if the current spook collection had knowledge of me. A question that was soon answered. A strong High Noon element struck me as I strode past the gate and headed their way. Men continued loading what now appeared to be sophisticated computer equipment while several others supervised the process. It wasn’t until I approached within two dozen paces that someone noted my presence. Hushed words spread; movement stopped. Mine included. 
 
    Low voices were heard from inside the data center, drifting through the open door and into the night. Chinese voices. And American. The outside gang remained frozen except for one individual, Chinese, who scuttled inside. Interior conversation stopped for a moment, then more low murmurs. Seconds later, two individuals emerged. 
 
    My old buddy from the Lava Lava Beach Club stepped through the entrance and halted. Expressionless, he stepped aside, stood stock-still, and stared my way. He’d traded the bright Nikes for black ones. No nod, no acknowledgement. I returned the favor.  
 
    On his heels, a man in jeans and light jacket appeared and approached. No greeting, no extended hand from either of us. He halted four paces away, crossed his arms across his chest, cocked his head.  
 
    “Are you Lee?” 
 
    It was a flip of the coin whether this meant “Leave him alone” or “Kill on sight.” If the latter I’d take down a half-dozen of these sons of bitches before I hit dirt. Enough of this spook-filled BS. The last several days had depleted my give-a-shit supply. I’d reached my limit. 
 
    “Case Lee. Mr. Lee to you.” 
 
    He snorted and gave a half-smile. A “Yeah, right, asshole” look on full display. The loading gang remained still. One of the Chinese contingent lit a cigarette. A smoke break to watch the show. 
 
    “Ops informed us you might show.” 
 
    I remained silent and eye-locked with the Company spook. 
 
    “You have a friend somewhere high up the food chain, Lee.” 
 
    Clean the data center out, burn it to the ground, nuke it. I didn’t care. I was there for one reason. 
 
    “Where’s Krupp?” 
 
    The spook signaled with his head toward the building’s entrance. I took another glance at the assembled gang and headed toward the right, around the Company man and away from the others. A roundabout stroll toward the entrance. I wouldn’t expose my back to any of these clowns. As I walked, eyes left, the Company man spoke. 
 
    “Five minutes, Lee. No questions, no answers. Five minutes.” 
 
    I didn’t reply. The lone question I harbored would be answered soon enough. As for the other activities, it was now clear. Those were mobile data storage devices toted from the data center into the vans. State-of-the-art, no doubt, with compression technologies allowing massive data reservoir collection. They were cleaning out Alaton. Clearly a deal had been struck between the two adversaries. Americans would hoover up and exit with US data, the Chinese likewise. As for the rest, high odds of a negotiated settlement. You get the Dutch and Scandinavian data; I get Canada and the Brits. They’ll be upset when they hear about it? Too bad, so sad. 
 
    Mr. Lava Lava didn’t deign to glance my way as I passed. The short hallway opened onto a massive room of server and storage racks. Fans hummed, AC blew, minuscule lights blinked. At irregular intervals were a scattering of desktop computers as command and control stations. Spooks tapped keyboards; data flowed. A futuristic utilitarian scene. Modern mining. To the right, along the wall, a single office with a large window overlooked the operations. The MOTU’s throne room.  
 
     Krupp sat sprawled across the carpeted floor, his back against a wall. He still breathed, but not for long. I approached and squatted alongside him, my forearms resting on my knees. His lips were blue—bright blue. He gurgled as his chest rose and fell. Residual white-gray powder was stuck beneath both nostrils. One leg spasmed nonstop. His eyes, wild and lost, faded in and out of recognition. Recognition of me, perhaps. Recognition of his last moments on this earth, without doubt.  
 
    Not a challenge recreating the scene. They—either the Company or the Chicoms or both—had held him down and blown an overdose up his nostrils. Fentanyl, maybe. It would map to his previous drug use if any questions arose. The MOTU had overdosed. A shock and a sad day. Let’s move on. 
 
    “It’s me, Krupp. Case Lee.” 
 
    His head lolled on top of a shoulder, facing me. He blinked as one arm lifted, reached. I returned a slow headshake. No relief and no sympathy to be found, Krupp. A two-second vignette, frozen, his limp hand extended like Michelangelo’s Adam. Then his arm flopped down, he took two more rattling breaths, and he died. I remained for several minutes, stared, drifted.  
 
    He’d made an enemy of me, and it may have inadvertently led to his demise. But he’d danced with the devil. Joined forces with people and organizations who lived behind the curtain where life was cheap and power the singular goal. Combined with his ego, his surety as king of the world, it was a toxic mix.  
 
    I exited the data center and turned right, along the building’s facade. I wouldn’t head down the drive toward the gate with my back exposed the entire way. Not with this gang. I passed a tool-filled bucket alongside one of the vans, knowing a chain-link fence with concertina wire along the top surrounded the data center. I lifted a small wire cutter from the bucket with my left hand as my right rested on the Glock’s grip. The Company man who’d spoken with me watched, arms still crossed, as an island breeze rustled his jacket’s light fabric. We exchanged one final expressionless eye-lock. Then I faded into the night.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Escaping winter, the Ace of Spades plowed south across Albemarle Sound where the north wind bit and the surface chop grew into three-foot waves. The Ace wallowed across, the towns of Kitty Hawk and Kill Devil Hills off the port side. I stood in the wheelhouse, windows closed, heater fired. It would be several days before I escaped into warmer weather, Georgia-bound.  
 
     Marcus had been the first departure. We’d hung at Mom’s, the four of us, for a week. No signs, not a trace of bounty hunters. It truly was over. Mom remained in hog heaven—periods of instructional Q and A’s for each of us, straight paths envisioned if not shared, and enough food prepared to feed an army. CC relished the time, surrounded with men who would sit and share and interact with love and patience. She got over whatever reticence she had with Catch—a large and intimidating figure—and curled against the bear while they chatted.  
 
    “I have cattle to tend,” Marcus said as we stood outside and he smoked. “A neighbor has helped, chopping ice off the stock tanks and throwing hay. But it’s time.” 
 
    “I may head your way springtime,” I said. “When it warms up. That would be around August?” 
 
    “Catch may be right. The wussification of America on full display.” 
 
    “It’s just that I don’t own a pair of mukluks.” 
 
    “I’d suggest you don’t own a pair of something else,” he said, smiling. “But recent overseas activities would point toward you still clanging when you walk.” 
 
    “We all clanged for a short time. One last time, I suppose.” 
 
    “You suppose right. Are you looking to take another job from your strange Swiss client?” 
 
    “Yeah. Soon enough. The coffers are running a bit dry.” 
 
    We stood for a while, enjoying the evening, bonded in silence. 
 
    “Well, you let me know when I can help,” he said.  
 
    He cracked the door open, a rare Marcus confession. 
 
    “Always have.” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way, son. I’m not heading off for any godforsaken bullet-flying place again. But I’d look forward to lending you a hand on domestic turf.” 
 
    He’d been a huge asset in California during the aftermath of an Amazon job. I’d sensed at the time he’d enjoyed the action, the engagement. Our conversation confirmed it. And I would call him if required. Couldn’t ask for a better man. 
 
    Catch departed the day after Marcus—his knee on the mend, the other wounds healing. 
 
    “When are you bringing Willa to meet us?” Mom asked. “With a ring on her finger.” 
 
    “When are you and Peter going to visit us in Portland?” 
 
    “That’s the other side of the world, Juan. And I’m still undecided about your beard. What does Willa think of it?” 
 
    “She says it fits.” 
 
    “Well, she’s the one who has to live with it. And with you. I’ll have you both in my prayers.” 
 
    I drove him to the airport.  
 
    “You are visiting us again, right?” he asked. 
 
    I’d had a blast with him, Willa, and Bo in Portland during the last visit.  
 
    “No doubt. Hope the knee recovers.” 
 
    He waved a dismissive hand. 
 
    “You know, right? You know to still call me 24-7 for anything. Anything at all.” 
 
    I would, and I let him know. It tore me up saying goodbye, but I’d see him again. When and where, unknown. But for all the moving pieces on life’s chessboard, one item shined bright. Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez would remain as is, regardless of time or place. I took a great deal of comfort in that.  
 
    Bo stayed the longest, which made sense given he required the most healing. I’d change his dressings twice a day, and he’d return the favor, the bedroom door locked. I didn’t relish sharing his, or my, condition with Mom or CC. 
 
    My best friend and I took long evening walks. I’d fix a stiff go-cup of Grey Goose on the rocks; he’d smoke a bowl of weed. Our conversations were soft, insightful, filling.  
 
    “How’s JJ going to handle this?” I asked. 
 
    There was no hiding Bo’s wounds and injuries. 
 
    “As she does most things. A hard eyeball followed with admonitions followed with love and nourishment. I luxuriate in each facet. Especially the love and nourishment.” 
 
    “It may help if you affirm everything happened on foreign turf.” 
 
    “I will do so if it calms her personal roiling waters. She does have an old soul, my Georgia peach. An old soul that feeds a larger perspective.” 
 
    “A cosmic perspective.” 
 
    “He learns. You must hang with me more often, brother. Now tell me a tale. Love yet realized, passion plays waiting in the wings.” 
 
    Bo-speak referencing Jess Rossi. 
 
    “I don’t know. Just flat don’t know.” 
 
    “Goober-speak for personal trepidation. Fear not and rise above it, my brother.” 
 
    I did. Not then, but once underway on the Ace of Spades. I was aware the Ace acted as Case Lee’s isolated firmament, albeit firmament that rocked from side to side on open water. An anchor, home, a buttressing of faded hope. She answered after three rings. 
 
    “Hi, Jess. How are you doing?” 
 
    Hesitation. Not a good sign. 
 
    “I’m fine. And you?” 
 
    “On either a magnificent vessel or my old tub. Depends on perspective. And yes, it’s a tad chilly for the shower facilities.” 
 
    “Elliot is dead.” 
 
    Not a challenging interpretation—her statement demanded to know what I might have had to do with his death. Fair enough.  
 
    “It wasn’t me, Jess. Don’t know what else I can say. But you have my word I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    Silence as she processed this. Passed Case Lee’s word through the Jess Rossi grinder. 
 
    “Where have you been?” 
 
    Excellent—she moved on. Whether further processing was required of Krupp’s demise, unknown. But at least she asked about me. 
 
    “Overseas. An old issue taken care of. It’s over and done. Where are you? Still in Hawaii?” 
 
    Further questions about loose ends spelled bad news. I wanted nothing more than a look forward. Toward the future. 
 
    “No, Joanna’s world’s changed dramatically with Elliot’s death. It’s all estate management, now. A new batch of lawyers and no need for a private investigator.” 
 
    “So you’re back in North Carolina?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Tepid at best, but at least not cold. 
 
    “Any chance we could meet for a cocktail? I’ll be in New Bern in a day or so.” 
 
    “That’s a four-hour drive to Charlotte.” 
 
    “Not a problem. At all.” 
 
    A long pause. A deal-breaker pause, maybe. 
 
    “No on the cocktails.” 
 
    My heart fell. I stared toward the Outer Banks as small whitecaps played across the saltwater surface. The Ace’s diesel continued its blue-collar rhythm. Oh well, it rolls and it tumbles. Life moves on. 
 
    “I don’t want booze to fog what will be a serious chat,” she continued. “How about coffee?” 
 
    “Done.” I smiled and delivered a silent fist shake. “I’ll text you when I get to New Bern. You can tell me where and when. Coffee sounds great.” 
 
    She agreed, and the first steps of our personal détente were established. Whew.  
 
    Before heading south from Chesapeake on the Ace, I dropped by the Clubhouse. Personal reasons as much as professional. Jules displayed the widest smile I’d experienced from her, although the expression of joy was planted above the shotgun’s twin barrels pointed toward my midsection. I performed the usual pirouette, pockets and hands empty. 
 
    “Not too shabby, indeed, Case Lee. Well done, you. Well done you and your compatriots.” 
 
    Shotgun placed on the desktop, she plucked a smoldering cigar from the desk’s edge. Her personal spiderweb would have known our adventure’s pertinent details by now. 
 
    “Glad it’s over. Man, I’m glad it’s over. Speaking of which, any remnant bounty hunters wandering about?” 
 
    “None. Consider it a closed chapter, the Janjaweed in turmoil. Khartoum remains, as always, in flux.” 
 
    Great news. Affirmation and relief. We smiled toward each other, silent, our strange bond tight and true. 
 
    “Now, dear boy, tell me all about it. Leave nothing out.” 
 
    I did. She lingered on the Hellfire missile incident. 
 
    “Quite an amazing bit of timing on the Company’s part,” she said. “Ascertaining when and where the four of you might be least affected. My, my. Quite amazing.” 
 
    She wasn’t buying it. Taking the four of us out along with the Musa Kibir clan created a clean slate for the Company… in Jules’s world, the logical approach. 
 
    “They could have followed with a second Hellfire when we limped our way back to Goz Beïda. Although I figured it would have required a second ops directive.” 
 
    “Yes, well, there is a rather large operational difference between collateral damage and a direct attack.” 
 
    She puffed the cigar. Her insinuation we were targeted along with the Janjaweed contained several leverageable layers, not the least of which was affirmation that the Clubhouse, unlike the Company, had my best interests at heart.  
 
    “They had been instructed to leave me alone in Hawaii.” 
 
    I wasn’t defending the Company. Far from it. My statement opened the door for further Clubhouse input. 
 
    “A separate and distinct operation with a unique objective. One does wonder how the spoils were divided.” 
 
    “And why the plug was pulled on Alaton. And Krupp.” 
 
    “Hubris, dear. It is not complicated.” 
 
    Not in her world. After a few more well-placed questions for clarification, she asked about the future. 
 
    “You should, of course, rest and recover.” She puffed the cigar and painted on a one-sided grin. “I well imagine recovery for a man your age is a lengthy process.” 
 
    “What happened to not-too-shabby?” 
 
    Her eye crinkled and she chuckled before asking, “Will you accept the next offer from the gnomes of Zurich?” 
 
    “Maybe. Probably. It depends.” 
 
    “My heart soars at witnessing such commitment.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll likely take the next gig. Need the money.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I’m good at this stuff, Jules. Don’t mind saying so.” 
 
    “Nor should you. Bravo and huzzahs toward the man from Savannah. Perhaps you shall also consider an added element regarding your decision.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    She leaned forward, forearms on the desktop. 
 
    “We, you and I, do make a formidable team.” 
 
    I returned a large grin. 
 
    “That we do, Jules. That we do.” 
 
    I arrived in New Bern early evening, docked at my usual spot, and texted Jess. She replied with a time and place for the next day. A coffeehouse at two o’clock. The next day’s four-hour drive was pleasant enough. It provided quiet time and schedule consideration. I figured it would be a month or so before I was prepared for the next job, aware that Jules’s words regarding recovery held more than a cup or two of truth. 
 
    I arrived at the coffeehouse five minutes early. Jess had beaten me there and occupied a far corner table. She looked better than fine as she lowered her coffee cup and eyeballed my approach across the room, expressionless. 
 
    I wore jeans and a light fleece turtleneck jacket, zipped all the way. I stopped five paces short, smiled, unzipped the jacket, and held it wide open. Ensured the bright tie-dye shirt underneath was on full display. Jess busted a laugh, and with a wide grin looked at the ceiling and shook her head. 
 
    Sometimes—perhaps more often than I accepted—it rolls and it tumbles my way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
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    I’ve lived and worked all over the world, traipsing through places like the Amazon, Congo, and Papua New Guinea. And I make a point of capturing unique sights, sounds, and personalities that are incorporated into each of my novels. 
 
      
 
    The Suriname Job 
 
    I worked a contract in that tiny South American country when revolution broke out. Armored vehicles in the streets, gunfire—the whole nine yards. There’s a standard protocol in many countries when woken by automatic gunfire. Slide out of bed, take a pillow, and nestle on the floor while contemplating whether a coup has taken place or the national soccer team just won a game. In Suriname, it was a coup.  
 
    There was work to do, and that meant traveling across Suriname while the fighting took place. Ugly stuff. But the people were great—a strange and unique mixture of Dutch, Asian Indians, Javanese, and Africans. The result of back in the day when the Dutch were a global colonial power. 
 
    Revolutions and coups attract strange players. Spies, mercenaries, “advisors.” I did require the services of a helicopter, and one merc who’d arrived with his chopper was willing to perform side gigs when not flying incumbent military folks around. And yes, just as in The Suriname Job, I had to seek him out in Paramaribo’s best bordello. Not my finest moment. 
 
      
 
    The New Guinea Job 
 
    What a strange place. A massive jungle-covered island with 14,000 foot mountains. As tribal a culture as you’ll find. Over 800 living languages (languages, not dialects) making it the most linguistically diverse place on earth. Headhunting an active and proud tradition until very recently (I strongly suspect it still goes on). 
 
    I lived and worked deep in the bush—up a tributary of the Fly River. Amazing flora and fauna. Shadowed rain forest jungle, snakes and insects aplenty, peculiar ostrich-like creatures with fluorescent blue heads, massive crocs. Jurassic Park stuff. And leeches. Man, I hated those bloody leeches. Millions of them. 
 
    And remarkable characters. In The New Guinea Job, the tribesman Luke Mugumwup was a real person, and a pleasure to be around. The tribal tattoos and ritual scarification across his body lent a badass appearance, for sure. But a rock-solid individual to work with. Unless he became upset. Then all bets were off. 
 
    I toned down the boat driver, Babe Cox. Hard to believe. But the actual guy was a unique and nasty and unforgettable piece of work. His speech pattern consisted of continual f-bombs with the occasional adjective, noun, and verb tossed in. And you could smell the dude from thirty feet.  
 
      
 
    The Caribbean Job 
 
    Flashbacks of the time I spent working in that glorious part of the world came easy. The Bahamas, American Virgin Islands, Jamaica, San Andres, Providencia—a trip down memory lane capturing the feel of those islands for this novel. And the people! What marvelous folks. I figured the tale’s intrigue and action against such an idyllic background would make for a unique reading experience. 
 
    And pirates. The real deal. I was forced into dealing with them while attempting work contracts. Much of the Caribbean has an active smuggler and pirate trade—well-hidden and never posted in tourist blurbs. Talk about interesting characters! There is a weird code of conduct among them, but I was never clear on the rules of the road. It made for an interesting work environment.  
 
    One of the more prevalent memories of those times involved cash. Wads of Benjamins—$100 bills. The pirate and smuggler clans, as you can well imagine, don’t take credit cards or issue receipts. Cash on the barrelhead. Benjamins the preferred currency. It made for inventive bookkeeping entries. 
 
      
 
    The Amazon Job 
 
    I was fortunate to have had a long contract in Brazil, splitting my time between an office in Rio de Janeiro and base camps deep within the Amazon wilderness. The people—remarkable. The environments even more so. Rio is an amazing albeit dangerous place, with favelas or slums crammed across the hills overlooking the city. You have to remain on your toes while enjoying the amazing sights and sounds and culture of Copacabana, Ipanema, and Leblon.  
 
    The Amazon rainforest is jaw-dropping in its scope and scale. 20% of the earth’s fresh water flows down the Amazon River with thousands of smaller rivers and tributaries feeding it. The Amazon rainforest is three million square miles, and during flood season is covered with ten to twenty feet of water.  
 
    The wildlife is, of course, amazing. After a long field day, I'd often take one of the small base camp skiffs and fish for tucunaré (peacock bass). I’d figured out their preferred watery environments. And learned where the piranhas were less plentiful (although it’s worth noting those fierce little chompers are both easy to catch and quite tasty—karmic justice, perhaps). So I was fishing a remote lagoon a mile or so from the base camp. Lily pads, tannic water, dusk and isolation. Howler monkeys broke into a verbal ruckus among the treetops circling the lagoon. When those raucous critters took a break—dead quiet.  
 
    Then soft blowhole exhales no more than five feet away. Scared the bejeesus out of me. It was two botos. Rare Amazon river dolphins. Pinkish-white, curious and content to check out the new addition to their lagoon. We shared the space a full four or five minutes until they eased away. A magic moment, etched forever. 
 
      
 
    The Hawaii Job 
 
    I’ve always relished visits to the Big Island. What’s not to like? Gorgeous beaches, rugged coastlines, a 14,000 foot mountain, and terrain that varies from lowland scrub to tropical vegetation to grasslands to alpine turf. And, of course, an active volcano. How could I not put Case Lee smack-dab in the middle of an active lava flow? 
 
    Then there is the vastness of North Africa and its Sahara Desert. The Sahara is about the size of the lower 48 US states. I’m talking vast and empty and scattered with isolated bands of tribes and nomadic herders. The cultural chasms are enormous as well, and something I’ve had to deal with in the past. 
 
      
 
    About Me 
 
    I live in the Intermountain West, where wide-open spaces give a person perspective and room to think. I relish great books, fine trout streams, family, old friends, and good dogs. 
 
    You can visit me at https://vincemilam.com to learn about new releases and insider info. I can also be visited on Facebook at Vince Milam Author. 
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