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    Chapter 1 

      

    It started with mystery and deception and ill intent. It ended with muddled surety and dark redemption.  

    Doorway light cast from Barcelona’s seediest bars and bistros reflected across the narrow alleys’ wet brick pavement. Prostitutes displayed their wares along tight pathway junctions as a swirling mist draped the area. And three Iranian hitters tracked me with murderous purpose. 

    MOIS operators, unexpected and unwelcome. Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence and Security, an outfit I’d tangled with once before on a job in Brazil and California. The men they sent after me on that job no longer walked among us. Their current pursuit, driven through revenge or related to the current job or both, remained unknown. What was known, I didn’t seek a fight. Far from it. But if they wanted a dance, well, start the music. I led them into a neighborhood where I’d met my underground fixer. An area where, if events turned ugly, the locals would turn a blind eye.  

    I headed deeper into the El Raval neighborhood and ran through an unsettling mental checklist. A Chicom spy’s arrival out of the blue, check. Iranian spies now acting as killers, check. A gritty Barcelona nighttime neighborhood, check. No clue what the hell was going on, check. Alrighty, then. Par for the course, and another day at the office. 

    I hadn’t formulated an immediate plan other than a search for a spot to shake them off. The Spanish-made Star .380 semiautomatic pistol—supplied through the local fixer—remained hidden inside the waistband of my jeans. Traveling armed on a job was standard operating procedure, but I hadn’t foreseen the requirement with a simple gig that entailed a trip from Texas to Spain. But with these three cats on my tail, the .380’s untested reliability and accuracy became critical. 

    Raucous laughter spilled from a bar’s narrow entrance, the three trailing me thirty paces back. I ducked inside the small space, greeted with hard stares, and the revelry’s volume switch turned off. A single mist-supplied droplet coalesced and ran down my face.  

    “This,” I said in Spanish, striding past a dozen men while holding up a five euro bill, “is for a brandy shot.” I slapped the bill onto the small scarred bar top, turned, and opened my light jacket, exposing the pistol. I fished in a front pocket and pulled five Benjamins. “And these,” I said, the bills displayed as playing cards, “are for the men who will prevent the three hombres outside from following me.” 

    The Iranians wouldn’t enter the bar. They’d wait for an isolated moment and place. My pistol display ensured that this rough crowd wouldn’t get any ideas about robbing me now that I’d showed a hundred-dollar bill cache. 

    I slapped the cash onto the wooden bar top. The barkeep reacted first. He smacked a shot glass on top of the bills, filled the small vessel with Spanish brandy, removed his apron, and walked around the bar. His movement triggered the other men, who stood in unison. A plan, a ploy, that might allow sufficient scoot-away time into El Raval’s warren of dark alleys and narrow winding streets. I shot back the brandy and pointed toward the door. You guys lead. They did. 

    Two hitters stood mist-bound, clustered seven paces down the alleyway. Prime real estate for popping me as I left the bar. The third killer had disappeared—a brief magic act with his reappearance guaranteed. The crowd approached the evident two, surrounded them, and I took a hard left away from the scene, hauling ass, all senses cranked—aware a third killer nested nearby. 

    Five rapid steps and around a corner, heavy mist and darkness ruling the environment. But with enough ambient light to highlight the third hitter’s dark silhouette plastered against the dank stone wall. I slammed the brakes, two paces past him, and skidded to a stop. A move honed through training and experience—this cat would have popped me in the back if I’d continued. The lone option—go after the SOB. 

    Wrestling the weapon from my waistband would have wasted a precious half second. The killer had held his silencer-equipped pistol skyward but now dropped his arm, acquiring his target. Me. I dove toward him with a single tumble as the lethal soft clack and spit of his silenced weapon sounded, the bullet passing over my somersaulting body. Before he could fire again, I popped up inside his extended weapon hand. Furious split-second actions followed. I gripped his weapon’s barrel with my left hand and slammed my forehead into his face, crushing his nose, and slammed two brutal right-hand punches into his throat. He released the pistol, grabbed his neck, and struggled to breathe. Blood poured down his face, his nose realigned at an unnatural angle.  

    Decision time. Plug the guy with his pistol and haul it, or simply haul it. The killer struggled at my feet, incapacitated. Avoiding a body trail—even in this cutthroat neighborhood—drove my decision. I kept his weapon and turned as another muted pop and clack sounded from my back trail. It signaled the end of my human defensive line back at the bar. An air shot—these guys were pros, and while my scarred carcass stretched out along a rough neighborhood alley presented no problem, they wouldn’t leave other bodies while performing their job. But a shot nonetheless, and sufficient to scatter my defenses. Damn. 

    I hauled it down the narrow street and around a tight corner, dodged two guys conducting a drug transaction, and continued sprinting. My pursuers would stop for a moment and check on their fallen companion, then leave him and continue after me. Hardcore professional killers, evidenced with silencers and subsonic ammo. Bullets that traveled below the speed of sound and avoided a normal bullet’s shock wave, or loud crack. Many a pro hitter’s preference, the setup reduced a silenced pistol’s sound signature to a mild pop and clack of the weapon’s slide mechanism. The thought prompted several shrugs while I ran and confirmed that the shot fired my way at point blank range—unnoticed within my adrenaline overdrive—had, in fact, missed plowing a furrow along my back side. 

    I paused after turning another misty corner and listened. Rapid wet footfalls followed. I took off again and made another sharp turn, deeper into El Raval. Enough of this crap. Soon I’d slam on the brakes and if they still followed, bushwhack these clowns. A recessed doorway halfway along an alley provided a hunting lair. A second-story apartment at one end, drapes or blinds open, threw dim light across the tight intersection I’d just negotiated. I waited and checked the new weapon. A Chinese 9mm and silencer. Oh well, decent odds it was more reliable than the old .380 in my waistband. With the subsonic ammo, I could whack the bastards with little fuss, or noise. 

    The two hitters paused at the turn under the apartment’s light, stared through the mist into my alley’s darkness, and continued on. Bullet dodged. Not me. Them.  

    I wouldn’t backtrack but take the next corner and wind my way back toward La Rambla and its crowds. Sanctuary in numbers. I considered the last several hours. It made no sense. None. An industrial investigation, now planted in spookville with no warning, no indicators, out of the freakin’ blue. Man, I yearned for a plain vanilla gig. But yearning remained disconnected from reality. My Swiss client hired me to satiate their customers’ needs. Needs that often included the foul and gritty and dangerous. On the flip side, the contracts paid big bucks because they knew I’d go the extra mile. And maybe, just maybe, the jobs also satiated a psychological hang-it-on-the-edge desire on my part. Hard to say. 

    As I departed the recessed doorway, another figure ran under the corner’s gloomy light, stopped, and bent over with hands on knees. Sucking air, he glanced forward at where the two Iranians had gone. Hands still on knees, he turned his head and stared down my alley, nodded his head toward my silhouette, and used his hands against his legs to straighten up. This cat, short and round, appeared as an oversized bowling ball plonked down in the thick mist. He straightened his hair using both hands and faced me, thirty paces away. 

    “Ah. You have ceased running. Bon.” 

    Delivered matter-of-factly, his English heavily accented. A Frenchman. I remained silent, the pistol at my side. He patted a jacket pocket, pulled a pack of smokes, and lit one. Both hands confirmed his hair remained in place. Then he rolled my way with a distinct forward lean, a resolute round shape, cigarette smoke trailing. 

    “We require sustenance, you and I. Such strenuous activity must be rewarded.” 

    I kept the pistol lowered, beyond unclear on the situation, and maintained silence. 

    “Your weapon is not necessary now, mon ami.” 

    I remained still, without a reply, trigger finger at the ready. He continued his determined rolling walk toward me and wafted his cigarette hand in the mist as he spoke. 

    “You have a concern, no? Be most assured, I know of an excellent restaurant.”

  


   
    Chapter 2 

      

    She greeted me, as always, with a double-barreled shotgun pointed at my torso. Her one eye squinted with delight, a wry smile tucked behind the weapon’s wooden stock. A cigar smoldered, balanced, at the old wooden desk’s edge. I performed the standard pirouette, jeans pockets pulled out. One hand held a bag of licorice; the other gripped an index card and a fat roll of Benjamins. 

    “Sit, dear boy. Sit. Your visage fills this withered heart with unbounded joy.” 

    Jules of the Clubhouse—a blue-collar version of the CIA. Jules represented a working man’s intel agency, or, as she put it, a simple and honest broker of information. While the honest contention teetered on truth’s side, she was anything but simple. The steel door closed behind me with a resounding clack, and she pointed the weapon toward an empty and uncomfortable wooden chair across from her desk. The Clubhouse, situated above a Filipino dry-cleaning establishment in Chesapeake, Virginia, was open for business. 

    “You look good, Jules. And you’ve redecorated.” 

    She appeared as she always did. Dungarees, work shirt, black eyepatch with the band lost among a gray-haired, close-cropped DIY haircut. But she’d changed the office’s one decor item. The old Casablanca movie poster—Bogart and Bergman—no longer occupied its taped spot on a steel wall. In its place, a black-and-white Brando in The Godfather, the movie title letters manipulated by a puppet master. It hit way too close to home. 

    “The film holds both emotional ties and a certain appeal. As does your gift.” 

    I tossed the licorice on her desktop and sat. The bag slid, stopped, and Jules arranged it with a clawlike finger for perusal. She relished licorice, and I’d purchased this selection at a specialty shop. 

    “Amish,” I said, adjusting my sitting position. Her guest furniture guaranteed brief visits. 

    “So I see. They produce fine horse buggies, as I understand it. One would well imagine such care would apply for their confections. You are both a dear heart and my favorite client, Case Lee. Now, before I wallow in delight among these small bits of ebony heaven, let us discuss your foray into the heart of darkness. Leave nothing out.” 

    She referenced my recent job, a wild and wooly ride through DC power players, spies and killers, Slab City and slave markets. She halted me once—unusual—and enquired about a cryptocurrency trail. During that job, I’d discovered blockchain technology’s inventor and Bitcoin’s founder—a global mystery for over a decade. 

    “Can’t reveal that source, Jules. I’m sorry. I gave my word.” 

    She plucked her cigar from the desk’s edge, leaned back, fished a kitchen match from her work shirt pocket, fired it on the chair’s arm, and puffed the cigar to life. All the while casting a hard, unblinking eye in my direction. We sat in silence. Smoke drifted up, collected along the ceiling, and shifted with the air current from an unseen vent. 

    “I sit before you wounded. Adrift,” she said after a good twenty seconds.  

    A Clubhouse affectation and part of the deal. A Jules visit kicked off all my jobs, as she provided intel and support that had saved my butt on multiple occasions. The cost included cold cash and the occasional dramatic vignette. A small price, considering her value. 

    “I know. Sorry.” 

    “A precious gem, a crown jewel, withheld and hidden.” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “Recovery may take a while.” 

    “I’ll wait. Why don’t you try the licorice?” 

    “Small recompense.” 

    “I know.” 

    Her chair squeaked as she leaned forward and slid the candy’s plastic bag along the desktop’s embedded Ka-Bar knife’s edge. Several black pieces spilled out. She eyeballed the offering, culled one, and popped it into her mouth. Eye closed, she chewed, accompanied by a low approving moan. 

    This new job had arrived from my usual client, a shadowy Swiss outfit called Global Resolutions. The encrypted message read: 

    Investigate the activities of Sam Carter as they relate to Carter Industries in Houston, Texas. 

    A quick internet search showed Carter Industries comprised a large petrochemical plant near Houston, now undergoing an expansion. There was little intel on Sam Carter other than he and his sister had inherited the plant from dear old departed dad. A solid sleuthing gig, one with a benign backdrop, and no clandestine or professional hitter earmarks. A pleasant change. With few exceptions, my Swiss contract client, Global Resolutions, never revealed their paying client. And the paying client seldom knew my identity. I’d perform the job, file a report, and get paid. My guess on this contract pointed toward a petrochemical competitor or irate ex-partner or who-knows as the paying client. It didn’t matter, and the degree of separation between us, provided by the Swiss, worked well. Most times. What worked well every time was payment, direct into my Swiss bank account. I transferred the lion’s share to Mom and CC, my mentally challenged younger sister, in Charleston, South Carolina. Since Dad’s death, I ensured my family lacked for nothing. 

    I’d just returned from a fly-fishing and bird-hunting trip in Montana with my former Delta Force team lead, Marcus Johnson. A rare black rancher near Fishtail, Montana, Marcus represented something of a father figure for me and my two other former Delta teammates. He and I held the trip as an annual event, and it had been, as always, a marvelous getaway. 

    Returning from Montana placed me back home, on board the Ace of Spades. The Ace, an old wooden cruiser that needed a paint job and minor repairs, floated filled to the brim with character. I lived life cruising the Intracoastal Canal—known as the Ditch by locals—from Virginia to Florida. A mobile lifestyle suited to personal mindset and current life perspectives, although cracks had appeared along my watery path. A girlfriend of several months, Jessica Rossi, tossed stability questions on the table. Jess, an ex-detective with the Charlotte, North Carolina PD, also worked as a private investigator, although her gigs focused on domestic disputes. Messy stuff. She and I made regular rendezvous, and things had jelled. For the time being. She cast a jaundiced eye toward my home, the Ace. We both agreed to work it out, a commitment that lacked definitive plans but a more than decent fit for two folks whose work entailed extensive travel.  

    I’d accepted the job, parked the Ace up the Pamlico River in North Carolina—hurricane season remained active—and contacted the Clubhouse via encrypted message. 

    Carter Industries and Sam Carter. Houston. Meeting a.m.? 

    Jules had responded within an hour with her usual succinct style. She didn’t trust electronic communications. 

    0900 

    Jules swallowed the licorice after a lengthy savoring and returned to business, tying up loose ends from my DC job. 

    “I have somewhat recovered from your blockchain technology concealment. Full recovery may take days. Now, explain my fixer’s demise in Mauritania?” 

    Among her many offerings, Jules could provide a fixer, a greaser of skids, for most any country on the planet. Invaluable, they would either oversee my high-powered weaponry slide through customs or provide the same once I’d landed and entered the country. 

    “The Company whacked him.” 

    “How unfortunate.” 

    “They wanted me on ice until the auction.” 

    “Hmm.” 

    Jules wouldn’t complain too much. The Company—the CIA—was a regular Clubhouse client. They paid well, and the Mauritania fixer’s loss represented, well, a business reality in Jules’s world. 

    “Lest I forget, allow me to express my heartfelt admiration and ceaseless wonderment toward your efforts in Africa,” she continued. “Huzzah and Clubhouse accolades, brave Ulysses. A marvelous job.” 

    During the DC job, she’d asked that I terminate events and allow no mercy to course through my veins. I hadn’t. 

    “Thanks.” 

    I slid the index card I’d brought in across the desk. It contained handwritten names and contact information for US and Israeli spies and diplomats I’d encountered at the last job. Plus several Russian and Bulgarian names without contact information. Those gents had had their tickets punched. 

    “Ah. Several minor items of value,” she said, and slid the card into a desk drawer after a quick perusal. “They fail at ranking with knowledge of blockchain technology’s inventor but they hold worth, nonetheless.” 

    She extended a bony finger and moved several black balls on the desktop abacus, her accounting system. I’d gained a Clubhouse credit. It wouldn’t last. 

    “Could we drop the hurt, please? And move on to the Texas job and Carter Industries?” 

    “As you well know, domestic events fall outside the Clubhouse’s area of expertise.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “That said, the Clubhouse has garnered a few tidbits. As well as some rather interesting tingles.” 

    Her spiderweb. Rumors, rumblings, innuendos, and insinuations from her network of spies, diplomats, handlers, miscreants, fixers, scam artists, businesspeople, politicians, and general ne’er-do-wells across the globe. 

    “Okay.” 

    “This would represent an opportune moment for your questioning of the tingles.” 

    “Let’s start with the tidbits.” 

    “How pedestrian.” 

    “I’m a simple guy.” 

    “Hardly, but fine. Sam Carter is a wealthy wretch, well on his way toward becoming a poor wretch.” 

    “An old story.” 

    “Timeless. He and his sister, a Ms. Rachel Carter, inherited a high-value concern, Carter Industries. A petrochemical plant. Are you familiar with petrochemicals, dear?” 

    “I’ve read up on them.” 

    “We use them in most everything these days.” 

    “Yeah, I know.” 

    “A prime component within every cell phone and laptop.” 

    “I get it.” 

    “They are used for creating analgesics, antihistamines, antibiotics, antibacterials, creams, ointments, gels, syringes, heart valves—a litany of medical devices.” 

    “Got it.” 

    She wafted her cigar hand around, on a tear. 

    “Eyeglasses, cosmetics, automobile bodies and interiors, carpets, water bottles.” 

    “Sam Carter, Jules.” 

    “In a Kafkaesque example of our current environment, the rugged outdoor apparel so popular among our young and adventurous and environmentally conscious youth begins with burly men pumping oil and gas from the ground and using it as feedstock for petrochemical production.” 

    “Carter Industries. Houston, Texas.” 

    “Well over seventy percent of the material used for such stylish outdoor wear comes from petrochemical products. Courtesy of the aforementioned burly men. I doubt the young and the restless ruminate on such reality as they don their fleece vests and waterproof jackets for an outdoor jaunt.” 

    She cackled, shook her head, puffed the cigar, and cast a gleeful eye my way. 

    “Consider me edified, Jules. Now, about those informational tidbits.” 

    She smiled, reached for another licorice, and withdrew her hand. 

    “I shall wait. Kudos to the Amish. Who would have thought their esoteric worldview would produce confectioners? These are a delight, dear.” 

    “Glad you like them.” 

    “Tidbits. Yes. Sam and Rachel Carter have competent individuals operating their plant. Rachel would appear satisfied cashing checks and living the socialite life. Our Sam, much less so on several fronts.” 

    “Those being?” 

    “Drugs and lifestyle. He is, by several accounts, libertine with his habits. A financial drain not insignificant.” 

    “What’s the big screwup?” 

    “He more than dabbles in corporate management. He has invested and leveraged, to the hilt I might add, corporate assets for a large plant expansion. Its economic feasibility is viewed with great skepticism.” 

    “Have Sam’s habits and mismanagement affected his sister?” 

    “Word has it, yes. How and to what degree remains unknown.” 

    “Good. Well, not good, but all roads point toward a cut-and-dried investigation.” 

    “You forget the tingles, Poirot.” 

    “I’m practicing avoidance.” 

    “Gun-shy, are you? After your last little venture, I cannot fault you. But be stout of heart. They remain murmurings.” 

    “Do I take a shot of whiskey first, or gnaw on rawhide?” 

    She chuckled, and her eye sparkled. Bad news. I prepped for her launching a touchpoint into spookville. Spies, clandestine endeavors, shadow players. Jules’s world. 

    “It is rumored he has developed certain contacts with unsavory characters both foreign and domestic. For what purpose remains unknown. If true, you may well find your contract takes you places other than deep in the heart of Texas.” 

    “Not what I wanted to hear.” 

    “You are more than up for the task, dear boy. Now,” she said, sliding open a desk drawer, “here are the brother and sister’s private cell phone numbers and home addresses.” 

    She slid another index card across the desk. I memorized the contact information. No choice—artifacts never left the Clubhouse. The steel door latch at my back clicked open. Our meeting was over. Jules slid several black balls on the abacus’s rails and announced I held a small credit with the Clubhouse. 

    “I am at your service, day or night. Sally forth, Don Quixote, and seek those windmills. This poor creature before you remains your ever-present Sancho Panza.” 

    She delivered a low chuckle as I headed down the squeaky wooden stairs, not amused with the unsavory characters reference. I’d had more than my fill of them.

  


   
    Chapter 3 

      

    “Ms. Carter? This is Case Lee. I represent Swiss investors who have an interest in Carter Industries. Do you have a moment for a chat?” 

    She would if Jules’s assertion about her brother’s actions had affected her lifestyle and spending habits. Swiss investors—stable, serious, solid big money. And serious and solid BS. I sat on the Ace’s throne—an old recliner patched with duct tape under the foredeck tarp, wearing torn jeans, grimy sneakers, and a gimme T-shirt that proclaimed a craft beer’s virtues. Mr. Big Swiss Money. 

    “I do have a moment. A Mr. Lee, you said?” 

    “Yes, ma’am. Case Lee.” 

    There were gigs where I used fake names, fake passports, Cayman credit cards with aliases. This job held no earmarks for those tools. 

    “May I ask how you acquired my phone number?” 

    “It’s what we do, ma’am.” 

    “And you represent a Swiss concern?” 

    “Yes, ma’am. A Swiss holding company. Would we be able to meet tomorrow?” 

    “What is the company’s name?” 

    Cautious, and understandable. A stranger calling out of the blue. 

    “We prefer not to divulge identities until the due diligence process is well underway. I will say this, Carter Industries’ plant expansion has generated interest among our investors. We understand you and your brother might be amenable to a cash influx.” 

    A semi-insider industrial head-nod. My nonexistent holding company knew about their expansion and understood Carter Industries might require further financial backing. Whatever form Rachel Carter’s business acumen took, she’d be unlikely to dismiss an influx of cash. She hesitated. I muted the phone and hid a nearby mallard’s feeding chortle. I’d already turned off the foredeck speakers, having waited until Doc Watson wrapped up “The House of the Rising Sun.” 

    “Tomorrow would be fine, Mr. Lee. May I suggest a time and place?” 

    Sweet. Game on. 

    “Please do. Afternoon would work best.” 

    She provided a coffee shop’s name and location, the time set for two o’clock. Perfect. I’d wait and contact Sam Carter once armed with gathered intel—leverage—from Rachel. An early flight from Raleigh to Houston booked, I fired the Ace and headed up the Pamlico River, destination Washington, North Carolina, then tie-up there for the night and Uber to Raleigh early a.m. 

    The contract, Jules’s tingles aside, still had the feel of a plain vanilla investigative gig. Shadow players—the coin of the Clubhouse realm—might perch at the periphery because, well, Jules knew things. Big time. But if they remained at arm’s length, no worries. The Rachel Carter meeting represented a solid first step. I’d learn what I could from her and get to know Sam. Gain a grip on his activities, and whatever effect those activities had on Carter Industries. With luck, meet the plant manager and garner more intel. Easy-peasy. But my gut filtered out any cavalier attitude, understanding full well any contract, any job, could go sideways in a heartbeat. I had the scars to prove it.  

    Jess called that evening. I’d docked at a regular spot in Washington, NC, strolled along the waterfront, and settled down at a favorite bar tucked into an old brick building. Tourist season had passed, and locals once again set the cultural table. As I sat solo at a window with a Grey Goose on the rocks, her call filled any small all-alone voids. 

    “How’s the Big Apple?” I asked. 

    She’d taken a contract in NYC regarding contentious real estate transactions within a wealthy family’s trust fund. 

    “Expensive. The trust’s attorney hasn’t displayed any signs of questioning expenses, but good grief. The hotel is four hundred a night.” 

    “Does that come with your own private masseuse?” 

    “It comes with the usual tiny shampoo bottles and bulk-rate soap and a view of the building across the street. I’m living high on the hog, bub. Have you started on that Texas contract?” 

    “Yep. Meeting with the guy’s sister tomorrow afternoon in Houston.” 

    “Be glad it’s not August.” 

    “I am.” 

    I’d experienced Texas coastal weather during the summer. Ninety-five degrees, ninety percent humidity. It would get so dang hot and muggy that your shirt plastered against your back before dawn. 

    “Are you geared up for this job? You’ll sit in your rental vehicle quite a bit while trailing this guy. Get a tablet PC. Learn Scrabble. Otherwise, you’ll chew on the steering wheel out of boredom.” 

    Jess played online competitive Scrabble, both at home and while working a job. I’d committed to getting my head right for such low-key jobs, and not fret and squirm over doing nothing but wait. A reality not anticipated with a song in my heart, but it was time to suck it up and take a break from the world of flying bullets. 

    “I’ve got my Kindle.” 

    “And?” 

    “A good camera with telephoto lens.” 

    “Any other tools of the trade? You know, the items you disparage as doodads?” 

    “A combo GPS and listening bug.” 

    I’d used such a device during an Orcas Island job and found it more than handy. 

    “Good for you, Sam Spade. What else?” 

    “Just my winning ways and bright smile.” 

    “No rocket-propelled grenades?” 

    “Funny.” 

    “Can we talk about attire for the wedding?” 

    “Thin ice if you want my opinion on what you should wear.” 

    I was blessed with three living blood brothers from Delta Force days. Marcus Johnson, the rancher who’d hosted the recent fly-fishing and bird-hunting trip. Older than us, and a man I’d often talk with for both a sounding board and sage advice. Marcus—always mission-focused, direct, and as solid as they came. 

    Bo Dickerson, cosmic cowboy, inhabitant of an alternative reality, spearhead for our Delta team’s operations, fearless beyond measure, and my best friend. He lived in Albuquerque, New Mexico, with his FBI girlfriend, Julie Johnson. JJ. She and I and Bo had worked and fought together during a terrorist attack in the Caribbean. Bo joined me on numerous jobs because, well, he loved an adventure. And it never hurt having the greatest warrior we’d ever seen at your side. 

    Then there was Catch. Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez. The Catch moniker came from his innate ability to sense or anticipate or catch the unexpected during battles. The finest shot we’d experienced, a bear of a man, a rough cob, and someone to have alongside you in a fight. You sure as hell wouldn’t want him coming after you. Catch had joined me on several jobs, lending a cut-and-dried hand. Good and bad, right and wrong—he wasn’t a man who agonized over nuances. 

    Catch lived in Portland, Oregon, with an exceptional woman, Willa. They were getting married in a few weeks, and we’d all be there, including Jess, Mom, and CC. Jess had never met my family or friends, and was understandably nervous although there was no need. They’d accept her with love and graciousness, although my expressing as much provided her little relief from worry. 

    “Well, to begin with,” she said, “the rehearsal dinner, wedding ceremony, and reception are all bundled together into a single soirée. What does that look like?” 

    “Catch isn’t big on ceremony, so as I understand it he felt one large party would wrap it all up.” 

    “On a boat.” 

    Catch and Willa had reserved a large vessel on Portland’s Willamette River for the shindig. Sound thinking—keep the festivities contained and away from Portland residents. 

    “More like a ship. One hundred folks, the lion’s share Willa’s family and friends. You’re part of the Catch contingent.” 

    “I get that. So tell me, Ralph Lauren, what does one wear on a Willamette River bacchanal that includes a wedding?” 

    “Something you’re comfortable in.” 

    “You should start writing a fashion column at Vogue magazine. Thanks, bub.” 

    “I’m here to help.” 

    We chatted on about the wedding, family, our next rendezvous, and NYC food. A solid conversation, and it wrapped a tight bow on the evening. 

    Wheels down the next morning provided a bird’s-eye view out the commercial flight’s window, with green upon green, and steel and glass upthrusts for both downtown Houston and several other high-rise commercial centers scattered across the flat terrain. It always struck me how Hollywood portrayed Texas geography. Mile upon desert mile with occasional small, barren rock hills. Tumbleweeds, barbed wire, scorpions. Yeah, there was plenty of that in West Texas, but the folks I would soon mingle with lived in a place once termed the Bayou City. Meandering muddy waterways surrounded with jungle-like vegetation had defined the place for decades until city officials deemed bayous an inappropriate brand descriptive and created the nickname Space City, highlighting NASA’s command center location. It was currently the US’s fourth largest city, but demographers predicted it would overtake Chicago within a decade. Depending upon how you measured it, the Port of Houston ranked among the top three ports in the US, which was no small shakes considering the city sat fifty miles from the Gulf of Mexico. Nothing that a helluva big ditch couldn’t fix. The Houston Ship Channel and surrounding area held forty percent of US oil refining and petrochemical production. Somewhere below me sat Carter Industries. 

    I’d reserved a midsized SUV rental vehicle. One with enough punch for scooting when necessary. Having spent time in Texas, I’d become accustomed to viewing the state highway department’s signs across the state, stating Drive Friendly. In Houston, they should have read Drive Like a Bat Out of Hell. And that’s with heavy traffic. There’s nothing like white-knuckling at seventy miles per hour bumper-to-bumper. 

    I retrieved my rucksack and separately packed .40 Glock at baggage claim, pulled over after exiting the rental car lot, crawled under the vehicle, and disengaged the GPS. A well-honed habit, driven through hard lessons learned. You don’t track Case Lee’s movements.  

    I had time to swing by Rachel Carter’s home before our meeting, and forty-five minutes later cruised through an old live-oak neighborhood called River Oaks. It held numerous two- and three-acre lots with mansions set far back from the quiet streets. Her address displayed a white-painted brick two-story structure—expansive, with a porte cochere alongside a circular drive. Manicured landscaping with azalea hedges and close-cropped dark green lawn surrounded the structure. The remaining acreage held Houston jungle—tall pine and oak trees, head-high green brush, vines climbing tree trunks. A natural barrier between separated neighbors. Rachel Carter lived well. I drove past Sam Carter’s nearby address for a gander, but his place was within a pricey high-rise with several hundred other folks. 

    I strode into the coffee shop wearing slacks, pressed shirt, and navy blazer. Attire fitting both my alleged status and the establishment. Not a run-of-the-mill coffee bar—high-end furniture and paintings and oriental rugs. Pastries displayed as fine jewels, the two baristas in white dress shirts and black vests. And five-buck coffee. Black, no cream.  

    She sat alone and stood as I approached. Tall and rail-thin, black yoga pants and draped cream blouse, more jewelry than you’d expect, and frosted blond hair perfectly coifed. Early forties, I’d guess from her face, although she’d had work done. Rachel Carter extended a hand and we shook, but she didn’t apply any semblance of a grip. Personal preference, or insufficient muscle mass for delivering much pressure. Rachel starved herself to maintain the look, and it bothered me. Nothing wrong with thin, but emaciated isn’t a good look. 

    “Ms. Carter.” 

    “Mr. Lee. Please have a seat.” 

    I did, and set down my bone china cup and saucer. 

    “Please call me Case. I appreciate you taking the time.” 

    She smiled. 

    “It is my pleasure, Case. And please return the favor. I’m Rachel.” 

    She spoke with a soft Texas coastal accent, the “I’m” arriving as “Ahm.” 

    “Would you mind if I get straight to business?” 

    A legit question. In certain US states, and in particular Texas, folks wanted to get to know you. More than a few times I’d stood in a checkout line somewhere in Texas, waiting my turn, and soon engaged with others in the queue. Smiling strangers who, in short order, immersed me into conversations about weather, kids, recipes, football, dogs, and local scuttlebutt. I understood some visitors found it off-putting, but I relished it. It made for community, albeit one helluva big community. But with Rachel I’d avoid a deep dive into my life and lifestyle. Too many red flags.  

    “I don’t mind. First, allow me to ask you how the holding company you work for pinpointed Carter Industries. And why the Swiss? Do you live there?” 

    Thin ice and deal-breakers at every turn. 

    “Well, first and foremost, we keep our ear to the ground. It’s a proven strategy, investing in viable entities that could use a cash infusion to help get over any business hump.” 

    “For a piece of the pie, may I assume?” 

    “That’s how it works.” 

    I smiled, and she nodded, still pleasant. 

    “What is your job, Case?” 

    “I perform due diligence in the US. I have counterparts all over the world.” 

    “Due diligence?” 

    I smiled and chuckled. 

    “I’ll admit it’s a fancy term for gathering background information. For Carter Industries, it would include plant age and condition, market share, profit and loss, expansion plans, cash flow, and management. Especially those last two. We’re silent partners, and don’t take an active part in our investments’ operations.” 

    She sipped coffee, finished it, and eyeballed me over her cup’s rim. Guilt pangs resonated. She may have been the nicest person in the world, and here I was, spouting lies like a whale. If she had concerns over Carter Industries, I was guilty of spreading false hope. Part of the deal, but a bitter pill nonetheless. 

    She lifted her glass toward a barista, requested a refill, and asked, “You never told me where you lived.” 

    “The East Coast. That’s all I’m willing to say at this point, either about myself or the company I work for. If, after my due diligence, we decide to move forward, then we are an open book. But not until then.” 

    “I see. Well. Then pardon me if I’m less than an open book regarding Carter Industries. I will endeavor to answer your questions, within reason. That sounds equitable, doesn’t it?” 

    She wore a tight smile, I nodded in return, opened the leather portfolio I’d carried in, and clicked a Montblanc ballpoint pen. I wrote the date on the tablet’s blank first page. You gotta look the part, baby, trappings included. 

    “We understand you and your brother are sole owners of Carter Industries.” 

    “That is correct.” 

    “Are you two involved in company management?” 

    “My brother more than me. A Mr. George Reynolds manages the day-to-day operations.” 

    “Where is Mr. Reynolds located?” 

    “At the plant.” 

    “May I meet with him?” 

    “You have my blessing. I find him less than competent, but you and your mysterious company will judge that. I know good help is hard to find.” 

    The barista arrived at our table with a fresh cup, saucer, and coffee. He sat it down and lifted her used china. 

    “You have already added the cream,” Rachel said. “I add the cream. I’ve told you this on more than one occasion. For whatever reason, you don’t seem capable of remembering this one important thing. Is it too much to ask that I add my own cream?” 

    “No, ma’am. I’ll get you another. And bring the cream to the table.” 

    She turned my way with one eyebrow lifted and said, while the guy still stood there, “Do you see what I mean about finding good help?” 

    So much for the nicest person in the world. I waited until the barista left. 

    “Are your concerns with Mr. Reynolds shared by your brother?” 

    “You should ask him.” 

    Her attitude had changed, still upset over the cream. I slathered on some BS and brought her back to a more amenable state. 

    “I should add our company has viewed you and your brother’s ownership with admiration. It is a competitive market and a volatile sector, yet you two have navigated those difficult seas with success.” 

    Mollified, she relaxed her face and shoulders. 

    “There have been challenges, no doubt. Since our father died, Sam and I have kept a firm hand on the strategic wheel.” 

    “Is that you and your brother’s role? Strategy?” 

    “Again, my brother more so than me. But, yes, we focus on the path forward and leave the daily operations to others.” 

    “So Sam isn’t actively involved either, except at a strategic level. Is that right?” 

    The barista arrived with a fresh cup and saucer and a small china cream container. Rachel stared at him as he placed the items. 

    “At an active strategic level, I would say. There are certain events, certain strategies, which he oversees.” 

    “Carter Industries’ plant expansion, as an example? Please don’t be surprised we know about that. It’s not a secret, even in Switzerland.” 

    “Yes, I suppose our expansion would fall under Sam’s active strategic activities.” 

    “Are there any issues with the expansion? As it relates to cash flow?” 

    “Ah. An entry point for your Swiss company. Cash-flow issues and the commiserate acquisition of a percentage ownership in Carter Industries.” 

    I nodded back and sipped coffee. Her silver spoon clinked against the cup’s side as she stirred in the cream. 

    “So I may more fully understand,” she said, “the percentage ownership your company would gain depends on market valuation?” 

    “We have some rather sophisticated modeling for valuations, but in a nutshell, yes.” 

    A gut-level prickle rose. She was fishing. For what, no clue. And she avoided the rumored intel on her brother—spendthrift on a large scale, incompetent, mishandling the plant expansion. Either she sat before me unaware, an unlikely proposition, or she covered for him. We conversed around the edges for another five minutes until it was time to move on. 

    “If you would please, Rachel, let your plant manager, George Reynolds, know I’d like a drop-in. And an introduction to your brother would be most helpful. A heads-up would suffice.” 

    “I’ll contact Reynolds. As for Sam, you’ll find him at his ranch in central Texas. I’ll let him know you’d like a chat.” 

    She gave me ranch directions and George Reynolds’s phone number. I thanked her and another limp handshake ended our sit-down. Something was bad wrong. For someone open to a cash influx, Rachel Carter displayed few distress signs. May have been an act. Hard to say.  

    I had time for a Carter Industries visit and rolled through town, impressed with its overall cleanliness and well-kept nature, unlike so many other large cities. Then I entered the Indianapolis 500 speedway—aka Houston’s freeway system.

  


   
    Chapter 4 

      

    The Houston Ship Channel stretches for fifty miles, and scattered throughout its adjacent areas sits a massive chunk of US refining and petrochemical production. Mile after mile—industrial plants and refineries and docks and tugs and barges and ships. Processing towers and an enormous maze of pipes and valves and storage tanks. From its entirety came the iPhones, laptops, medicines, contact lenses, and the outdoor clothing Jules had mentioned. Industry on an almost incomprehensible scale. 

    George Reynolds was expecting me. In his fifties, fit, with close-cropped graying hair, dark slacks, and a short-sleeved white dress shirt. His left forearm showed a small Marine Corps tattoo. 

    The office building and parking lot occupied five acres of Carter Industries’ fifty-acre complex. They filled the office area with, as Reynolds later explained, mechanical engineers, electrical engineers, chemical engineers, accounting, HR—the whole ball of wax. Outside Reynolds’s window stood a vast array of cooking towers, several control buildings, and men who walked and drove on oyster-shell roads. And pipe. Unending pipe that ran along pipe racks. Twelve-inch diameter, two-feet diameter, three-feet diameter—massive plumbing painted with color codes. Huge valves at key intersections, pump stations, electronic cables. Stretched as far as the eye could see—toward the Gulf of Mexico—were similar plants and refineries varying in size. An empty area within the Carter complex displayed cranes and earthmoving equipment. The plant expansion. Reynolds’s office overlooked the entire plant, his baby. After we’d shook, I stared out the third-floor window as he stood beside me. 

    “Impressive as hell, isn’t it?” he asked, pride evident. 

    “Yes. Yes, it is. And to think this goes on and on toward the Gulf.” 

    “Do you want to know what’s weird?” 

    “Tell me.” 

    “In a city with millions of people, most never see this. It’s an industrial corridor miles from so much of the city, and unless they work here or have business here, most Houstonians seldom pay this any mind.” 

    “From what I’ve seen, it’s a well-kept city. Clean, organized, lots of green. More than warmish in the summer, but AC rules here, doesn’t it?” 

    He cracked a smile. 

    “Yes, it does. Unless you are down there”—he paused and pointed toward ground level—“making things work. But overall, Houston has been very good for me and my people and our families. You would be hard pressed to ask for much more than that.” 

    He turned and offered me a seat across from his desk.  

    “What’s this about a Swiss company investment? You want something to drink? Coffee?” 

    “No, thanks. I’m good.” 

    I delivered the due diligence spiel. He stared back, expressionless. 

    “You want my honest opinion?” he asked. 

    “That’s the best kind.” 

    “The two owners have leveraged us up to the hilt with the banks for this plant expansion. That money should have gone toward current facility improvements.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “I know every inch of pipe and every valve and every worker and their families. It’s a well-run operation and I don’t mind saying so. But maintenance and repairs and retrofit projects are part and parcel of a plant like this, and that’s where the money should go. Does your Swiss outfit have enough money for investing in both maintenance and the expansion?” 

    “How much for the maintenance and retrofitting? Ballpark.” 

    He gave me a remarkable figure. 

    “That’s a chunk of change.” 

    He raised an eyebrow and said, “You don’t sound like a Swiss due-diligence investigator. Chunk of change?” 

    I smiled. His bluntness had disarmed me, and I’d let the shields lower. 

    “Background from a former life slips in occasionally.” 

    He paused for a few seconds and then performed his own personal due diligence. 

    “Military?” 

    “Yeah. Not the Marine Corps, like you. Army.” 

    “What branch?” 

    “Special forces.” 

    He stared, silent, for several seconds and asked, “How special?” 

    I didn’t reply but returned his stare, a sufficient statement. Delta Force operators, former or current, don’t chat about their experience. Officially, Delta doesn’t exist. He tossed a wry grin my way. 

    “Got it,” he said. “Avoid blowing anything up while you’re here.” 

    “Old habits.” 

    “Keep them in check. Now, back to retrofitting versus expansion. Will you repeat any of this?” 

    “Nope. But I’ll use it for intel collection when I meet Sam Carter. I won’t mention you.” 

    “Fair enough. Retrofitting ensures stability for the future. An expansion under current market conditions doesn’t make any sense. Petrochemical plants are under construction all over the world. We have an advantage sitting near multiple refineries—our feedstock comes straight from them—but the demand, while increasing, doesn’t justify leveraging our existing facilities.” 

    “You’ve expressed this to the owners?” 

    “Oh, yeah. In no uncertain terms. Rachel Carter doesn’t believe me, and that’s fine. I could be wrong, and I’m willing to acknowledge that. You sure you don’t want coffee or a cola?” He stood and opened a small refrigerator. “Diet DP?” 

    Dr Pepper, headquartered in Plano, maintained high popularity in Texas. 

    “No, thanks. What was Sam Carter’s reaction toward your expansion plan issues?” 

    He popped the top and sucked down half the can. Then his face squinched as he addressed the other owner. 

    “He’s a hand-waver with big ideas. He calls them concepts. Which is fine and dandy if you’ve got the knowledge and insight to back it up.” 

    “Which he doesn’t?” 

    He answered with a disparaging expression as he sat back down. We shared silence for a few moments. Outside the window, men in hard hats moved among the towers and tanks and massive pipe racks under a clear blue sky. In the distance, more of the same, mile after mile. 

    “I appreciate your insights, George. Sincerely. Here’s where it gets awkward. My job stipulates a close read on Sam Carter. His habits, character, and interactions with Carter Industries. The Swiss require insight about the man and how he’d affect their investment here. It’s not pretty gathering this personal intel, but it’s part of the deal.” 

    George leaned back, set a leg on the desk corner, and stared out the window. 

    “His father was solid. A chemical engineer and fine businessman. We respected him down there.” He pointed toward the men among the towers and pipes. “Sam never became engaged with the business. A rich kid with other interests, who pretty much left us alone. Until recently.” 

    “The expansion.” 

    “Yeah. The weird part is he never talked with any of us regarding market research or product lines. It’s like it hit him out of the blue. I don’t get it.” 

    “Did someone whisper in his ear?” 

    “I suppose.” 

    “His sister?” 

    He snorted. 

    “No way. But yeah, he’s been talking with someone.” He stared my way with a tight smile. “I don’t know who, but I take it that’s your job.” 

    We chatted on a bit further, shook hands, and before I left, he added a personal note.  

    “It may surprise you knowing we’re not all oil industry fanatics. The raw feeds—oil and natural gas—are not unlimited. And a tremendous effort is put into finding and producing them. When you work in this industry, it’s easy to gain perspective. We produce valuable commodities. Some are lifesaving. And it sometimes seems wasteful burning the hard-bought feedstock in cars and trucks. Hell, I drive a hybrid. And I’ll applaud the day most of us drive electric vehicles.” 

    An interesting guy. Solid. I sat in the plant’s parking lot and changed plans. No overnight in Houston. I’d head for Austin, ninety minutes from Carter’s ranch, and overnight there. I prepped for a three-hour drive, four with traffic. The picture George Reynolds painted presented Carter as a ne’er-do-well rich guy. His intel on a third party influencing Sam Carter arrived as a critical rabbit hole for a dive-down. I considered calling Carter with a heads-up I’d arrive at his ranch the next day, but dismissed it. His sister would have called him by now.   

    As far as jobs went, this one smelled like gravy. Interview Sam, revisit George Reynolds and Rachel, file a report, and call it good. Yeah, there’d be some sleuthing to discover Carter’s influencers, which might take another day or two. But all in all, a sweet gig, and one wrapped up in short order. 

    An hour white-knuckled in Houston traffic, then smooth highway sailing the rest of the way. The terrain changed from bayous and thick vegetation to flat coastal prairie to rolling hills with post oak trees and cattle. It was dark when I hit Austin, and while years had passed since my last visit, nighttime views displayed a dramatic change. No longer a semisleepy college town, traffic and high-rises and bustle earmarked a different city. I’d read it had grown, but holy cow. My downtown hotel—old and harkening back to the cattle-drive era with fifteen-foot ceilings throughout to mitigate the pre-AC heat—placed me near the capital. An evening walk, a Tex-Mex meal, and a decent night’s sleep waited. 

    On the walk, as I approached the capitol, a large bronze statue occupied a sizeable piece of wide sidewalk real estate. A pioneer woman, life-sized, firing off a cannon, also full-sized. The plaque explained this was the spot where Angelina Eberly said no way, Jose. Sam Houston, the new Republic of Texas president and all-around hero, wasn’t pleased with the burg called Austin as the Republic’s capital. The new town named Houston, to no one’s surprise, was more to old Sam’s taste. He sent a Texas Ranger delegation to collect and move the government archives in the dead of night. Angelina, an innkeeper near the archival location, heard the Rangers loading their wagon, hustled for the town cannon, aimed it at them, and lit it off. She missed the Rangers but did blow a hole in the General Land Office building. The cannon shot roused the populace who recovered the archives. The Rangers—less than enthused about leaving Austin and relocating to a swampy coastal town—reported to President Houston that things just didn’t work out, life went on, and Austin remained the capital. Man, you had to smile and shake your head standing alongside this feisty woman’s large bronze figure. Don’t mess with Texas. Or Angelina. 

    A bright morning greeted, warm but not hot, and a ninety-minute drive toward Willow City. I meandered deep into the Texas Hill Country, considered by many the prettiest part of the state, and former home for German pioneers and the Comanche. Rugged limestone and granite hills with crystal-clear spring-fed creeks throughout. Rocks, boulders, and thin topsoil that supported post oaks, scrub cedars, and prickly pear. I sighted white-tailed deer, armadillos, and cattle. Cool turf, and while it made for a hardscrabble life trying to eke out a living from the area, its appeal as a weekend getaway was obvious. 

    Sam Carter’s ranch house, accessed over a cattle guard and a mile down a well-graveled road, sprawled across a hilltop. Two pickup trucks were parked nearby, a windmill squeaked as it filled a cattle water tank, and buzzards circled over carrion in the far distance. A significant section of the ranch house was cut stone, quite old, and likely a German settler’s home from the eighteen hundreds. A stout woman in her fifties greeted me on the expansive front porch. She wore jeans and a work shirt and wiped her hands with a dish towel. 

    “Mornin’. If you’re lookin’ for Sam, he left near sunrise.” 

    “Morning. I am looking for Sam. When’s he coming back?” 

    “That’s above my pay grade.” She finished wiping her hands and approached. “We’ve howdied but haven’t shook. I’m Patty Schmidt.” 

    “Case Lee.” 

    Her handshake was anything but tepid. 

    “I believe Rachel Carter called him and let him know I was coming,” I said. “That’s why I’m asking when he’s back.” 

    “Maybe you scared him. He flew out early.” 

    “Flew?” 

    “There’s a small runway down the hill. His prop plane took him to Austin. Then he’ll take the big plane bound for Spain. Don’t ask me why. You want some coffee?” 

    I’d missed him, which was weird given Rachel would have told him a potential Swiss investment dangled. You don’t run from that. On the flip side, Patty presented as someone who could provide intel. She wasn’t shy, and I’d taken an immediate liking to her. A silver lining, and I accepted the coffee offer. We wandered inside. 

    “I take it you work for Sam.” 

    “Put up with him is more like it.” She removed two mugs from hooks over a single-serve coffee maker. “Would you like a flavored cup or straight?” 

    “Straight, please.” 

    “I’m his ranch manager, personal secretary, housekeeper, cook, and conscience. Heaven knows he needs that last one,” she said as the small machine squirted fresh coffee into the mug. “Been with him five years, and best guess is I’m the third or fourth one to fill this role. Could be he’s so tired of finding replacements he keeps me around out of convenience.” 

    We settled on two kitchen island stools with our coffee, and I offered up the Swiss investment story as bona fides. 

    “Well, that’s up to you folks. Y’all might consider writing in the contract that he’s not allowed within twenty miles of the deal.” 

    “He’s not a good businessperson?” 

    “I’m not sure Sam could hit the floor if he fell out of bed.” 

    I laughed. Had to. Patty Schmidt came across as a person who spoke her mind and wasn’t shy doing it. Her accent contained less coastal softness and a touch more drawl. 

    “Does he spend much time here?” 

    “On and off. He stays in Houston most times but calls me over every piddly-ass thing he wants or thinks he needs. Flight arrangements, as an example.” 

    “Where’s he going in Spain?” 

    “Barcelona. I can give you his hotel if you’re hell-bent on meeting with him.” 

    “That would be great. Is this a business trip or pleasure?” 

    Patty was a gold mine, and I’d gather what I could. A Barcelona trip was the last thing on the expected menu, but if Carter parked it over there for a few days, I’d join him. His hauling ass while aware of my arrival at the ranch shot up red flags. Flags popping in the breeze. Unless Rachel had failed to contact him about Mr. Due Diligence. A long shot at best.  

    “One of his business deals. Sam likes to think he runs with the big dogs. But I’m pretty certain he’ll toss in some pleasure while he’s there. I don’t think the man owns a pair of britches that stay on long.” 

    I’d suss that aspect out once in Spain. The multiple business deals interested me more, and I’d ease into that discussion. For all Patty’s bluntness, it was far better if she offered the intel without my pushing. 

    “Well, Patty, in my experience over the years, these high-net-worth individuals who inherit wealth dabble in the business world. Often without much success.” 

    “Success and Sam sit a long way from each other at the table. Let’s see. There’s the racehorses in Houston. Kentucky Derby fantasies, I guess. From what I gather, they never won a single race, so he lost interest.” 

    “The racehorse thing is pretty common. I’ve seen it more than once.” 

    “Then the bottled water. Hill Country bottled water. It never panned out. The list goes on and on. His latest is buying a large ranch in Presidio County. For what reason, who knows? You ever been down there?” 

    “Can’t say I have.” 

    “Scrub brush, rattlers, and desert mountains. They won’t be filming Anne of Green Gables in Presidio County anytime soon. Let’s just say Sam Carter would be better off if he settled down and took up gardening. Don’t see that happening, though.” 

    Patty shifted gears, as expected, to me. Life, lifestyle, interests, any kids—you name it. I kept things casual—fishing expeditions, several recipes exchanged—and made plans to scoot. I had an upcoming flight. I did circle back to Carter’s finances. 

    “Given his spending habits—private planes, horses, investments—have you seen any signs of money trouble?” 

    “Not that I’d notice. My paycheck shows up every two weeks.” 

    I thanked her, recorded her contact information, received Carter’s hotel info for Barcelona, and drove out the ranch road, stopping to make arrangements on my satellite phone. First, a private charter bound for Barcelona. Pricey, but my client never yelped over expenses. The charter company had a Learjet that could make it nonstop, departure early evening. A ten-hour flight, I’d arrive midday Barcelona time. Then a room booked at the same hotel as Carter’s. All good. Except I couldn’t put my finger on his underlying motives—muddy waters I hoped to clear up soon enough in Barcelona. But an uncomfortable tingle accompanied the immediate plans, a sixth sense something wasn’t right, something beyond Sam Carter’s wastrel ways. A feeling that prompted a standard request. I couldn’t carry my Glock into Spain unless I wanted to see a Spanish jail’s interior. I’d package it and send it to the dock owner where the Ace of Spades was berthed. But I wouldn’t wander Barcelona naked, unarmed. A quick note for the Clubhouse would mend the issue. 

    Barcelona fixer for tools. 

    She’d get back in short order with a name and contact information for a fixer who could supply me with a decent sidearm. Chalk it up to paranoia or overkill or neck-deep caution. But mostly chalk it up to past experiences where a firearm ensured Case Lee Inc.’s lone employee remained vertical and healthy.

  


   
    Chapter 5 

      

    Barcelona. First things first—acquire a weapon. The fixer expected my call and provided directions for a spot in town where law-abiding Barcelona citizens and tourists never ventured. The taxi driver had raised a curious eyebrow at my request and announced he’d take me near the address, but not all the way. 

    “How far away?” I asked him. 

    My Spanish lacked the Castilian sibilant “th” pronunciation, but Barcelona was in Spain’s Catalan region, and the almost-lisp enunciation wasn’t as pronounced. Bottom line, my conversational Spanish, more Latin American, worked. 

    “A half-dozen blocks.” 

    “Why the drop-off?” 

    “You are fortunate I will take you that close.” 

    Beggars, choosers, so I hopped in. Early afternoon and the sun remained high, so whatever area the driver took me wouldn’t come alive with thieves, drug dealers, and miscreants until dark. He headed into the El Raval neighborhood, adjacent to La Rambla, Barcelona’s famous boulevard where my—and Sam Carter’s—hotel sat.  

    As we drove south and approached the port and the Mediterranean Sea, the grittier the area became. At a walled-in intersection, wide enough for two small vehicles if they both drove on the narrow sidewalks, he announced the end of the line. I paid him and held up a Benjamin. 

    “This is for you if you wait.” 

    “How long?” 

    “No more than thirty or forty minutes.” 

    “There is no guarantee.” 

    “Understood.” 

    A potent indicator regarding the area’s safety. My phone’s GPS guided me, rucksack shouldered against my back, the area quiet as the evening’s party hadn’t started. Several twists and turns later, three young men loitered at a tiny taverna’s doorway, eyeballed my approach, and hushed their conversation. These situations irritated the fire out of me. If they viewed me as an easy mark, a soft target, I’d rearrange their perspective. And waste time. Mine, not theirs. They’d spend time learning a valuable lesson. Don’t mess with ex-Delta operators. 

    “You must need help to carry your backpack,” one said as he eased away from the doorway and approached. He, and the others, were no more than eighteen or nineteen. 

    “No thanks, kid.” 

    The other two followed his lead and stepped into the narrow street. 

    “I’m afraid I must insist.” 

    He pulled a blade and flicked it open. I glanced past the three into the small bar. No patrons, the owner watching us with forearms draped on the tiny bar top, nonchalant, smoking. I shrugged off the rucksack and dropped it on the brick pavement. The young man approached, twirling the knife like a baton majorette. I feigned worry, which prompted him to glance toward his partners and smile. Dumbass. As he grinned I leapt inside his reach—the last thing he expected—gripped his wrist, and twisted. The blade clattered on the ground, accompanied by a loud yelp of pain. I used the webbed part of my open hand between thumb and forefinger to slam a throat strike into his neck—not a killing blow, but a guaranteed attitude adjustment. He stared back wide-eyed and reached for his windpipe. A swift kick to the family jewels put him on the bricks. The violent vignette took less than two seconds. I retrieved his blade, closed and pocketed it, and checked the other young men. 

    “I know you two are stupid. The only question is how stupid?” 

    They glanced at each other. One shrugged, turned his back, and headed for the taverna’s doorway and sanctuary. The other stood, his blade already pulled, and figured the odds. To facilitate his reasoning, I stepped in his direction.  

    “If you make me go through this again, I’ll get upset. Do you want me upset?” 

    His eyes performed a quick audience check. He shot a glance from me toward his downed friend—who gasped, moaned, and held both his throat and crotch. Then toward his buddy who stood at the taverna doorway and displayed youthful badass nonchalance, and back to me.  

    “No. No, I do not.” 

    He folded the blade, slid it into his pocket, displayed both palms my way, turned, and joined his buddy at the doorway. I stood still, the area quiet, and shouldered the rucksack, taking my time. The downed kid staggered to his feet, one hand still gripping his throat, and headed for his buddies. He paused after two steps and croaked a question over his shoulder, asking if he could have his knife back. 

    “No.” 

    He shrugged and joined his two friends. I continued on. Three blocks later, I arrived at the fixer’s place of business. 

    The solitary types of signage on display were brass address numbers nailed to a thick oak door, one of several along an alley lined with grimy three-story stone structures. I knocked and a hand-sized peep hatch swung inward. Whatever the other side looked for, I passed muster, and with a door lock’s solid clang and the squeak of iron hinges, the entry opened.  

    “I’m Case Lee. I have an appointment with Antonio.” 

    The large shaven-headed man nodded me in. This guy was muscle, not the fixer. Which told me Antonio had his fingers in multiple illegal pies. Fixers came in all shapes, sizes, and areas of expertise—from full service to bit players. I’d used fixers who could provide choice weaponry, vehicles, airplanes, supplies, and free passage through their country’s customs officials. Others could, at best, provide a rudimentary pistol. My gut said Antonio fell into the latter category. A contractual seedy side, as rubbing elbows with lowlives was part and parcel of my business.  

    The muscle led me along a hallway, turned right, and rapped on a closed door. As we stood I shot a glance left, into a small kitchen. Several men at a table bagged drugs—heroin, coke, meth, or who-knows. Two sawed-off shotguns sat on the table alongside the drugs and packaging material. Behind them, a small door where, no doubt, knocks sounded day and night. 

    The muscle opened the office door, and I stepped past him. Antonio, midforties and thin with dark slicked-back hair, stood from behind a desk and greeted me.  

    “Señor Lee. A pleasure to meet you. Would you like something to drink? Coffee, or something stronger?” 

    “No, thanks. I’ll make my selection and be on my way.” 

    “Of course. Allow me.” 

    He shifted toward a double-door closet. The inside display, arrayed on shelves, comprised several more sawed-off Spanish shotguns and a half-dozen pistols. I focused on the semiautomatic weapons and, after checking the internal mechanisms and dry-firing several, settled on the .380. Not a quality weapon—old, and not particularly well-kept. But the best of the bunch. 

    We conducted a brief haggle over the price, and I paid an exorbitant sum. Antonio had several income streams, and losing my business was the least of his worries. I, on the other hand, required a weapon. I chambered a round and slid the pistol into the waistband of my jeans and covered it with my light jacket. 

    “Are you sure you wouldn’t require a shotgun?” he asked. “They are most effective.” 

    Tempting, but hot-zone up-close-and-personal signals hadn’t appeared on this contract, so I declined. 

    “Perhaps a young girl or two? Or some medication to make your stay in Barcelona more enjoyable?” 

    Sure, bud. Load me up with underage girls and several heroin hits, with a side of cocaine. 

    “No, thank you. I need to get going.” 

    The muscle led me out the front door; I shouldered my rucksack and headed back for the taxi. I felt the need for a shower. In many countries around the world, I could fly in on a charter jet with my own weapons, and a high-grade fixer would see that I avoided official inspection before a disappearance into the landscape. Clean, neat, professional. Other times, the situation called for dealing with scumbags, and I was always happy to conclude those encounters, this one in particular. I hightailed it down the narrow, hemmed-in streets. Word had spread within this area of El Raval—leave the American alone—and with relief I spotted the taxi still waiting. On to the hotel. 

     The building’s front faced one of the world’s great people-watching streets, La Rambla. A mile long, it stretched from the city’s main plaza downhill toward the port with its Christopher Columbus Monument. Tree-lined, it was a pedestrian paradise. Two narrow one-way traffic roads ran along both sides of the wide central walkway. La Rambla was surrounded by centuries-old hotels, shops, apartments, restaurants, side streets that led to smaller plazas, and churches. The forty-to-eighty-foot-wide pedestrian strip along the center contained street artists who worked their canvas, small eateries and coffee shops and bars—most under canopies—along with flower shops, trinket stores, and performance artists who often imitated statues, frozen still. And pedestrians by the bucketful. Tourist season had wound down, foot traffic lessened, summer’s heat gone, and La Rambla had settled back into a more local flow. A person could sit, have a coffee or beer or brandy, and watch the world parade past. A treat, and one I’d taken advantage of in years past. 

    The hotel had a large ornate lobby, and I enquired about contacting Sam Carter as I checked in. The desk clerk searched his name and room number, dialed, and handed me the phone over the counter. It rang five times before he answered. 

    “Leave me alone.” 

    Carter hung up. It was midafternoon, and the call had awakened him. Rough night. I asked for hotel stationery and an envelope. The note was short and sweet. 

    Case Lee. I’d appreciate a talk with you about a Swiss holding company’s potential investment in Carter Industries. I’ve talked with your sister, Rachel, in Houston. 

    I provided my phone number. He’d avoided me in Texas, and my appearance here could set off his alarms, but interviewing this clown was a must-do for this contract. Sliding the sealed envelope to the desk clerk, I watched as he wrote Carter’s room number on the outside, smiled at me, and assured me they would deliver it promptly. 

    My room was large and ornate, with high ceilings and a well-apportioned bathroom. A quick face wash and down to Carter’s room, the envelope already slid halfway under the door. A Do Not Disturb card hung from the door handle. I could hear soft rustling inside and feminine voices. A seating area filled a carved-out location halfway down the hallway, so I parked it and waited. I required a showered and sober Carter for our little chitchat and wouldn’t insist on talking with him in his current state, but I’d gain insight on the man in short order. Fifteen minutes later, his door opened, and two young prostitutes exited wearing their official attire—short-shorts and tank tops and six-inch heels. 

    As they passed, headed for the elevator, I asked, “Is he awake?” 

    They froze, uncertain. My accent pinned me as a foreigner, so a hotel security cop was off the table. But their hooker alarm system sounded nonetheless and interpreted my appearance as potential bad news. Their best bet—answer questions and haul it away. 

    “No,” one said. “He is still asleep.” 

    Her eyes, bright and buzzed with large dilated pupils, indicated an a.m. dip into the cocaine pool. 

    “What time did you arrive at the hotel?” 

    “Four or five this morning,” the other said. 

    “Liquor and drugs?” 

    They glanced at each other, shifted weight from one foot to the other, and the first one said, “No drugs. Too much brandy, though.” 

    A lie about the drugs, but expected. I nodded back and waved a dismissive hand. They tromped away toward the elevator. Carter might sleep another hour or two, and my best bet was parking it on La Rambla across from the hotel entrance. Wait for his sorry-ass appearance, then finagle a sit-down. Oh well, there were worse places to hang out. 

    The small outdoor bistro faced the hotel and offered shade and drinks and sandwiches. And a table occupied with nothing but bad news. 

  


   
    Chapter 6 

      

    I plonked down at a small empty table, prepared to wait as pedestrians strolled past. A low-toned conversation took place at my back. A conversation in Farsi. I recognized the language of Iran but didn’t speak it. They could have been tourists, but my paranoia meter mandated a look-see. I stood, strolled past them, and took another empty two-seat table with a view of both the hotel entrance and the Farsi-speaking group. They weren’t tourists, revealed with hard looks my way, silence as I passed, and a glimpse of a pistol tucked and holstered inside one cat’s jacket. MOIS. Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence and Security. Iranian spooks. I’d run into them before. Ruthless, committed, and more than happy to put a bullet in you. Great. Just freakin’ great.  

    Pulling the mental slot machine handle, three options rolled past. One, these cats were after me. Long odds on that one—I’d flown a private charter into the country and, while I’d used my real name registering at the hotel, I hadn’t kicked any hornet nests that would alert these guys. Yeah, I’d visited the fixer, which could have flagged me, but the fixer’s business model mandated he fly far below any radars. And true enough, MOIS had ample reason to whack me from our past run-ins, but I couldn’t see them going out of their way and allocating time and four resources on a low-level hit like me. Iran had plenty of larger irons in the fire. 

    The highest odds—a random sighting. An ongoing operation in Barcelona brought them here, unrelated to me or my purpose. Bad luck and a weird situation, now sitting seven paces from their cluster, but strange things happened from time to time. The average citizen seldom if ever realized the skullduggery that took place around them. I’d left the average-citizen bucket years before. 

    Connections with Sam Carter, the third option, ranked low. Granted, I had no clue why Sammy-boy visited Barcelona, but a connection between a Houston petrochemical plant and Iranian spooks made as much sense as me connecting with a tableful of professional samba dancers. So I chalked one up for random weirdness, although a low-volume mental claxon continued sounding—reinforced as the MOIS head knocker, a guy better dressed with a more professional demeanor than the three thugs who sat with him, continued glancing in my direction. 

    I ordered a bocadillo de jamón sandwich—a Spanish-style baguette filled with excellent dry-cured ham—and a beer, then settled in for Carter’s appearance. The trees and buildings that lined La Rambla cast their shadows across the wide pedestrian boulevard. Folks wandered past, often in pairs, chatting and gesticulating with their hands. Some stopped at flower shops or newsstands or tiny stand-up bistros where they ordered cava—Spain’s sparkling wine—or sangria. The day wound down and evening approached. Except for Carter, who’d missed the day but who, no doubt, would again take full advantage of Barcelona’s nightlife. An itch I couldn’t scratch was why? Revelry with girls and drugs? No, those activities presented aplenty from Texas to Timbuktu. He had a purpose, which included avoiding a Swiss company’s representative dangling a potential cash infusion. It made no sense. 

    Then the bizarre factor shot up. Way up, and rang the bell. A man approached opposite from the Iranians and stopped at my two-person table. 

    “Mr. Lee? May I join you? I’m also Mr. Lee.” 

    A Chinese spook. An MSS agent. A card-carrying member of the Chinese communist government’s Ministry of State Security. I didn’t require a brochure for confirmation. Early thirties, tall and fit, with topsiders, khakis, a polo shirt, and a navy blazer. He spoke with a mild accent, his American English SoCal all the way. He looked and sounded like, and might well have been, a UCLA grad. A carbon copy of several other MSS agents I’d run into. My first inclination, based on the always-sound policy of spookville avoidance—decline his request. But puzzle pieces had fallen into place with his appearance, albeit the dark background pieces without definition that withheld evidence of the larger picture. I kept my yap shut and gestured toward the empty chair. Past the chair, the Iranian boss watched with intensity. Just great. A slow-motion train wreck was unfolding on La Rambla with Case Lee the unknowing passenger. Jeez Louise. 

    “I find it curious that you would be here,” he said as he sat and smiled. 

    “Back at you, Mr. Lee.” 

    My past interactions with Chicom operators ran the gamut from benign to expired bodies. This cat had, without question, snapped my photo with his iPhone, shot it off to China and, with facial recognition software usage, received a quick Case Lee dossier. All performed inside of two minutes. Thanks, high tech. 

    The waiter brought my sandwich and beer and asked, in English, if my visitor would like something. He ordered the same beer brand as mine. Bosom buddies, him and me, sitting together on La Rambla with a late-afternoon drink. Past his shoulder, the MOIS chief continued glaring. Why, if we only had spooks from the CIA, MI6, Russia’s SVR, and Mossad, it’d be a full-blown clandestine party. Son of a bitch, this gig had gone off the rails. All I’d wanted was a sandwich, beer, and answers pertaining to my Where’s Waldo—Sam Carter. 

    “Would your visit in this wonderful city have anything to do with Mr. Carter from Houston?” he asked. 

    “Who?” 

    He returned a thin smile under hooded eyes. 

    “Was your visit with Ms. Carter fruitful?” he asked, voice casual. 

    The MSS all-seeing eye. Scratch the iPhone photo to China scenario. The Chicoms had tapped into Rachel Carter, watched her, or she’d contacted them for some strange reason. Hard to say, but this connection also had a twist, one I couldn’t put my finger on. But bottom line—MSS had alerted this guy sitting across from me that I might show up. 

    “She’s a lovely lady.” 

    A lovely lady who’d played me like a deck of cards. 

    “I am sure.” 

    When conversing with spies, my tack—learned through the school of hard knocks—was to plow a straight and candid furrow, avoiding the intel-gathering off-ramps spooks offered up. 

    “Are those your close personal buds sitting behind you? At least one of them has a keen interest in our conversation.” 

    “May I make a suggestion?” he asked, ignoring my question. 

    We paused as his beer arrived. I took a bite of the sandwich, the jamón excellent. I nodded back while chewing. 

    “I might suggest there are times when you would be better served with a graceful tactical retreat.” 

    I washed the bite down with a slug of beer. 

    “Well, the deal is, Mr. Lee, retreating isn’t one of my strong points.” 

    “As we well understand. I should emphasize you are not doing yourself any favors gathering information on Sam Carter. And I will leave it at that.” 

    “Is that a threat?” 

    “It is a sound suggestion.” 

    “I’ll keep it in mind.” 

    “Perhaps you should more than keep it in mind.” 

    “Perhaps you and your Farsi-speaking compadres should keep in mind it’s poor policy to mess with me.” 

    He sighed and with a wry smile shook his head. Pedestrians flowed past, laughter drifted from a nearby stand-up bistro, and a mime halted close by and worked the foot traffic. 

    “Are we finished?” I asked. 

    He stood, his beer untouched. 

    “Finished? You might consider such a descriptive for yourself, Mr. Lee, if you remain on your current path.” 

    “Back at you, Mr. Lee.” 

    My new Chicom spook friend wandered down La Rambla just as Sam Carter exited the hotel’s front door. One of the MOIS thugs alerted his boss, who’d remained fixated on me. The boss stood and waved across the wide area, catching Carter’s eye. My boy Sam, nattily attired in slacks, dress shirt, and blazer, appeared much as he had in the few available internet photos of him. Light-blond hair brushed back, ’stash, groomed five-day-old whisker growth, mid-to-late thirties. High odds he’d already taken a toot to start his day. 

    The Iranian and Carter approached each other when the MOIS boss stopped and pulled his cell phone. A brief chat with someone and he returned to his three henchmen, leaned down, pointed my way, and delivered instructions. Well, that didn’t take long. The MSS Chicom had delivered an edict via phone. Watch him or whack him and hard to say which. Alrighty, then.  

    The MOIS agent turned his back and strode toward Sam. They greeted, flagged down a taxi on the narrow one-way street alongside La Rambla’s pedestrian walkway, and took off. I remained with my three new buddies. Not following Carter wasn’t a showstopper. I’d get him sooner or later. The Iranian thugs remained an issue, sure, but nothing I hadn’t handled in times past. What bugged me—confused the hell out of me—was the China-Iran-Carter Industries thread. Rachel Carter had been one helluva actor, for sure. I wouldn’t expect that with her brother. He was a numbnuts.  

    China’s play struck me as off-kilter. Their comfort zone—stay behind the curtains and pull strings. Mr. Lee’s edict toward me indicated much more than a low-key role. Weird. Beyond weird, and now this gig had revealed spookville’s indelible stamp, the last thing I’d wanted. Another simple job gone sideways. Whoever hired me through Global Resolutions knew, or suspected, something along these lines. I wished to hell they’d added that little tidbit in the job description, because I wouldn’t have touched it with a ten-foot pole. But I’d accepted the job, and if I now opted out it would affect future jobs. Case Lee, quitter. My best play—sidestep the clandestine games and find a way for a sit-down with Sam Carter. Extract, one way or the other, intel hints on his play. Then put a bow on this puppy, call it good, and leave the shadow sports for others.  

    Well, first things first. There was no sidestepping the three Iranian thugs. Darkness approached, a heavy mist moved in from the Mediterranean, and I knew just the neighborhood, nearby, where I’d lead those clowns.

  


   
    Chapter 7 

      

    The immediate threat from the two pursuing Iranians now past, I kept a keen eye toward the short, rotund French figure standing before me, smoking and suggesting we find a restaurant. The MOIS operators could backtrack or circle at any moment, so I wouldn’t linger. 

    “Who the hell are you?” 

    “Francois Domaine, at your service.” He delivered a brief bow. “We should depart. There is no need for bloodshed this evening if we move with haste. But not too much haste. I remain exhausted.” 

    I pointed with my pistol toward the right, away from the alley the two Iranians had run. The Frenchman led. Whoever he was, I’d keep him at my front. The guy paused for a moment and inspected a leather shoe. It had tassels. Satisfied, he continued on. 

    “What is your name?” 

    “Case Lee.” 

    “Ah. American, no?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Tell me why those men chased you. One of them, it must be noted, appeared severely injured as I passed. And you remain at my rear. Do you have plans to shoot me in the back?” 

    “Depends. You want to elaborate on who the hell you are?” 

    “Francois Domaine.” 

    “Yeah. Got that part.” 

    “I am an Interpol officer, based at the world headquarters in Lyon. That is in France. Are you familiar with Interpol?” 

    The International Criminal Police Organization—a global coordination organization, linking in-country police forces across almost two hundred nations. I hadn’t run into them before and would have preferred keeping it that way. 

    “I’m familiar.” 

    “Bon. Then inform me of your function. Are you a spy?” 

    “Nope. Turn right again.” 

    He did, and I followed. 

    “Perhaps you are a professional minimalist. A wandering, armed minimalist. Your speech patterns would indicate so. Does such a career pay well?” 

    I didn’t reply. We passed another narrow road junction. Prostitutes loitered, noise and light spilled from a gritty bistro, thick mist lent a Hollywood scene vibe. But there was nothing imaginary about our situation. The two Iranians would continue seeking me, and now crowds offered safety. We turned again and headed back for La Rambla. 

    Too many unconnected dots floated through this gig. Sam Carter, MOIS Iranian operators, a Chinese MSS operator. The Chicom ran the show. His phone call had instructed the Iranians to whack me. And now this guy with Interpol. Francois. At least he presented as a benign player so far, and a potential source for intel. Intel that could help clear lethal muddy water. Wrapped around the entire hairball, who the hell hired me for this job? Simple stuff—investigate Carter Industries and Sam Carter’s activities. Simple, my ass. The client who’d contacted Global Resolutions knew or suspected this clown car rolled forward and hired me as an excavator. Dig in, peel back the layers, expose the core. 

    The Company, the CIA, occupied a spot on the potential client list. But this stuff was in their wheelhouse, and they seldom outsourced core functions. Other clandestine services, industrialists, even commodity traders and hedge fund managers were possibilities. But for now it remained white noise, background clutter, with two prime activities front and center. Sit down with that idiot Sam Carter, and avoid getting killed in the process. Then leave the rest for the shadow players. 

    We approached a crowd of revelers as they laughed and sang and moved as a herd toward La Rambla. We fell in behind them. The Frenchman halted, lit another smoke, checked his hair again, and turned toward me. Under more light, a tucked-in scarf or ascot showed around his neck. 

    “Are you aware blood spots occupy your face?” 

    My headbutt with the pistol-carrying killer. A crushed nose splatters blood. The Frenchman offered up a linen handkerchief. I licked my fingers several times, rubbed my face, and wiped with the handkerchief. 

    “You may keep the handkerchief. You are welcome. Are you aware you still carry a gun in your hand?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “Do you consider it a decorative item? If so, you may be most assured others will not view it as such. I speak of the maître d’ at the restaurant. This accoutrement you are so fond of will prevent us from being seated, something that cannot happen. I am famished.” 

    “I’ll tuck it away in another block or two.” 

    “Must you continue walking behind me? It is most disconcerting.” 

    “Fine.” 

    I eased alongside him, and we continued following the group of partiers. At the intersection with La Rambla, I hid the weapon, and the Frenchman explained his restaurant of choice was a few blocks away. We ambled up the wide pedestrian mall among the evening crowd. I kept my eyes peeled for hitters. The Frenchman, not so much. 

    “You are fond of snails, no?” 

    “No.” 

    “Have you tasted snails?” 

    “No.” 

    “Then a great treat awaits you. Los Caracoles, a restaurant but one block ahead.” 

    Los Caracoles. The Snails. Great. Nothing like topping off an evening dodging spookville killers with a big plate of snails. 

    “Do they offer something other than snails?” I asked, head swiveling three-sixty, checking for the two and maybe three Iranians. 

    “But of course. Yet you would be most remiss not trying their specialty.” 

    It was early evening and Spaniards ate late, so empty tables occupied the restaurant’s interior. And the interior offered, for the first time, a full-on view of my Interpol companion. Early fifties, fastidious, with piercing eyes. Longish blond hair brushed straight back and a bushy mustache. Short, round, hard, with energy and commitment on ample display with his mannerisms. Clearly a clothes maven, he dressed with fine materials, well-fitted.  

    We sat at a corner table; I ordered a beer, and he perused the wine list. 

    “While you study wine, could I see your ID?” 

    Without looking up or commenting, he reached inside his jacket and handed over a leather-bound folded ID case. Francois Domaine, Interpol, Lyon, France. Alrighty, then. 

    “And you?” he asked, again without looking up. 

    “You’ll have to take my word for it. Case Lee, contract investigator.” 

    “Ah. And who have you contracted with?” 

    “My client.” 

    “Are you quite certain you are not a professional minimalist? I shall order the wine. You are welcome to try it.” 

    I kept with beer and ordered seafood paella. Francois ordered snails for himself and bouillabaisse soup for us both. Then lit another smoke. A waiter hustled over and pointed out the restaurant was no-smoking. Francois pointed out we were the only patrons this early in the evening and would he please provide an ashtray and then handed him twenty euros for his trouble and asked for the wine as soon as possible. This guy held high potential for job-relevant intel and had no issue conversing with me. So I remained quiet, not unfriendly, and waited. 

    “Perhaps it is best if you and I begin with background, no?” 

    “Okay.” 

    “I am a former priest. Through a series of rather astonishing events, events which involved horrible crimes, I found a second home in police work. We shall soon discuss my current police work in this wonderful city. You may find it relevant for your endeavors, as mysterious as they may be. Now, inform me of your background.” 

    “I’m a private contractor who conducts routine investigations.” 

    “This, of course, is not true. Try the wine. It is excellent.” 

    He poured into my empty wineglass. This guy threw me. Blunt, insistent, but somehow benign. Maybe it was the former priest aspect. On the flip side, he was a cop. An international cop. But our paths had crossed with Carter Industries at the intersection, and that was well worth mining. 

    “I’m a private contractor. Most jobs tend to turn gnarly. Not my choice.” 

    “Gnarly. I enjoy such Americanisms. More important, a crack in the Case Lee facade has appeared. And prior to your current career?” 

    “Military.” 

    “Ah. Allow me a moment.” 

    He pulled his iPhone and fiddled with it as the bouillabaisse arrived and I dug in. It was excellent. After several minutes, he laid the phone down and joined me, slurping loudly.  

    Between slurps, he said, “It is most unusual. You are not in Interpol’s database. Nothing. It would appear your jobs are not as gnarled as you perceive them, or they remain buried deep in the shadows. Which might it be?” 

    “Shadows. What do you have to do with the Iranian spy agency?” 

    “This bouillabaisse is most excellent. I have little interaction with the Iranian spy agency. I have much to do with Reza Hamid.” 

    “You wanna tell me who the hell that is?” 

    “The gentleman who entered the taxi with the other American.” 

    “Your Reza Hamid is a MOIS agent. Or at least has several MOIS agents assigned to him. They were the ones chasing me.” 

    He lifted a bread slice and dipped it in the soup and spoke as he chewed. 

    “And you know this how?” 

    “I’ve run into their type before.” 

    “Ah. Shadows, once again.” 

    “Yeah, shadows. Why are you trailing this Hamid guy?” 

    “Who was the American in the taxi?” 

    We both played connect-the-dots, with intel exchange the game’s currency. Fine. 

    “Sam Carter. He and his sister, Rachel, own Carter Industries in Texas.” 

    “Monsieur Carter is, then, your contract’s subject.” 

    “Sorta. What’s the deal with Reza Hamid?” 

    He lifted the bouillabaisse bowl and drained it, wiped his bushy mustache with a linen napkin, sipped wine, and lit a smoke from a pack of Gauloises—a French cigarette. 

    “Sort of? Your contract lacks clarity, no? One might think such contracts contained specifics. Perhaps I am wrong.” 

    “Reza Hamid.” 

    “Who was the Asian gentleman who shared a beer with you?” 

    “A spook.” I drained my beer and raised the bottle toward the waiter for another. “Here’s the deal, Francois. I’m through talking until you come clean. Tell me what the hell is going on, or this will be an awfully quick dinner. Sabe?” 

    “You are most fortunate I have worked with Americans in the past. You lack subtlety and nuance. It is, I would suggest, a national affliction. Would it improve your mood if you were able to shoot someone? I shall wait. Please perform the shooting outside as I intend to enjoy my meal.” 

    He tapped ashes into the ashtray and sipped wine as we locked eyes. 

    “I could start with you. A merciful act, before you dig into a plate of snails.” 

    He returned a Gallic shrug, accompanied with pursed lips. The waiter arrived with my beer and removed our bowls. The Interpol agent delivered a resigned exhale. 

    “Fine. Bon. Reza Hamid. He is an Iranian businessman who, I most deeply believe, is involved in multiple illegal activities in multiple countries.” 

    “So he’s on an Interpol watch list?” 

    He shrugged and tapped ashes again. 

    “I cannot say this is true.” 

    “I just heard your bosses don’t know you’re trailing him. That right?” 

    “A most unfortunate reality is that politics often pollute investigations.” 

    The fact this Frenchman had gone rogue, had backdoored his outfit and taken on this Hamid guy without authorization, bolstered his validity. A cop with a gut feeling. I’d buy it, as gut feelings often pointed in the right direction. And I knew France had a special relationship with Iran, having harbored Ayatollah Khomeini until he took over Iran’s reins in 1979, ushering in a line of ayatollah successors. So yeah, I could see politics edging into an investigation out of Lyon, France. 

    “What’s Hamid into?” 

    “He has multiple legitimate businesses in both Iran and Europe. He is also a major drug supplier and illegal arms dealer.” 

    I couldn’t make a Carter Industries tie. It still made no sense.  

    “Why is he buddying up with a guy who owns a petrochemical plant in Texas?” 

    “Ah. The question we must answer is revealed.” He stubbed out his smoke. “Our food has arrived.” 

    My paella looked great. His large plate, covered with cooked snails in their shells, was a diet-inducing sight. Francois dug in and used a tiny fork for plucking the cooked critter from each shell as he smacked and moaned and washed the mess down with wine. 

    “You must try one,” he said, then paused, plucked, and extended his fork across the table. An herbal butter drop fell on the tablecloth between us. 

    “No, thanks.” 

    “I insist.” 

    “I don’t care.” 

    “Expand your world, mon ami.” 

    “It’s plenty expanded.” 

    He and his extended arm remained frozen, waiting. Jeez Louise. The things I did on these gigs. I took his fork, slid the snail off with my teeth, and swallowed without chewing. Blessedly, the garlic butter was all I tasted. 

    “And?” he asked with a self-satisfied smile. 

    “Tastes like snail. Can we get back to Hamid and Sam Carter?” 

    He sat back and shook his head. 

    “One must attempt to elevate others. Success is not guaranteed, to be sure.” 

    “You’re still on the snails, right?” 

    He muttered something in French, continued eating, and said, “You assert those three men are Iranian secret service, no? This is most unusual. I have not encountered them among Hamid’s dealings.” 

    “Maybe you didn’t know what to look for. But, yeah, they’re MOIS agents. Thugs, really.” 

    “And the Asian gentleman you shared a beer with?” 

    “Where were you standing when you observed all this?” 

    “This is of no importance. I blend in quite well. The Asian gentleman, please.” 

    An ascot-wearing bowling ball with tassel shoes. Sure, blend right in. I’d slipped up, chagrined I hadn’t noticed him. 

     “MSS. Ministry of State Security. A Chicom spy. They’re watching both Sam Carter and his sister, Rachel.” 

    “How might you know this?” 

    “He told me. Not in so many words, but he made it clear. Now, your turn. What the hell do the Chinese have to do with Iran and Carter Industries?” 

    He finished his last snail and mopped up the garlic butter with bread, washing it down with wine. Then he belched, lit a smoke, signaled the waiter, and ordered two crema catalanas, two coffees, and two Spanish brandies. 

    “Your contracts pay you well, no?” 

    “Well enough.” 

    “Bon. Then you shall pay for our meal. Interpol is not a wealthy organization. The China and Iran connection is not unexpected. They have recently signed a long-term economic partnership. It is not unusual Reza Hamid would engage with this partnership. What is most unusual, mon ami, are the spy organization elements. This is new.” 

    “New to who?” 

    “My Reza Hamid investigation, of course.” 

    A potent signal the Frenchman had little more to offer. And an obvious exit ramp for my investigation. I’d meet with Sam Carter here in Barcelona—under conditions he might find less than appealing—and obtain what intel I could. Then wrap it up. The other option, one I didn’t lean toward, was a dive into the espionage rabbit hole. No, thanks. Sure, I’d put the spookville connections in my report, allude to potential skullduggery, and leave it at that. Maybe. It stuck in my craw that Rachel Carter had played me—she was part and parcel of this as the Chicoms kept tabs on her—and it was clear she and her brother played a game way over their heads. Useful idiots for both MOIS and MSS. The incentive? Money. Had to be. So the possibility I’d return to Texas and confront Rachel was penciled-in on the agenda. Then wrap it up. Again, maybe. I was in high demand with my Swiss client, attributable to going the extra mile. Finding answers. 

    “Alright, Francois. Let’s deal with the immediate. Those thugs are still out there, and if you’re seen with me you’ll have the honor of joining their shitlist.” 

    “Be most assured, I have encountered much worse than those individuals. We, you and I, must work together on this situation.” 

    I had no intentions to link arms with a former French priest and current Interpol cop. Any association between law enforcement and Case Lee Inc. fell into the no-go zone. I’d open a back door for this Frenchman and leave it at that. 

    “Let’s exchange contact information. That will do as far as working together. Meanwhile, about those men waiting for us. And they will be waiting for us at the hotel. Count on it.” 

    “Ah. You will appreciate the crema catalana.” 

    The waiter delivered the coffee and brandy and what appeared as crème brûlée. An almost-burned crystalized sugar cap on the dish turned out a good quarter-inch thick. I wasn’t a big dessert guy, but man, it was fine. 

    “The dessert is great. Which is good news since I’m apparently paying for all this. Now listen up, Francois. Those are at least two stone-cold killers out there.” 

    He returned a Gallic shrug, unconcerned. 

    “Fine. We’ll approach the hotel together. I’ll stand in the lobby while you wander off. One will follow you. While he whacks you, I’ll deal with whoever is left. How’s that sound? Tres bon?” 

    He slurped coffee and said, “Let us not pollute this exquisite ending to a fine meal with such ugliness. Exchanging contact information reveals you intend to push me aside. This is unacceptable. We have much work to accomplish together. Tell me about Carter Industries.” 

    Man, this guy was a piece of work. Later I’d discover just how high on the peculiar scale Francois ranked.

  


   
    Chapter 8 

      

    “I shall investigate connectivity,” Francois said after I’d given an overview of Carter Industries. “This is most excellent information.” 

    I dug around his Interpol background and figured he possessed a successful track record and unofficial leeway to backdoor his Reza Hamid investigation. One thing for sure: the dude didn’t take no for an answer. We exchanged phone numbers with promises, half-assed on my part, for a continuing relationship. He insisted on participating in the Sam Carter interview I planned to hold in the next twelve hours. 

    “How do you anticipate accomplishing this?” he asked. 

    “Working on it.” 

    “Ah. You have no plan, this much is clear. I shall assist you.” 

    “Not necessary.” 

    “It is most necessary. Let us depart after you pay. I require rest.” 

    The guy had every intention of sticking with me like a bad rash. But I’d shake him off once I’d talked with Carter and headed back for Texas. And I acknowledged the Interpol badge might add gravitas for the Carter sit-down. Could be helpful. As for the big picture, one Francois might have a better grip on, expectations were low. I believed serendipity more than function had placed us together, and the entire rubbing shoulders with an international cop tainted our relationship. At least for me. The Frenchman remained a hard read regarding his comfort zone, other than a need for regular feedings. 

    After paying, I stood and adjusted the awkward 9mm pistol with silencer in my waistband. I’d shifted the unsilenced and therefore more compact .380 to my jacket pocket. We exited onto La Rambla, the evening promenade in full swing as Spaniards strolled and gathered and chatted and laughed. The mist continued and cast a gauzy drape over the scene. Low odds the hitters would attempt their duties among the crowds, although the misty conditions didn’t rule it out. 

    As we joined the throng and strolled toward the hotel, my head swiveled and checked our back trails. I asked him where he was staying. 

    “The same establishment as you. And Monsieur Carter.” 

    “What floor?” 

    “At the top. The third floor. And you?” 

    “Same.” 

    “Bon. I will not have to walk far to find you.” 

     “Yeah, well, pocket that whole find-me stuff for the moment. The most likely place for the hitters to show is at the hotel.” 

    “Hitters?” 

    He two-handed his hair, rubbed and smoothed the bushy mustache, lit a smoke, and adjusted his cravat.  

    “Killers. Men with guns. The MOIS operators.” 

    “Ah. You assume they wait.” 

    “High odds.” 

    “And your plan for such an encounter?” 

    “Working on it.” 

    “I would suggest you work on your planning skills.” 

    “Are you carrying?” 

    “You ask if I carry something. Should I guess?” 

    “A gun.” 

    “No. There is no need.” 

    “Wanna bet?” 

    He snorted, and we continued on. Opposite the hotel, I halted and assessed. A lobby level and three floors of rooms, the old building packed tight against the ones on either side. No signs of the killers. 

    “Let’s keep walking. At the next alleyway we’ll cut behind the buildings and see what the hotel’s rear looks like.” 

    “I shall describe what it looks like. It is where they place the garbage.” 

    “Maybe in more ways than one. Come on.” 

    We continued up La Rambla, cut across the narrow one-way street as an alleyway appeared, and entered a tight, dim environment. I pulled the long-barreled silenced pistol and wouldn’t hesitate to use it. The subsonic ammo ensured the noise signature would remain unnoticeable from any but those at the closest distance. An intersecting alleyway led to the rear of the row of buildings. I peeked around the corner and spotted, among a row of garbage dumpsters, several metal fire escapes. One belonged to the hotel. 

    “Alright. Here’s the deal. Wait here fifteen minutes. That’ll give me time to scope the situation. Then go back and enter the hotel’s lobby. Take the elevator to the top floor. I’ll meet you there.” 

    “These men you insist hunt us are not aware of me. I should not have to remind you it is you they are after.” 

    “Maybe. Maybe not. They could have spotted us walking toward the snail joint. Or spotted us leaving it. Either way, you’re associated with me. They’ll kill you, too.” 

    “You do not know this.” 

    “Yeah, I do.” I pulled back from the corner look-around and got in his face. No more screwing around. “You’ve entered my world, Francois, so shut up and listen. I’ve dealt with these types more than a few times. They are stone-cold killers. Announcing you are Interpol and flashing that badge ensures you’ll catch a bullet. So shitcan the critiques, and do what I ask.”  

    He tilted his head, eyes serious, and returned a nod, lips half-pursed. I slid around the corner, nothing cavalier about my attitude. I’d rather not tangle with these guys—interview Sam Carter, extract intel, and haul ass my strong preference. But I wouldn’t tolerate this BS at my back any longer. If they insisted on a rumble, so be it. 

    I edged along the wall as the mist and darkness and garbage stench defined the environment. Several rats scurried away as I progressed, eyes scanning, trigger finger pressed against cold steel. As I approached the hotel’s rear, the stone walls and black-painted metal fire escape reflected a wet sheen. The first order of business—wait and assess, aware a silenced weapon could spit lead my way at any second. Faint sounds from La Rambla, no movement or out-of-place silhouettes along the dank alley or from above. An initial cautious foot placement on the first steel stairstep brought bad news. The metal groaned, creaked. Not good. And no other choice.  

    Ascending the steep steps brought me to the first exit door and a tiny flat area before another set of switchback stairs continued upward. My footfalls, accompanied with steel protests, were a poor start if the enemy hunted the immediate area, where out-of-place sounds would draw instant attention. I paused and considered options. Two killers, maybe three. The one I’d pounded could recover from the headbutt. The throat shot could kill. Best to assume all three prowled. They’d know my hotel—the Chicom MSS spy would have ensured that. So they’d either come after me as I returned after losing them in El Raval’s back alleys, or they’d wait until I slept. The first scenario ranked as the most likely, and they’d hide within the hotel’s interior stairwell with one killer posted in the lobby, alerting the others when I entered the elevator. High odds the same routine would play out for Francois as well, adding an element of urgency. I couldn’t have that weird round dude’s blood on my hands. One option presented as my best bet—go after the SOBs. I continued climbing, the rasping noise of the fire escape a constant concern.  

    The fire escape terminated at the top floor, the exit door and steel platform ten feet below the flat roofline. A support section extended upward, bolted into the stone exterior, and offered thin handholds. Weapon returned to my waistband, I scaled upward, found purchase on the roofline, and hauled myself up—pulling the pistol as I rolled onto the gravel- and debris-covered roof. The crowd noise from La Rambla was now louder, and the roof, coated with thick swirling mist, displayed a small boxlike upthrust. The roof access door and my entry point. Luck rolled my way when the door opened, unlocked, and the old hinges—perhaps lubricated with the wet environment—didn’t squeak. I left it open, not risking the chance it would protest when closed, and edged inside as the silencer screwed onto the pistol’s barrel led the way. 

    Below, dim interior light, stone steps, and steel-pipe handrails made sharp turns headed down. The stairs wrapped around the stone chute’s wall and left a small opening in the center with ground entrance visibility. I froze and tilted my head. Noise, a hushed voice, drifted up from below. Farsi, perhaps. It damn sure wasn’t English or Spanish. The bastards were below me, their ambush set. But these were pros, lethal stealth their preferred operational environment, so the near-silent conversation likely involved a cell phone alert. An alert that someone had entered the lobby. Someone named Francois. The timing corresponded to his fifteen-minute wait. I prayed the rotund Frenchman maintained some semblance of operational awareness. Otherwise, the lobby hitter could join him in the elevator, get off on his floor, smile his way, and walk past as Francois unlocked the room door. Then perform a quick one-eighty, shove his unsuspecting epicurean victim into the room, and deliver a headshot. All within seconds.  

    Gritty footfalls rushed up the stairs. I could see his left hand take handrail grips as he performed a rapid ascent, feet scuffling against the stone. What he held in the unseen right hand wasn’t a mystery. This cat planned to exit the stairwell on our floor and perform backup for his partner. Or become the executioner. Hard to say and didn’t matter—not happening on my watch. Padding as a cat, silent, I descended a single flight past our floor’s door and held back in the shadowed stairwell turn. The killer continued his upward rush. 

    As he made the last turn and took his life’s final steps, I eased from the recessed shadows above him, lifted the weapon, and waited for an aim point. Dashing, his head appeared first, then torso, his eyes focused on the remaining stone steps. I focused on his chest. Double tap, both bullets striking near his heart, the muted pops and metallic snicks as the weapon chambered fresh rounds the only sound. He performed a slow sink, one hand gripping the railing as he cast frantic eyes and sought his enemy, until he fell backward down the stairs and lay still. His weapon clattered down the stairs with him. I descended and stopped at the next landing at the man’s feet, holding steady aim on his head, just in case. Then the bizarre entered the arena, big time. 

    The stairwell door above me slammed open with a clang, and two bodies tumbled onto the stone landing. Francois and a hitter, grappling, the killer’s weapon held aloft with two sets of hands. The Frenchman, fierce and violent, twisted and maintained a position on top of his adversary, scrambling and bouncing his round body onto the killer, the weapon waving about as they struggled. 

    “Hold on, Francois!” 

    I dashed upward, two stairs at a time as the two men above me blew explosive breaths, feet and elbows scraping against the cut stone. At my call, the killer shot a quick glance my way and, keeping his trigger hand locked on the weapon, released his other and began showering Francois with vicious left-hand head blows. Francois hunched his head low between his shoulders, fending off the punches. 

    “Do not shoot him!” Francois called, breathing like a steam locomotive and aware I headed his way. 

    Never tell the enemy you won’t shoot. The frantic killer released his trigger-hand grip and used both hands to roll Francois off him, in my direction, using the Frenchman as a momentary blockade as I attempted to acquire an aim point while dashing upward. Then a bullet bee-buzzed past my head from below and slammed into the stone interior, ricocheting. A third shooter. Shithouse mouse. 

    Knowing Francois wouldn’t relinquish the pistol, I whipped around and sought the downstairs shooter in the dim light. A quarter-second glimpse captured a bandaged nose and two black eyes. And a pistol’s barrel aimed at me. I collapsed on the stairs as another bullet slapped stone where my body had been, then swung my long weapon below the steel railing and fired two hasty shots to keep my enemy at bay. He backed farther into the shadows, out of my line-of-sight, two floors below. 

    I scrambled onto my feet as Francois yelled from four or five steps above me. 

    “No! No!” 

    Simultaneous with his cry, a body slammed into me, the killer crushing into my back and shoulders. Years of training took over. I collapsed with no resistance and allowed the body blow to send us both down the stairs, tumbling, thumping onto the next landing alongside the first dead hitter. I could hear rapid footfalls below, coming our way. The third killer hauled it upward, intent on joining the party. 

    We’d landed with a grunt, me on top, my back against his chest, both of us splayed out. His immediate act was a choke hold. He knew what he was doing. The silenced weapon’s length made for an awkward aim at the bastard’s torso beneath me, so I shot his foot, then knee. He bellowed and released the choke hold. His partner continued his uphill dash. Enough of this crap. 

    Released, I rolled forward and turned as my opponent scrambled to his feet. A bullet to the head ended his efforts, and he collapsed near his expired partner. Footfalls continued their upstairs hustle, then stopped. 

    “Lie flat!” I yelled at Francois, who stood on the landing above me, crouched, hands balled into fists, prepared to, well, engage at some level. A bullet tinged off the steel handrail inches away from him, emphasizing my point and prompting a Francois flop. I followed suit as another bullet thwacked the stone wall near my head. Even with the adrenaline meter pegged out, I felt shards of pain in my knee and elbow from the tumble down the stairs. I picked up the first killer’s pistol with my left hand and prepared for full-tilt boogie engagement with the bastard below. 

    When the footfalls began again, the broken-nose clown still on the attack, I scrambled up, threw a leg over the railing’s top rail, and hooked a foot under the second rail. Then tilted my body over the stairwell abyss, exposed. Exposed and capable of spotting the enemy hustling up the stairs. When he glanced up and spotted me, it was too late. Both hands filled with a weapon, I unleashed a wall of lead, pointing rather than aiming, the semiautomatic weapons firing as fast as I could squeeze the triggers. Several shots pounded the wall on either side of the enemy. Most didn’t, striking him multiple times. He performed a slow collapse, folding, sliding downward. 

    I remained suspended over a three-story drop, nostrils blowing hard and fast, aware, first and foremost, it was over. And aware I’d engaged in a firefight where all combatants fired subsonic ammo through their pistol’s silencers. Low-volume death delivered, lives snuffed without cacophonous booms. Weird. So damn weird. 

    “You have shot them all, no? To be sure, we now face great difficulty gathering information from these men.”

  


   
    Chapter 9 

      

    My knee barked again, big time, as I straightened up and untangled from the railing as both hands dangled pistols. I looked up the stairwell and caught a Francois Domaine after-battle recovery. He dusted off his jacket and placed a tasseled loafer on a lower railing. Upon close inspection, he extended both arms in disgust and muttered something in French. Best bet—he found my actions intolerable, potential sources of information snuffed out. And he’d scuffed his shoe. 

    But one stone-cold fact stood large and neon-lit—the dude had covered my back. Whatever had transpired in the hotel’s hallway, the killer had heard the muted pops and clacks of my mini firefight with the first hitter and headed for the stairwell door. Headed for the killing floor at my back side. Francois could have turned and hauled ass, or run for his room, slamming the door. Instead, he’d gone after the bastard, unarmed, and crashed onto the stairwell. That took brass balls.     

    “Yeah. You’re right. Great difficulty gathering information. Dead men tell no tales.” 

    I flexed my left arm until the elbow hollered to stop it. Francois lit a Gauloises and exhaled upward. 

    “And so, an issue now presents itself. One you may have overlooked. There are three expired bodies inside this hotel.” 

    “Yep.” 

    I laid both pistols down and plucked wallets and passports from the two men at my feet. Then with a heave and a loud grunt, I lifted one up in a fireman’s carry and climbed stairs. My bruised knee didn’t appreciate it. Drawing even with Francois, I handed him the wallets and passports. 

    “Here. You may find these useful.” 

    “You have no interest in their identities?” 

    “Nope. They’re MOIS killers. It’s not complicated. Will you help with the bodies?” 

    “No. And there remains another issue. One you have most certainly not considered.” 

    I ascended the stairs toward the roof. 

    “Do tell.” 

    “I am an Interpol officer.” 

    “Oh happy days.” 

    Francois remained silent as I nudged open the roof door and dumped the body by the opening, allowing room for the door to shut. Man, my knee barked.  

    As I passed Francois, he said, “You believe this a minor issue. Be most assured, it is not.” 

    Two left, then cleanup. 

    “Here’s the deal,” I said on the descent, eyeballing the next hitter. He looked about the same weight as the first one. “Shitcan the cop routine for twenty-four hours. I’ll be long gone from Spain by then.” 

    The Frenchman remained silent. With another grunt, I shouldered the dead man and headed upward again. As I drew even with Francois, I said, “Thanks for covering my back. That was a ballsy move.” 

    He returned a Gallic shrug. 

    “Now, go into your room and collect all the towels. We’ve got to mop up the blood.” 

    Back up toward the roof. 

    “You insist on ignoring my status as a man of the law,” he said toward my back. “This is, of course, an American trait. A mannerism the civilized world rejects.” 

    “We’re past that, bud. Justice was served. Now go get the damn towels.” 

    I stepped into the misty night and relished the cool fresh air and the sounds of normalcy that drifted from La Rambla and considered, for the umpteenth time, a career change as I dumped the second body. Below, the stairwell door opened and closed with a clang. One more. I’d be dragging butt by the time I hauled him up. 

    Francois helped with the mopping, accompanied by a string of French mutterings. I asked him if he’d like one of the silenced pistols. 

    “No. I would not.” 

    I carried the towels and weapons onto the roof, pulled a full ammo magazine from an expired hitter, slammed it home, left the other weapons, and closed the roof door. The bloody damp spots on stone stairs and landings would dry by morning in case a hotel employee or guest used the stairwell. Not optimal, but it was a dimly lit area. The new and now resident smell wouldn’t have a ready identity, unless you lived as I did. Or worked in a hospital’s ER. Now for that shithead, Sam Carter. 

    “I’ll shower, pack, and plop my butt down on Sam Carter’s floor. There’s a group of soft chairs where I can park it. You’re welcome to join me.” 

    “Bon. I, too, shall bathe and change clothing. Do you require sustenance?” 

    “We just ate.” 

    “And yet there has been strenuous and stressful activity since we last sat together, no?” 

    “I’m good. Thanks.” 

    With the .380 on the sink counter, I showered, changed, and packed my rucksack. And considered my approach with Carter. Gone was the Swiss investor due-diligence BS. I wanted answers. A Chicom spy ordering an Iranian operative to have his men whack me created more than sufficient rationale for losing the pretense. As for Francois, I owed him. Plus, flashing an Interpol ID might come in handy. 

    I checked Carter’s door for sounds of passion or revelry or both. Nada. I occupied a comfortable chair at the small alcove near the elevator, pulled my laptop, and checked availability for a charter jet, Barcelona to Houston. A plane was available at eight a.m., pricey as hell but mandatory given the mess I’d left on the hotel’s roof. With the silenced pistol laid out along my leg and covered with my jacket, it was liable to get a lot messier. If the elevator tinged on this floor and the wrong people stepped out, I wouldn’t fart around. 

    Thirty minutes later, Francois showed. He arrived dressed in different loafers, slacks, a too-tight dress shirt, and navy blazer. No cravat, but a bright yellow silk handkerchief protruded from the jacket’s chest pocket. He settled in another chair, adjusted his clothing, pulled a cut glass ashtray closer from a small table, and lit a Gauloises. 

    “I have considered the most unfortunate situation you created.” 

    “In order to look at you while we talk, I may require sunglasses. Does that handkerchief come with batteries?” 

    He glanced down at the yellow silk, then locked eyes with me. 

    “This thing you have done is not a small matter.” 

    “We went over this. Drop the cop thing. I’m out of here in the morning.” 

    “It is not the police matter that concerns me. It is done and will remain a mystery with the local police. No, it is the act itself which is of great concern.” 

    I sniffed Francois the former priest emerging and wasn’t up for an ecumenical discussion. Not now. I stewed in my own regrets, adopted the usual dead man blues, resigned to shoving the latest encounter into a dark, crowded place. 

    “Ugly stuff. Thanks again for covering my back.” 

    “You may note that during my struggle, no shots were fired.” 

    “Only because you prevented it. He’d have put a bullet in your head in a New York minute.” 

    “What is this minute?” 

    “About half a second.” 

    He tapped his smoke on the ashtray’s edge. 

    “It is not a matter of minutes or seconds. It is a matter, to be most frank, about killing.” 

    “Yeah, I know.” 

    Boy howdy, did I know. Inflicted death never struck a sanguine chord with me, even in kill-or-be-killed vignettes. Life taken, extinguished, seldom sat in the celebratory column. Survival, life sustained, was another story. But whacking someone was best left in the rearview mirror, although the weight, the impact, lingered in that dark stowed-away trunk. Forever. 

    “I am not suggesting you should stop defending yourself,” he said. “A lamb to the slaughter, as it were. Yet the taking of life is not your only option for self-defense.” 

    “If it helps you to understand, I consider hauling ass as a viable option. All the time. Until things reach a certain point.” 

    “And this point is?” 

    “When I’ve had enough.” 

    “Ah. Then we shall focus on your had-enough moments.” 

    “No, we won’t.” 

    “This is a most grave matter, mon ami.” 

    “Yeah. I know. But let’s give it a rest and focus on Carter Industries and the Chinese and the Iranians.” 

    “God does not give such things a rest.” 

    “A reality that gnaws on me, fair enough. And I deal with it in my own manner.” 

    “Hmm.” 

    My knee ached, and I made the mistake of using my forearms, and elbows, to adjust my seating. The elbow yelped; I grunted. 

    “You are in pain?” he asked. 

    “Knee and elbow.” 

    “You should exercise more caution.” 

    “I was doing alright until the fellow you wrestled with found out you didn’t want either of us shooting him. That’s when he did his Flying Wallenda routine on me.” 

     He delivered another Gallic shrug, stubbed out his smoke, and opened his laptop, signaling a conversational change. I wasn’t uncomfortable chatting with him about moral issues outside the present framework, but even then, we would lack experiential connectivity. Or so I thought.   

    “Have you ever run into evil, Francois? True evil?” 

    He lifted his head, eyes displaying a hard surety I hadn’t seen before. 

    “Be most assured, I have. Many times.” 

    With that, he returned to his computer and left further discussion for another time. Several silent minutes passed while his fingers clacked away. Whether he felt our relationship lacked enough closeness for discussing deep issues or this constituted an opening salvo with more to come later, hard to say. 

    “How long do you believe we must wait for Monsieur Carter?” he asked, fixated on the laptop. 

    “If my last experience with him is any indication, it may be a while.” 

    “When the moment arrives, allow me to lead the interrogation. You may join as my silent assistant.” 

    “That’s not happening.” 

    He paused, looked up, lit another smoke, and pulled another Francois conversational sidestep. 

    “You wonder what purpose I have with this computer, no? Research. Research regarding the interested parties. Which, I must assume, is your job as well. I shall reveal to you what I find. You are welcome.” 

    “I’ve got a strong inkling you don’t get along well with your fellow Interpol cops, Francois. I don’t understand that, given your winning ways.” 

    He snorted as response and returned to internet excavations. The small hotel remained quiet as occasional tings sounded from other floors on the rare occasions the elevator traveled and stopped. Our sitting area smelled of seldom-cleaned runner rugs and French cigarettes. I drank from a water bottle while my new sleuthing comrade scowled at his laptop screen, emitted grunts, and rubbed his bushy blond mustache. Thirty minutes later he closed the laptop. 

    “I have found the common thread.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Are you prepared to digest this information?” 

    “Shoot.” 

    He raised a single disapproving eyebrow and continued. 

    “Two years ago, the Chinese government signed a thirty-five-year economic pact with Iran.” 

    “Okay.” 

    He stared for several seconds. 

    “You have emerged, again, as a professional minimalist. Perhaps this is where you are most comfortable.” 

    “Perhaps you could just tell me what you found.” 

    “I shall do so. A new petrochemical plant in Iran is under construction. One among many mutual endeavors. Funded, one must consider, through the Chinese.” 

    “Confirms connectivity from a larger perspective. Okay. Helpful.” 

    It was. Sorta. The Chinese invested in petrochemical plants. No big surprise there. The Iranian business connection made sense, with this Reza Hamid character in the mix. International businessman and all that. And it made for a nice cover with Carter Industries—he avoided me, and a potential cash influx, because he already had Chinese funding lined up. But it didn’t clear muddy waters. Not one damn bit. 

    Something else simmered in the kitchen. A Chicom spy wouldn’t instruct the Iranian contingent to whack me over a Chinese investment in the States. A Carter Industries investment. Hell, they dropped beaucoup bucks across the US every day. 

    “We, you and I, know this is but the tip of the iceberg,” Francois said, gesticulating with one hand. “Such violence directed toward you points to a much more dangerous intent.” 

    “Roger that.” 

    “It involves the focus of my investigation. Monsieur Reza Hamid.” 

    “Yep.” 

    He sat back with a huff. 

    “It does not appear you hold further interest. This is most astounding.” 

    He glared in my direction. But he had a point. My interest in whatever shadow games transpired here in Spain, or France, or Iran remained at low ebb. The industrial financing angle would make a solid paragraph or two in my client report. I’d wrangle what I could from Sam Carter over the next few hours, not expecting much insight into anything but his character. Which would also make its way into the final report. Mission fulfilled. 

    “Here’s the deal, bud. Reza Hamid’s activities, unless they relate to Carter Industries, are outside my purview. Outside my contract’s scope. Yeah, he’s dirty. No doubt. And why that moron Sam Carter’s messing around with this Hamid guy remains unknown. At least for a while. High odds it’s something simple. Fellow Chinese-funded petrochemical plant owners, comparing notes.” 

    Francois sat with hooded eyes, clearly disgusted with me. He leaned forward, tapped his cig against the ashtray, waved a dismissive hand, and smoked while staring at the ceiling.  

    “Look. The Chinese like to keep their hands clean. I’ve seen it multiple times. Their goal is to strike an advantageous deal with Carter Industries. Perhaps buy the entire company. They understood full well Sam Carter’s habits. His proclivities. It wouldn’t fit their operational mode to go out whoring and doing drugs with him. So they used a convenient proxy. Your Reza Hamid. A guy who wants to keep his Chicom overlords happy. It’s not complicated.” 

    Francois deigned a glance in my direction. 

    “You are, of course, incorrect.” 

    “That’s a possibility.” 

    It was. And it wouldn’t be the first time. But I wasn’t having this Gallic ankle-biter pull me down any Interpol rabbit holes. Nossir. He’d have to live with that. I asked him about Reza Hamid’s hotel, and he stated it was several miles away. No further information was forthcoming as we both remained silent. Fifteen minutes later, Francois snored quietly. Two hours later, the elevator tinged near our alcove.

  


   
    Chapter 10 

      

    Sam Carter laughed and cavorted with two young prostitutes as he exited the elevator. I remained still until the elevator doors shut and headed toward another floor, the whoosh sound as backdrop for Carter’s nonsensical liquor- and coke-fueled ramblings with the two young women. They smiled and laughed and played their part as well as anyone on a Shakespearean stage. When I stood within our small alcove and tapped Francois’s shoulder, Carter froze. A dozen aggressive strides toward the trio brought wide eyes from Carter and hurried glances from the girls as they sought the stairway exit doors. Their radar, well-tuned, had set off exit-time alarms. 

    “Use the elevator,” I told them. 

    No point having them traipse past fresh blood stains, complicating matters. They pulled a quick one-eighty, pushed the elevator button, and watched, observant. Carter stood before me—buzzed, unsure, frightened. The elevator doors opened; the girls exited the scene. All good. 

    “I am Inspector Francois Domaine.” Francois brushed past me and displayed his Interpol credentials as a potent weapon. “This is my assistant, Monsieur Lee.” 

    Unbelievable. Should have seen it coming, and irritation with the Frenchman overrode the immediate. And where the hell had the “Inspector” title come from? There are no Interpol inspectors or agents. They act as liaison between national police organizations. That’s it. The ID and badge, handy for situations such as the current one, fair enough, but I wouldn’t play second fiddle to Inspector Clouseau. 

    “Let’s have a little chat in your room,” I said, and indicated he should head down the hallway. 

    “Wait a minute!” Carter said, holding up both hands. “Who the hell are you people? I haven’t done anything wrong.” 

    “A determination we have yet to conclude,” Francois said. “Your room, please.” 

    Francois’s nicety triggered righteous indignation. 

    “I’m not going anywhere or doing a damn thing until you tell me what this is all about.”  

    With a swift and sure move, I pulled the silenced pistol and pressed the business end against his forehead. 

    “Move. Now.” 

    He did. Francois shot me a combo glare that expressed both indignation and incredulity. I returned a cry-me-a-river look. Nonverbal communications at their finest. I followed Carter down the hallway and into his suite, Francois at my rear. Door shut, I signaled with the pistol that he should sit at one of two chairs arranged near a coffee table. A couch completed the seating arrangements. I took the other chair.  

    “Look, look. You guys have got the wrong guy. I’m a businessman, here doing business. Legit business.” 

    Francois searched around the room until he found what he wanted. An ashtray, which he placed on the coffee table. Then he plopped onto the couch, used one hand to help cross his leg, pulled a smoke, and lit it. I laid the pistol across my lap. 

    “Here’s the deal, Sam. You’ll provide me honest answers. If you lie, well, I don’t want to kneecap you, but I will.” 

    “You most certainly will not!” Francois said. 

    I addressed the Frenchman. 

    “You’re still pissed about that time in Rome, aren’t you? We’ve gone over that. This time we’ll use bathroom towels as a gag, so the screams get muffled.” 

    He returned a wide-eyed stare. I addressed Carter. 

    “I met with your sister in Houston. She told you about me. And you’ve gone out of your way to avoid me. Why is that, Sam?” 

    “Because we don’t need any investment dollars. I’ve handled that problem.” He glanced from me to Francois and back again. “This isn’t about some Swiss investment outfit, is it? That’s bullshit. You want something else.” 

    “You’re right. I do. And here’s where honesty”—I lifted the pistol—“becomes paramount, Sam. What’s the deal with you and the Iranians and the Chinese?” 

    “What my colleague wishes to discuss is your relationship with Reza Hamid,” Francois said. 

    “My colleague is mistaken. I don’t wish to discuss jack shit. Tell me about you and the Iranians and the Chinese.” I turned my head toward Francois. “Go in the bathroom and fetch some towels.” 

    “Whoa, whoa,” Carter said. “You’re flying off the rails here. I’m a legit businessman. Even though it’s none of your damn business, I’ll fill you in on my business dealings. No need to get all violent about things. Who the hell are you? CIA?” 

    Francois snorted. 

    “I’m the guy who gets answers. Now.” 

    “Okay, okay. Can I get a drink?” 

    “Inspector Domaine, would you pour our friend a drink?” 

    Francoise mumbled French as he rose, addressed a cut glass decanter, and poured two whiskeys, one for himself. Sam gulped a slug, eyeballed the pistol, and talked. 

    “Look. We needed a cash injection. That’s true.” 

    “Carter Industries.” 

    “Yes. Carter Industries. Plant management’s incompetence caused this. George Reynolds, in particular.” 

    I hadn’t sensed an incompetent fiber in Reynolds’s makeup. Sam Carter knew that as well. Otherwise, he’d have fired Reynolds. A required capital infusion sat on Sam’s shoulders, the idiot’s high-flying strategy writ large. George Reynolds kept the lights on and the cash flowing. 

    “The Chinese approached me about a partnership,” he continued. “There’s nothing wrong or illegal about that.” 

    “Okay.” 

    Carter adopted a different body position and attitude. Mr. International Businessman, filled with confidence and BS, shined through. 

    “It’s an expanded partnership. Let’s face it, we live within a global trading system. Very few people understand that.” 

    “Sure.” 

    “As part of the deal, I’ll also partner in an overseas venture.” 

    “Which is?” 

    “It’s perfectly legit.” He glanced at Francois. “We formed a new company in Cyprus.” 

    “Ah. Tell us about this new venture,” Francois said. 

    He shifted his attention toward Francois. Fine. He was talking, and if the Frenchman represented a more receptive audience, all the better. The Cyprus setup didn’t surprise me. The Mediterranean island remained a haven for banking and incorporations. I had a bank account there. 

    “You know, I’m not sure discussing it is a good thing. My partners might not appreciate it.” 

    “You can make them unhappy or make me unhappy. Your choice,” I said. 

    He wouldn’t look my way, but with clenched jaw continued, addressing the “inspector” who crossed his other leg and sipped whiskey. The crossed leg revealed a patterned dress sock. Navy blue with small yellow stars that matched his handkerchief. 

    “My Chinese partners cut me in on a deal with Iran. The Iranians are building a new petrochemical plant, and I’ll be a partner. But we’ll coordinate our product lines and focus on common market share in the US and Europe. It’s a major deal. A legit deal.” 

    “Ah. Your Iranian partner, it would seem, is one Reza Hamid. Is this not so?” 

    “How do you know that?” 

    “I am Interpol.” 

    “What do you people have to do with Reza?” 

    “We have no dealings with Monsieur Hamid. He is simply, as you would say, on our radar.” 

    “There’s nothing illegal about this deal.” 

    “So it would seem. The Cyprus company which manages such transactions. Its name?” 

    “Marée Montante.” 

    I stared at Francois, who raised one eyebrow and addressed me. 

    “Rising Tide,” he said. “You speak several languages. But not, it would appear, French.” 

    “Just another deficiency on my part. Is Rising Tide controlled by the Chinese?” I asked Carter. 

    He remained focused on Francois as he answered. 

    “They are putting up the cash, right?” 

    Francois performed a conversational poke and prod while I toured the suite. Nothing unusual, no outward-facing intel, no red flags. I returned and stood over Carter. 

    “Give me your phone.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Francois, fetch the towels. I’ve had enough of this dipshit’s attitude.” 

    “Wait, wait! I’m cooperating, okay? Here.” 

    The phone required a security code. 

    “What’s the code?” I asked. 

    He hesitated for a second or two. 

    “Stud.” As I unlocked his phone, he added, “I was in the racehorse business in Texas.” 

    “Uh-huh.” 

    A litany of benign text messages, some from Reza Hamid, but each one the usual salutations and scheduling. I pulled my phone and entered Hamid’s number. Five minutes later, I checked Carter’s calendar. Nothing special. A three a.m. meeting or appointment at some place called Buenos Vientos. No doubt a high-end whorehouse. 

    “Alright, stud.” I tossed the phone back and turned toward Francois. “We through?” 

    He glared at me, then toward Carter who pocketed his phone. 

    “If I have further questions, Monsieur Carter, I shall call you. I shall gain your phone number from my assistant. Please ensure you answer. This is my number.” 

    With a flourish he finished his whiskey, pulled an Interpol business card, stood, straightened his clothes, and handed it over. Then adjusted his bright yellow pocket handkerchief. 

    “And be most assured,” Francois continued, “I am a willing listener. Call me if you wish to discuss anything. Anything at all.” 

    “Yeah, sure,” Carter said. 

    “Consider it a confessional call, Sam. Good for the soul.” Francois shot me a hard glance. “Meanwhile, chew on this. Your bosom-buddy Reza Hamid sent three thugs to whack me. It didn’t go well for them. If I find out you had anything to do with that, game over. Understand?” 

    He nodded back, wide-eyed. We exited and dropped by my room. I packed the rucksack and slung it over a shoulder while my tagalong spewed irritation. 

    “Fetch the towels? This is your manner of conducting an interview?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “Absurd.” He lit another smoke, and I repressed a reprimand, hotel checkout imminent. “Although one will admit it had a potent effect on our subject. Your Monsieur Carter was quite frightened.” 

    “He’s a dipshit.” 

    “He is a man involved, deeply involved, with Reza Hamid.” 

    “Sure.” 

    This gig was over. After the Sam Carter sit-down, I no longer saw the need for confronting his sister. She knew about the Chinese cash infusion and the Carter Industries merger. As well as the Iranian joint venture. All the while playing me like a dumbass. Well, it wasn’t the first time, and I wouldn’t burn any calories letting her know what I’d found out. Her brother would handle that. My report would include all the details, and I felt pretty doggone good about the investigation. Except for the MOIS killers after my butt. Those reasons and rationales opened the door to a world wrapped in shadows, lies, and convoluted lethal intentions. Time for a hasty adios and head for the Ace of Spades and the Ditch. My exit would keep spookville in the rearview mirror, which suited the hell out of me. 

    “There are activities, nefarious activities, we must explore,” Francois said, checking himself in my bedroom mirror. 

    “No, we don’t. Come on. I’m leaving.” 

    He whirled around. 

    “You depart your investigation or this hotel room?” 

    “Both. C’mon.” 

    He followed me out the door and through the hotel’s front door, chewing on me every step. I remained silent and accepted sleep wasn’t on the menu this night. Well past midnight, La Rambla still bustled with folks out for the evening. 

    “At a minimum, mon ami, the absolute minimum, you and I must sit and compare our observations. To not do so would be a dereliction of our duties, no?” 

    I had several hours to kill before my charter flight, time planned for a cocktail or two and pressure relief and a look forward. But the Frenchman’s verbal tug and pull won out. He had covered my back in the stairwell.  

    We found a crowded outdoor bar on La Rambla, several blocks from the hotel, and ordered coffees and Spanish brandies. Folks sat around us and strolled past. They chatted and laughed and enjoyed the cool misty evening. Whatever they’d engaged in that night, it would pale compared to my activity punch list. One helluva evening—hitters after me, met the Frenchman, a hotel stairwell gunfight, bodies on the roof, a sit-down with Sam Carter.  

    “Our Sam Carter’s explanations hide a much larger issue. This much is clear.” 

    “Yep.” 

    He sipped brandy and asked, “Do you have a personal partner?” 

    “A girlfriend.” 

    “A remarkable woman, it must be said.” 

    “How so?” 

    “She carries entire conversations with minimal feedback from you. Perhaps she is psychic, no? Able to read your thoughts?” 

    I conceded coming across as a bit of a jerk, so the conversational valve opened up. This weird little round dude, irritating as hell, deserved as much. 

    “Yes, there’s something else going on. Something well beyond petrochemical plant expansions and partnerships. I agree. But I gotta tell you, Francois, my interest in those murky side streets remains at a low ebb.” 

    “Ah. You have waved the white flag.” 

    “No. Shadowland BS swirls around us, all of us, all the time. I’ve chosen avoidance and to let the likes of you deal with it.” 

    “Interpol, mon ami, exists as a liaison between national police forces. We are not engaged in clandestine efforts.” 

    “Then we’re both out. You through policy, me through lack of interest.” 

    He slurped coffee and lit a smoke. 

    “If we would accept this as true, our lack of effort becomes a moral issue, no?” 

    “Yeah, maybe.” I laid forearms on the table and leaned toward him. “But you and I don’t wear Superman capes. Can’t save the world and all that. As for those three men on the hotel roof, their boss, Reza Hamid, sent them. He’s not the first guy to send people after me. And high odds the Chicom spy ordered it. Again, not the first time. Yeah, I could get all righteous and puffed up and commit to going after them. But that’s a fool’s errand.” I sat back and sipped my coffee. “So I defended myself, collected intel on Carter Industries, and intend to fade away. End of story. Which makes the moral perspective pretty doggone muddy.” 

    “True evil is never unclear, mon ami.” With that, he sat back and joined me observing the messed-up, nonsensical, often violent world stroll past.

  


   
    Chapter 11 

      

    I handed him my phone and cleaned up loose ends. 

    “Here’s Carter’s cell phone number. And Reza Hamid’s as well.” 

    “Merci. Although I have in my possession Hamid’s cell number.” 

    While he captured Carter’s number, I signaled our waiter and took advantage of one among many cool things about Spain’s culture—late-night food. Hungry, I ordered two escalivadas—grilled eggplant and red peppers on toasted bread with olive oil, garlic, and salt. I wouldn’t eat both, but across from me sat a man who, after a mild protest and epicurean critique, would scarf the other down. I ordered two beers as well. 

    “And so, mon ami, tell me what other discoveries you made on Monsieur Carter’s phone. I must rely on you for such a thing, as you failed to allow me a view of the device.” 

    Water off a duck’s back—here at the end game, I ignored the guy’s barbs and plowed ahead. And why not? Gig over, this was a semicelebratory event. Although the pistol with silencer poked at my side, my elbow barked when flexed, and my knee throbbed—prompting me to heed Yogi Berra’s famous words: “It ain’t over till it’s over.” 

    “It contained text messages between him and Hamid. Benign stuff. Meeting schedules. A text for his ranch manager about vehicles. No red flags.” 

    “If I was allowed perusal of the instrument, who can say what discoveries would now present?” 

    “If butterflies packed .45s, we wouldn’t chase them with little nets.” 

    He stared, blinked, and we returned to people watching. The mist swirled, voices carried in the dark. Our food arrived, and Francois didn’t protest when I slid the second escalivada toward him. It was fine, washed down with beer. 

    “And so,” he said, wiping his mustache with a paper napkin, “did you check his phone calls? His calendar?” 

    “You’re like a dog on a bone, Francois. Give it a rest.” 

    “No. I shall not. You relegated me to a fetcher of towels when I should have examined the evidence.” 

    I sighed and locked eyes with him. 

    “Okay. I didn’t check all the calls. You’re right. Maybe I should have. Okay?” 

    “And the calendar?” 

    “His meetup with Hamid earlier today, or now yesterday. The one you also observed in front of the hotel. And a bordello reminder at three a.m., although I don’t get that since he arrived at his room with two girls. Nothing else involved activities here in Spain.” 

    “This establishment’s name?” 

    “Buenos Vientos. Good breezes.” 

    “Ah.” 

    “You plan on visiting the place, Father Domaine?” 

    He slapped the table, glared, sat back, and fired a smoke. The guy possessed theatrics out the wazoo. 

    Exhaling smoke upward, he said, “You have failed to grasp the proper interpretation.” 

    “Yeah, well, it happens.” 

    “‘Buenos vientos y mar de popa.’ Fair winds and following seas, I believe, is the expression in English.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “‘Bons vents et mer suivante,’ in French.” 

    “Good to know.” 

    “This is not a bordello’s name. No. Buenos Vientos. This is a ship’s name!” He glanced at his expensive wristwatch. “Three a.m. you say? Bon. We have over one hour to arrive at the docks and observe this ship.” 

    “What’s the French translation of wild goose chase?” 

    “If you will not accompany me, fine. Bon voyage. Enjoy your flight. I shall, of course, engage in the strenuous work.” 

    “That little engagement in the hotel stairwell might classify as strenuous work.” 

    He drained his beer, wiped his mustache, and stood. 

    “Au revoir, mon ami. I shall remember you.” 

    I delivered another heavy sigh. Go the extra mile, Lee. That’s why my Swiss client kept hiring me. But while this little venture, if real, fell under the no-stone-left-unturned category, it could also expose darker elements. Elements excluded from my contract. Elements I’d told Jess, my girlfriend, I’d avoid. The lone tickler—further insight into why I’d become targeted. But a bull’s-eye on my back wasn’t anything new, and mere curiosity weak tea as a motivator. Still, the Frenchman had a point. 

    “Hold on, Francois. I’ll go. Let’s swing past the airport first so I can drop off my rucksack. If nothing else, your hunch—and that’s all it is—will pass the time until wheels-up at eight in the morning.” 

    “Your lack of enthusiasm disappoints. Are you not curious?” 

    “Somewhat.” 

    The taxi swung by the private air terminal—open twenty-four hours a day—and we were off for Barcelona’s shipping docks. Francois used his Interpol ID as entry credentials at the guard gate. I toted the 9mm silenced weapon, the .380, and a heavy dose of skepticism, which soon evaporated. The Frenchman asked the guard where the vessel Buenos Vientos docked. 

    “Berth seventeen.” 

    Offered a ride, Francois declined. 

    “I shall not dwell on you overlooking the obvious,” he said while we strode past stacks of steel shipping containers. The skeleton dockworker night shift appeared as occasional container-moving forklifts passing, headlights on, arriving through the mist as mechanical beasts. Light poles at irregular intervals lit small portions of the expansive concrete area. We walked down stacked container-created canyons. “Although one must admit that your lack of sharing, in particular Monsieur Carter’s cell phone information, has proven a great hindrance for my efforts.” 

    “Glad you’re not dwelling on it.” 

    “However”—he waved both hands as he spoke—“it must be said your treatment of Monsieur Carter will have prompted him to sound the alarm.” 

    “No, it didn’t.” 

    “Fetch the towels!” He spoke with a vehement whisper. “Now he will have contacted Hamid! In his eyes, the entire conspiracy is now in danger of exposure.” 

    “Chill, Francois. He won’t tell anyone we paid a visit. It would show he’s unreliable, which he is. He’s too scared to be held responsible for screwing up whatever this is. And there’s too much money at stake. So, he’ll act dumb. Which he is.” 

    “You do not know this.” 

    “Yeah, I do.” 

    The port guard had pointed in the general direction, so we eased along dark, dank steel alleys, the waterfront approaching. Multiple container ships sat secured to the concrete dock, mixed with a sprinkling of older freighters. Ships’ names were just visible on both the stern and bow as deck lights provided sufficient illumination for reading the names. It was two-thirty in the morning. At one harbor-facing container alleyway, several men stood dockside, dark outlines, still. Salt air and diesel engine exhaust and a foul darkness defined the environment. 

    “We’re too close,” I whispered, and with a gentle shove pushed Francois against a steel container stack, deep in shadow. “Let’s backtrack and approach from the stern.” 

    “You do not know this is the Buenos Vientos.” 

    “Those aren’t tourists. C’mon.” 

    We scooted over several alleyways and approached the vessel. The rear deck lights highlighted the ship’s name. M/V Buenos Vientos. A Panamanian flag hung limp at the stern as the night’s mist moved ghostlike across the scene. 

    “What is this M/V?” 

    “Motor vessel. Standard stuff.” 

    We kept our voices low. 

    “And the flag? This could provide critical information.” 

    “Panamanian. About half the ships at sea are Panamanian- or Liberian-registered.” 

    “Are you certain of this?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    A loud metal-on-concrete scraping drew us toward the alleyway’s opening. A glance around the corner displayed the long gangway hauled on board. It halted short of the dock’s edge. Several sailors untied the thick ropes wrapped around massive dock cleats, hustled toward the gangway, and ascended. The gangway scraped on board. The Buenos Vientos was departing. Three men stood stock-still where the gangway had been, observing. Francois pulled a small, bright, brass collapsible monocular from a jacket pocket. 

    “You steal that from a Caribbean pirate?” I asked, whispering. 

    He ignored me, extended the monocular, and viewed the three men. 

    “Ah,” he said with a normal speaking voice. “A certain Reza Hamid stands in place, hands in pockets.” 

    I extended a hand, squeezed his shoulder, pulled him back into the shadows, and peeked around the corner. Too late. Hamid had heard his name and now sent a welcoming committee our way. Oh, man. 

    “Here’s where we run,” I whispered and tugged his jacket. 

    “Run? Are you mad?” 

    I shot another quick corner glance around the container stack. The other two men had pulled weapons—the barrels elongated with attached suppressors—and strode our way. I drew the same weapon from my waistband as a saber from times past and hissed at the Frenchman. 

    “They are armed. They intend to kill us. Unless you want another shootout like the hotel stairwell, you’ll follow me. Or stay here and get your head blown off.” 

    I dashed along the steel container-bound alley and cut left when another gap appeared. The left turn led us closer to Hamid—a move they wouldn’t expect. On my heels, Francois, huffing. Thirty sprinted paces later I slammed the brakes, skidded along the wet concrete, and cut into a gap where the dockworkers had failed to press the container stacks together. We wedged another fifteen paces into the gap and found a recess where containers sat misaligned. A hiding spot.  

    “We wait here,” I whispered. “They may get frustrated looking for us and report back to Hamid. Then leave.” 

    “I shall state with some certainty my jacket is ruined. You have chosen a most restrictive environment.” 

    He pulled a pack of smokes and a lighter. 

    “You light that and I’ll shoot you in the ass. I mean it.” I spoke through clenched teeth, hissing against his ear. “They’ll listen for footfalls. And for a French lunatic bitching about his jacket. So shut the hell up and stand still.” 

    A major event was going down. Hamid had brought five MOIS killers to the table, three now on the hotel’s roof. One helluva large contingent for Iranian skullduggery. And the two men after us now wouldn’t hesitate to squeeze triggers. Through bad luck—or a weird unnatural attraction—I’d stumbled into a hornet’s nest. The smart move—lay low and hope it passed. But hope often made for thin gruel, and I’d had enough of this BS. Smart or not, I’d take on these bastards. The best defense was a good offense, and I held that in spades. No brag, just fact. I would depart in a few hours, leave Spain, and now remaining static—my demand of Francois—wouldn’t do. I’d hunt the bastards. Yeah, these two were after Francois, Hamid having heard his voice. But Hamid would suspect I stood joined at the hip with him. Enough. 

    Any peek from our hiding hole would prove problematic. We pressed against an eight-foot-high container’s opening with its door handles and lock rods, so I climbed and informed Francois my intent and ordered him to stay put. He neither acknowledged the command nor argued. Not great, but I’d take what I could get from the guy. 

     The stacked steel presented a mix of two- and three-container heights. I shoved the weapon into my waistband and climbed our two-stack. I could make out an adjoining three-stack—like large Lego blocks in the misty darkness—that offered a height advantage. I eased toward it, the night quiet except for the rumble of the Buenos Vientos’s diesel engines as it pulled away from the dock. As I climbed, the metal—slippery with mist residue—created footing and handhold issues, slowing my progress. Which turned out to be a blessing. Struggling to make the top, negotiating my next foot placement, I peeked over the top. Several close-packed container stacks away, a dark silhouette moved with caution through the misty night. Another hunter, his weapon extended with a two-handed grip, made his way in my direction. 

    I shinnied back down and sought a spot to blindside the bastard. I only had a short window of time—this guy moved slow, vigilant. Nearby, another three-stack container collection offered an even darker corner where stacks intersected. I pulled the weapon and hustled toward the corner, silent, keeping against the wall of steel. Nestled in the corner, hidden with mist and darkness and cold surety, I raised my weapon. And waited. 

    No noise, no footfalls, but I captured a brief glimpse of an upper body as the hitter worked his way along the container tops, above what had been my just-traversed route. The slow and silent death dance presented two immediate concerns—he moved farther away, ensuring I’d have to close the distance for a shot. And, while he couldn’t yet see down into it, he’d spot the recessed hiding hole where Francois waited. He’d check it out, for sure. 

    He stopped and assessed, his upper body visible, as the Buenos Vientos’s engine noise faded, the vessel departing the harbor and entering the Mediterranean. The killer glanced toward the two-deck platform’s rear, and my corner, but darkness and mist veiled my presence. Then he signed his death warrant. 

    Backtracking away from the alleyway below, closer to me and farther from Francois’s hiding spot, he slid the long pistol into a shoulder holster, turned his back, and began a careful descent. To maintain silence, he had one option. Hand-cling to the container’s rooftop, find foot- and handholds, and ease onto my level. At twenty paces, he was still too far for a certain shot, so as soon as he presented his back, I made a rapid advance, leading with my weapon. My adrenaline meter bumped up, though not pegged. A familiar situation—my quarry unaware, the end result a given. 

    I’d never know what triggered it. My footfalls remained dead silent, breath quiet. His sixth sense, perhaps—an animalistic internal alarm that sounded approaching danger. Whatever the cause, he turned my way with both legs dangling over the side, spotted me, pushed off, and dropped. Before he hit the container top with a bang, he began pulling his weapon. This cat was good. But not good enough. I fired as I approached with steady steps, squeezing the trigger two, three, four times until he dropped—each shot accompanied with a muted pop and the mechanical near-silent chambering of another round. As he fell, his drawn pistol clattered onto the container’s roof. A fifth shot as he lay stretched out ended the immediate battle. But kicked off round two.

  


   
    Chapter 12 

      

    The dead man’s thumping leap onto the metal surface and the subsequent metal-on-metal clang as his pistol dropped drew unwanted attention. Wet slapping footfalls on concrete sounded from the tight container-walled alleyway where I’d left Francois. The second hitter would come face-to-face with him, concealed within his recessed spot, within seconds. And before I could get there. Now my adrenaline meter redlined. Gotta move, gotta fly, or lose Francois. I hauled it in that direction, boots pounding, with the chance my approaching noise would draw the killer’s attention. Too late. 

    First an abrupt end to the killer’s running steps, simultaneous with a loud grunt and flesh-on-metal slam. Then another slam, and another, as I continued a mad dash. I slid to a wet stop, boots skidding, sixteen feet in the air, and at the small chasm’s edge. Pistol aimed downward, I captured a rotund figure driving the killer against a shipping container as one hand gripped the hitter’s pistol barrel. Another loud, hard slam, and Francois snorted and twisted and twirled them both. Then, short legs wheeling and with a loud grunt, he shoved and slammed the killer into a steel container’s door across the restricted space. My irritating little bud pinballed the SOB once more as he hammered his enemy like a miniature charging bull. I watched the action at my feet while sighting down my weapon’s barrel, waiting for a shot. On the last slam, Francois wrested the pistol away from the killer’s grip, flipped it around, and held the long silencer-added barrel with two hands. His opponent half-slid down the container’s door, stunned and shaken. I squeezed the trigger, then stopped. 

    Francois entered my aimpoint and lit into the killer with the pistol acting as a bludgeon. He swung the weapon overhead with both hands and brought its grip handle crashing down again and again like a round, maniacal samurai. Oh, man. I used one hand and latched onto the container’s edge, turned, found a foothold, and began lowering myself. At eight feet above the ground, I released, landed, rolled, and popped up with the weapon aimed for a kill shot. Francois’s opponent had succumbed to the less-than-priestly beating and slumped on the concrete, borderline unconscious, with his back against steel. The Frenchman stood over him, arms raised for another delivered blow, puffing like a steam engine. 

    “He’s not a threat at the moment, bud.” 

    His head snapped in my direction, unaware I’d entered the scene. We locked eyes, he delivered a tight nod, and said, “Do not shoot him!” as he dashed past me toward the docks, his mechanical tomahawk still in hand. “I shall return!” echoed off steel walls as he turned at the alley’s end and disappeared. 

    Finishing the stretched-out killer with a single bullet had a powerful appeal, but I heeded Francois’s request. The little dude had proved feisty and fearless—a pit bull, taking on another trained killer with his bare hands. I felt a bucketload of admiration for the guy’s courage and determination. So I didn’t whack his opponent, and pulled the bastard’s passport and wallet and cell phone. And a small .32 revolver from an ankle holster. The container doors he was slumped against weren’t locked and therefore empty, so I shoved him aside with a foot and swung open one of the double doors. He groaned with my shove and groaned again as I dragged his sorry ass into the steel box. He bled like a stuck pig from head lacerations but wouldn’t die from his injuries. Too bad. I confirmed that no interior latches existed, closed the door, and swung the exterior locking handle into place. He’d start banging on the door within minutes. 

    “Have you shot him?” 

    Francois stood at the alleyway’s end, hands on hips, bent over and sucking wind, having returned from wherever he’d been headed. 

    “Nope. He’s in there,” I said and pointed at the container.  

    “Reza Hamid has fled. The ship has departed. You have placed one villain inside a steel box where I cannot interrogate him. The other, one must assume, lies dead after receiving a bullet from you, no?” 

    “Five bullets. Speaking of which, where’s your weapon?” 

    “It is in the harbor.” He straightened up, began a slow walk toward me, and lit a Gauloises. “You are free to retrieve it.” He blew smoke upward, into the cool mist, and continued toward me, smoothing his hair with both hands as I shook my head. This guy was a genuine piece of work, and you rarely run into those. 

    “My clothing is destroyed,” he continued. “Our efforts have borne but little fruit.” He stopped inches away and patted my chest. “My words carry frustration, mon ami. My apologies. Are you injured?” 

    “I’m fine. You?” 

    “I stand before you a mental and physical ruin. But I shall recover.” 

    He assessed his attire, smudged and torn, and sighed. I felt genuine fondness for the guy, a surprising realization. Irritating as hell, sure, but a man who’d take it to the enemy. 

    “And I know you’re upset, Francois, so no worries on the biting words.” 

    “No worries, no worries.” He waved both hands and poked me again in the chest. “Yet evil intent abounds. There are worries enough, you may be most assured. Now, if you would be so kind, show me the prisoner.” 

    I did. The hitter stood, unsteady. He’d removed his jacket, wadded it, and pressed the material against his head to stop the bleeding. Francois attempted to question him in French, English, and Spanish. No luck. I tried Arabic. Again, no go. 

    “I fear he speaks only Farsi,” Francois said. 

    “I’ve got his passport and wallet and cell phone. That might help you.” 

    The documents didn’t do diddly-squat for me—he was a MOIS agent and professional killer. All I needed to know. Francois took the loot, and I closed the container door. 

    “He’ll make a ruckus soon enough, and a dockworker will let him out,” I added. “He also had a small .32 caliber revolver. Let me give it to you. It’s tiny, and you can carry it in a pocket, no problem.” 

    Francois raised a single eyebrow and a dismissive hand. 

    “Look. You’ve got a target on your back now. That Hamid guy will come after you again. Take it.” 

    “We must depart,” he said, ignoring my offer. “Outside the gates, we shall take a taxi for the airport.” 

    He remained silent during the trip. The driver asked him not to smoke when he lit up, and Francois responded by lowering his window. Outside Barcelona’s private air terminal, I first found an aviation dumpster, filled with assorted garbage. Sunrise was an hour away, and in the darkness I ejected chambered rounds from both the 9mm and .380, emptied their magazines, scattered the bullets in the dumpster, and added the two empty weapons. I kept the small .32 revolver in a pocket, where it would stay until I headed across the tarmac for my charter jet. This was enemy turf, and I wouldn’t wait unarmed. 

    Inside, leather-apportioned chairs and the ubiquitous single-serve coffee machine. I retrieved my rucksack, and we both made a cup of joe and sat near a front window where I’d keep an eye peeled for my charter. A strong breeze had blown away the mist, and a few stars peeked through above. 

    “Well, I’ve had some weird-ass twelve-hour windows in the past, and this one ranks right up there,” I said, sinking back into soft leather. Bone-tired, I wouldn’t have an issue with shut-eye during the flight, strong coffee or not. “But I’ve got all I require for a detailed client report. I won’t mention you, of course, except that Interpol has an interest in Sam Carter and his new business partner, Reza Hamid. I’ll point out the Chinese funding as well.” 

    He stared out the large picture window and remained silent. 

    “As for mentioning names, I’ll assume you won’t use mine in whatever reports you do with Interpol. Right?” 

    He returned a Gallic shrug, turned his head, and said, “This will not be an issue.” 

    “It’s one big-ass issue if the name Case Lee enters your database.” 

    “There are no names, mon ami. There is no report.” 

    The response reiterated, again, that this cat had gone rogue. His job should have entailed contacting Spain’s national police, let them handle things, then back away. I hadn’t observed one bit of backing away from the Frenchman. Which boded well for me—no database entry, no report, no nothing. All good. 

    He sipped coffee, lit a smoke—they allowed smoking in the private terminal—and sat up, reflection time clearly over. 

    “This is not over.” 

    “It’s over for me.” 

    “You are, of course, incorrect. There is great evil in progress. A plot, a conspiracy. This much I know.” 

    He had a point, one I’d grudgingly admit. During the taxi drive, I’d juggled job requirements and personal obligation. The job, over. Personal obligation, not so much. 

    “Look, Francois. I agree something criminal is underway. Granted. Hamid wouldn’t show up in Barcelona with five MOIS hitters unless something big was cooking. And Carter noting the Buenos Vientos on his calendar implies he’s in the kitchen. Why the Chinese and Iranians would want that clown involved is another story.” 

    “Ah. So we sit here in agreement, no?” 

    “I suppose.” 

    “What are your next actions? I insist on knowing.” 

    “First, stop the ‘you are of course incorrect’ stuff, as well as the ‘insist on knowing’ crap. And accept this—my personal involvement moving forward remains minimal.” 

    “You are too sensitive, mon ami. I have not observed this side of you. I shall endeavor a less blunt approach.” 

    “Bluntness is fine. Being an asshole isn’t.” 

    “I fear we have encountered a cultural barrier. Let us rise above such things and focus on the immediate.” 

    “Okay. Here are the near-term activities. That ship could sail for anywhere on the planet, right?” 

    “Such is the nature of ships. Oui.” 

    “I know someone in the US intelligence community. I owe it, as a US citizen, to provide what we know. Which isn’t a helluva lot if we’re honest with each other.” 

    “Here again, you… let us simply say we know a great deal. Our knowledge is not inconsequential. Does this person in your intelligence community hold sufficient rank to accept this information with the appropriate seriousness? And act upon it?” 

    She’s the world’s most powerful spook, bud. But no guarantees how serious she takes this. 

    “Plenty sufficient rank.” 

    “Bon. As you may know, Interpol does not engage with intelligence agencies. Your FBI, yes. Your CIA, no.” 

    “High odds the FBI won’t come into play on this one. Unless that vessel heads for the US.” 

    “Which I shall determine and then inform you of my findings.” 

    “Bon.” 

    “Your language is improving.” 

    “Open for debate.” 

    He slurped coffee, scanned the outdoors, and said, “Let us discuss possibilities.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “A business relationship between your Monsieur Carter and Reza Hamid.” 

    “Don’t forget the Chinese. They fund this deal.” 

    “Oui. The Chinese. Although you have failed to elaborate on the Chinese gentleman you engaged with on La Rambla yesterday evening.” 

    “He’s a spook. Ministry of State Security. We’ve gone over that.” 

    “And you believe he requested Hamid to send his villains after you?” 

    “I do. And not a request. An order.” 

    “You cannot be sure.” 

    “I’m plenty sure. Tell me about this special relationship between France and Iran.” 

    He shrugged, pursed his lips, and said, “A long-standing cooperative agreement. I can say little more.” 

    Utilizing a freighter stuck in my craw. Aircraft, especially chartered aircraft, while handy, had limitations. Flight manifests were mandatory and listed both passengers and freight. You could falsify manifests, sure. And often get away with it. But it injected risk into an operation. There were limitations on weight, as well. For large shipments, or human trafficking, a ship offered both discretion and large quantity smuggling. The question—what the hell was on the Buenos Vientos? 

    “I take it Hamid wouldn’t chance the things we encountered and witnessed while in France?” 

    “No. Most definitely not.” 

    Fair enough. But Spain was next door. 

    “With that special relationship, are French visas for visiting Iranians difficult to get?” 

    “No. The French perform background checks, of course. But they are allowed entry, most certainly.” 

    MOIS, an intelligence agency, could cover their tracks regarding background checks, no problem. 

    “The Pyrenees Mountains form the border between France and Spain, right?” 

    His eyes lit up, a single finger waggling in the air; he stood, said, “Ah!” and paced toward the coffee machine. When he returned with a steaming mug, he plopped down. 

    “Specific cargo could be smuggled through the mountains. Dangerous items, and I speak about arms and explosives, would not travel in such a manner. No. Discovery would bring an international incident and affect the two countries’ relationship. But people! Oui. There, possibilities exist. If such a smuggling effort failed, it would not raise significant concerns. Illegal entry into Spain is not a major crime.” He sat up straighter. “It is possible I have discovered a remarkable revelation.” 

    “You’re welcome.” 

    He eyeballed me over the mug’s rim as he sipped, one eyebrow raised. I checked the wall clock. Seven thirty. My plane would arrive any minute, refuel, and take off with my tired butt on board. 

    “Since you’ll check on that ship’s destination, you’ll want to find out its last port of call as well.” 

    “I do not require instructions on such things.” 

    “Just sayin’.” 

    “Oui. You have just said.” 

    A Learjet taxied onto the tarmac near the private air terminal. A terminal employee approached me and stated I should board in twenty minutes. I nodded, stood, and stretched. Headed home, back to the Ace of Spades. Visit Mom and CC and head for Portland, Oregon, where Catch and Willa’s wedding would take place. A shindig for the ages, no doubt. I felt good about this gig—more intel than expected, delivered in a full report. The CIA, after I heard from Francois and talked with my contact, could carry out any follow-up. I’d left four bodies in my wake, but they’d tried to kill me. And gotten their expiration date stamped. No regrets. Well, maybe the usual amorphous regrets, driven by the general taking of life. Man, I didn’t know why trouble came calling every freakin’ job, and the killing unease clung to my psyche, soon shoved and wrestled, once again, into dark recesses. 

    Francois stood, adjusted his brushed-back hair, and stood well within my personal space. 

    “We have been through much together, mon ami.” 

    “Yeah, we have.” 

    “Much of it most terrible.” 

    “Ugly stuff.” 

    Tears welled in his eyes. 

    “It saddens me beyond measure knowing we may not see each other again. I will, you may be sure, communicate my findings. Yet this could well mark our personal relationship’s end.” 

    “You’re a good man, Francois. You surprised me several times. In a good way.” 

    “And you, my dear Case Lee, have exhibited remarkable attributes.” He flung his arms around me in a bear hug. It threw me for a moment, and after an awkward pause I reciprocated with a light hug. 

    “I should not be the asshole, as you correctly stated. It pains me knowing I hurt you.” 

    His shoulders shook. I looked around the small terminal. We hadn’t attracted any attention. 

    “It’s okay. Not a big deal.” 

    “In addition”—he sobbed once—“it is you who deserves the credit for the border smuggling possibility. Not me. Why do I do such things?” 

    He sobbed again, several times. A terminal employee behind the desk looked our way and raised inquisitive eyebrows. I waved an “It’s okay” hand in return from behind Francois’s back. 

    “Bud, you’re getting snot on my jacket.” 

    The sartorial comment struck gold, and he pulled back, removed his electric yellow handkerchief with a flourish, and wiped his eyes, my jacket, and his nose, in that order. 

    “I shall miss you, mon ami.” 

    “And I, you.” 

    I reached into my jacket, patted him on the side, slid the small .32 caliber revolver into his blazer pocket, smiled, and shouldered my rucksack. 

    “Bon voyage. I pray we shall meet again.” 

    “Stranger things have happened. Goodbye. And be safe. I’ve left you a gift in your pocket.” 

    With that, I headed onto the tarmac, the Texas job in the rearview mirror. Or so I thought.

  


   
    Chapter 13 

      

    “Tinker Juarez is sad.” 

    “He’s a little sad, but we’ll get back soon. Then what will he do?” 

    “Be happy! So, so happy,” CC said and flashed a moonlit smile. 

    We were on our final baby sea turtle expedition and this trip’s last night on board the Ace of Spades. I’d taken CC, my mentally challenged younger sister, along with Tinker Juarez, her dog and constant companion, cruising among South Carolina’s barrier islands. Tinker remained belowdecks, his presence among baby sea turtles problematic as we walked along nighttime beaches. The trips, a regular occurrence, offered Mom a break and me a gift. CC viewed the world through a wonder lens, and she grounded me beyond all expectations. My lodestone, my north star—our time together precious. 

    I’d flown into Raleigh, North Carolina, caught an Uber to the Ace, and took a headspace reset over a five-day southbound cruise toward Charleston. I spent the nights, which now offered a Southern fall season with dissipated heat, anchored in isolated sloughs or docked at tiny towns. Villages where familiar open-air but screened-in bars offered cold cocktails and quiet low-key conversations. Raleigh had teased an opportunity to visit Jess—Charlotte not too far away—but she still worked her New York City contract. 

    “It won’t work,” she said when I called her. “There’s nothing more I’d like—you know that—but the jigsaw puzzle pieces have connected here, and I can’t leave. Tell me about Spain.” 

    “All good. I met a Frenchman. Former priest, now an Interpol officer. A peculiar guy, but I liked him. We had the same interest in activities around Carter Industries.” 

    “Any twisted activities? The duck and run for cover type?” 

    “Nothing major.” A white lie, dependent upon perspective. The MOIS killers, compared with previous hitters I’d encountered, failed the major issue test in my book. Personal perspective, and I’d stick to it. “Standard sleuthing stuff. I waited around a lot, watched the world pass by.” 

    Jess understood my gigs often carried a dicey aspect. Not a major bone of contention in our relationship, but she’d expressed, in no uncertain terms, that long-term I couldn’t continue hanging my butt on the line. A solid point, and I’d said as much. 

    “Let’s talk about your friend’s wedding logistics,” she said. “We’re good to go?” 

    “Yep. Mom, CC, Peter, and me will stop in Charlotte, pick you up, and head for the West Coast on a charter flight. Living large, kiddo.” 

    Peter Brooks was Mom’s beau. A retired insurance agent, he’d proven a good and genuine and fine man. I liked the guy. 

    “And your mom has picked out the wedding gift for us?” 

    “Yep.” 

    Jess remained nervous about the event, and I couldn’t blame her. She’d never met Mom or CC or my blood brothers—Catch, Bo, and Marcus. 

    “Besides the usual places for a wedding registry, they’ve included Cabela’s,” Jess said. “You don’t see that every day.” 

    “The World’s Foremost Outfitter. That was Catch’s doing. He hopes for a new rifle or more bullets or camo gear. He’s an outdoorsman.” 

    And someone who had joined me on several jobs, the finest shot we Delta operators had ever encountered, and a man who never hesitated to squeeze the trigger. 

    “Do I call him Catch or Juan?” 

    “Either one. Mom calls him Juan or Juan Antonio. Ever since Mom met him years ago, she regrets naming me with such a simple handle. Case. You gotta admit it lacks the lyrical quality of Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez.” 

    We signed off, the conversation solid, although she still expressed angst over the event. I didn’t know how to relieve her concerns. I’d mulled it over several times and came up dry on ideas. Personal dumbassery, I suppose. Or, perhaps, I couldn’t do anything about it other than express reassurances. Hard to say. 

    On my slow-boat travel toward Charleston, Francois called.  

    “And so,” he said. “I have information for you.” 

    “Shoot.” 

    “Perhaps you should consider an alternative response.” 

    “Francois.” 

    “I speak from vast experience, mon ami. Language has great impact on both the speaker and receiver.” 

    “Francois.” 

    “As for the information, the Buenos Vientos had departed Hodeida, in Yemen, prior to its arrival in Barcelona.” 

    “That’s not good.” 

    Civil war wracked Yemen. The Saudis, other Gulf States, and the US backed the current Sunni-controlled government, with Aden the capitol. Iran backed the Shia Houthi rebels who controlled vast stretches of Yemen. A geopolitical train wreck with innocents killed while outside powers jockeyed for position. Hodeida, the Buenos Vientos’s port of call before Barcelona, remained under Iranian-backed rebel control. 

    “Why do you say this thing?” 

    I wouldn’t get into the possibilities with Francois and sidestepped the issue. 

    “It’s a war-torn place. That’s all. Where’s the vessel headed now?” 

    “Veracruz, Mexico. It shall arrive in fifteen days.” 

    Veracruz sat on the Gulf of Mexico. Trade between Spain and Mexico wouldn’t raise any eyebrows, and I said as much. 

    “You have no concerns? You failed to comprehend what I just now said? It arrives in Mexico. Allow me to inform you that your country borders Mexico.” 

    “Thanks. News to me.” 

    “Your CIA contact shall receive this information?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “And then?” 

    “Then I’ll gather my family and girlfriend and head for Oregon and a blood brother’s wedding.” 

    “Ah, you shall play the fiddle as Rome burns. A most interesting approach for the imminent crisis, although, at a minimum, it lacks initiative.” 

    “Chill, Francois. Fifteen days’ transit time. Let the intelligence machinery do their thing. I’ll fill you in if I receive feedback.” 

    He sighed, explained he’d flown back to Interpol headquarters in Lyon, and would continue digging into Reza Hamid’s activities. We signed off with a promise to keep in touch. 

    Armed with his intel, I contacted Marilyn Townsend, the CIA’s head of clandestine operations. We went way back. During Delta Force days, she was the Company’s field officer, tied at the hip with our small band. She’d point out nails; we’d bring down the hammer. Over the years, we operators left the Unit—Delta remains a young man’s game—and got on with our lives. Townsend climbed the Company ranks. Her current position, with identity known to very few people, placed her as the world’s most powerful spy. When I began taking on edgy contracts, we’d become reacquainted. She’d say we interfaced. I’d say her and the Company often played me like a kettledrum.  

    We had a rocky relationship, although our foundation, based on a mutual rough and dangerous past together in the field, buttressed something that resembled a trust factor. A wary trust, from both parties. Still, I had her private phone number—few people in the world did—and we’d communicated when mutual-interest activities cropped up. Or when she required fingerprint-free actions for the Company’s benefit and Case Lee’s detriment. At least that was my perspective. Her perspective would, without doubt, differ. 

    After my conversation with Francois, I called her. As always, she waited until I spoke first. 

    “Director, I’ve acquired some intel you might find useful.” 

    When face-to-face and reminiscing, we’d slip back into Marilyn and Case. Otherwise, aloofness, a gossamer curtain, stayed in place. 

    “Tell me, Mr. Lee.” 

    I did. She remained silent until I finished. 

    “Your Interpol contact operates well beyond his scope.” 

    “He and I discussed that. He doesn’t make any bones about backdooring his ops charter.” 

    “A loose cannon, then.” 

    “A very dapper loose cannon, but, yeah.” 

    “When you say you encountered five MOIS agents, describe the outcome.” 

    “One still walks among us, left on the Barcelona docks.” 

    “I see. You exhibited your usual delicate touch with the other four.” 

    “Them or me. I’m rather fond of me.” 

    She and I were well past the point where we danced around realities. Plus, she’d sent enough wet-work specialists into the field to open a cemetery, and we both knew it. 

    “I’m interested in the Yemen aspect. I or an assigned officer will contact you if the situation requires further clarification. Contact me if your Interpol asset reveals more detail. Good day, Mr. Lee.” 

    She hung up. I’d expected our conversation to fall into the short but less-than-sweet bucket, and she didn’t disappoint. No doubt the Yemen connection interested her. The Company was engaged up to their necks in that mess. 

    CC remained skittish about walks at night in a place with no streetlights or houselights or other people. She gripped my arm with both hands and pressed against my side, whispering. 

    “It’s dark. But not too dark.” 

    “I like the moonlight.” I often added reassurance as a standard CC interaction. “If there are any baby turtles, we’ll see them.” 

    As on the previous three nights, I’d anchored the Ace on an uninhabited island’s leeward side and, after a sunset supper, walked the beach with CC toward the windward or ocean-facing side. Loggerhead turtle nesting season runs from May through August, when female turtles leave the ocean and make their way into the dunes, where they lay one hundred-plus eggs in nests. The babies emerge from July through October and struggle their way toward the ocean. Nature’s cycle fascinated CC, and she questioned me often about them. I left out the grisly attrition details—gulls and fish would snag their fair share of baby turtles. But many made it, the cycle repeated as it had for millennia, and CC took comfort knowing it continued. 

    “But we may not see them,” she said, confirming what I’d told her. 

    There were no guarantees, and observing a hatch made for an iffy proposition. But it also provided CC a focus for our brief trip. 

    “That’s right. We may not see them. But we may get lucky.” 

    “Tinker Juarez will be so happy when we get back!” 

    I mitigated our anchorage’s isolation through familiarity with the Ace of Spades. CC, and Tinker, viewed it as a second home, with nighttime above- and belowdeck lights and comfort and safety. Tinker, a Heinz 57 breed, would stand at the prow when underway, nose into the wind, and performed occasional flybys to check on CC who hung out in the small open-window wheelhouse with me or lazed across the foredeck hammock. Each trip held special memories and never, not once, failed to help me refocus on the important things in life. CC would never understand it, but I received more from the trips, much more, than she did.

  


   
    Chapter 14 

      

    When I’d arrived at Charleston, Mom delivered a frazzled welcome. After hugs and kisses and several cursory questions about my latest gig, she dived into a concern-filled pool. 

    “You don’t understand what a monumental event this is, son of mine.” 

    “It’s a wedding, Mom. Catch and Willa’s wedding. You’ve attended plenty.” 

    “To begin with, it’s on the other side of the country. What if they have an earthquake?” 

    “No earthquakes.” 

    “And I’ve never met Juan’s bride, Willa. Or Jessica. Or JJ. And I have a lot to talk about with those two. Willa, well, she’s made her decision. But I want a grip on whether Jessica and JJ know what they’re getting into.” 

    “Your son, the ogre,” I said, laughing. 

    “Don’t sass me, and you know what I mean. And CC is driving me crazy asking about this trip. We’re on a private jet? Can you afford that? Although I suppose it’s better than all the rigmarole at airports these days. Have you eaten? You look thin.” 

    I sat in the kitchen and sipped a beer under her all-seeing eye as she prepared crab gumbo for the night’s meal. The kitchen door, open, led onto the screened-in back porch. Between the fall breeze wafting in and the gumbo’s aroma and the wrapped-in-love environment, I roosted at ease as a man could get. 

    “What if I take CC with me for a few days? It’ll give you time to organize.” 

    “Would you? That would be a godsend. Not that I don’t love seeing you—you know I do—but this makes for an extra special event. Will Marcus be there?” 

    “You, me, CC, Peter, Jess, Bo, JJ, and Marcus. We’re Catch’s entourage.” 

    “Lord knows he needs one.” 

    The lone living parent among my Delta brothers, Mom had adopted Marcus, Bo, and Catch. She took her role with the appropriate gravity. 

    “I should call Juan and Bo and remind them to behave. I’m not worried about Marcus. As for Peter, he’s not a major contributor toward our preparedness.” 

    Her beau laid low until takeoff. A wise man. 

    “I’ll take CC tomorrow. Three nights.” 

    “Bless you. Have you talked with my wild child?” 

    Bo Dickerson, my best friend and the only man Mom had given up on. Her efforts at placing him on the straight and narrow had failed, every time. 

    “What about?” 

    She whacked the wooden spatula against the cast-iron pot’s rim and turned. 

    “Behaving. Maybe you can get through to him about his appearance and attire and peculiar manners at this blessed event.” She paused; I sipped beer. “My Bo must try and reside within this world. I say that with love and conviction.” 

    “It’s you we’re all worried about. If we get a few glasses of champagne into Mary Lola Wilson, heaven knows where that might lead.” 

    Mom had taken back her maiden name when we moved from Savannah to Charleston. A safety measure. The Lee name was too fraught with danger. Danger that could spill over to Mom and CC. 

    “Hush. And tell me what you will do about Bo.” 

    “I’m pretty sure JJ will handle things.” 

    “Lord willing. A woman with a good head and steady job joined with my Bo. Wonders never cease. Why is Juan holding the ceremony on a boat? We could all drown.” 

    “It’ll be fine, Mom.” 

    “Now, about the ceremony. It’s in a part of the country with peculiar beliefs. Is this a Christian ceremony, or do we worship a marijuana tree festooned with Christmas lights?” 

    “I understand Bo will perform the ceremony.” 

    “Oh, Lord. So, it’s the marijuana tree then. Where did he get his marrying license? On the internet?” 

    Later that day I received a phone call from the Company. 

    “Mr. Lee, this is Case Officer Janet Simpson with the CIA.” 

    “Hi.” 

    “Hi. My supervisor has assigned me a case created with the intelligence you provided. We at the CIA appreciate your cooperation. Your nation thanks you.” 

    “Sure.” 

    “My case file lacks any identification about who you first contacted, a new one for me. Could you share that with me?” 

    “Afraid not.” 

    Silence while she mulled over possibilities. Dollars to doughnuts she wouldn’t have recognized Marilyn Townsend’s name if I’d told her. 

    “Alright. We respect a citizen’s desire for anonymity. Now, I’ll assume this is the first time you have engaged with the CIA, so my questions may sound redundant. I can assure you, they are not. There are facets that the average citizen may not consider important, but which often prove vital for our investigation.” 

    Excellent news. Outstanding news. Officer Janet Simpson would have rooted around Company databases and plucked any intel on me. Her statement proved that Townsend had buried my dossier so deep that few in the Company had access. The unsavory quid pro quo—Townsend considered me her personal lapdog. Or gun for hire. Take your pick. 

    “Okay. Got it.” 

    Simpson picked through the outline Townsend had prepared and sent down the ladder. I answered where it would help Simpson do her job and lied my ass off where it would create red flags for one Case Lee. I wouldn’t blow the deep burial Townsend had afforded me. 

    “What was your purpose in Barcelona?” 

    “Tourist. It’s a cool city.” 

    “I’m sure. I understand you associated with an Interpol officer. A Mister Francois Domaine. How did you two meet?” 

    “At an outdoor bar on Barcelona’s main drag. La Rambla.” 

    “And he provided you all this information? That seems strange.” 

    “We really connected. We shared a common interest in food.” 

    “Food?” 

    “Yep. We shared a big plate of snails at dinner. Outstanding.” 

    “Perhaps it was over dinner when he shared intelligence on Reza Hamid, Carter Industries, Iranian spies, and a Chinese Ministry of State Security asset.” 

    “Yes. Could’ve been the wine. He drinks a lot.” 

    “I see.” 

    “The deal is, Officer Simpson, the whole thing sounded very ‘spy versus spy.’ So I did my duty as a concerned citizen and reported it.” 

    “And again, your nation appreciates your help.” 

    “Sure. No problem.” 

    She wouldn’t buy my BS, but that was okay. I wanted the Company peeking under the covers, and no doubt Simpson would. And once the dust had settled, Townsend would wipe my name from any subsequent reports. Simpson poked and prodded a bit more. The expired MOIS agents never came up, which told me Townsend had sanitized that portion, and we ended the call. Done and done, baby. I felt a pang of guilt wiping this booger on Francois, but he’d handle it with aplomb. Or indignation, accompanied with over-the-phone hand gestures. Sorry, bud. 

    I completed a thorough report for my Swiss client, dancing around the violence. It contained better than good stuff, intel hard-earned—confirmed when monies arrived in my Swiss bank account for expenses and services rendered. 

    Gentle waves lapped the shore as sea-foam shined under the bright moon. Late evening approached, no baby turtles, and we had a thirty-minute walk back to the Ace of Spades. Disappointed, sure, but you can’t timetable Mother Nature, and the last three nights had afforded pleasant passing under the stars with CC. 

    “It’s so quiet,” she said. “It makes me lonely but not lonely. Because it’s so peaceful.” 

    “I feel the same way, my love.” 

    “Mom says I will meet your girlfriend. Her name is Jessica. Mom says you call her Jess.” 

    “That’s right. She’s excited to meet you.” 

    “Do you think she will like me?” 

    “I think she will love you.” 

    She squeezed my arm as affirmation and hummed a quiet singsong tune. Ten paces later, I froze. 

    “What?” CC whispered. 

    “There. Kinda far but not too far. Watch the sand.” 

    Small dots and frantic movement fifty yards away. Tiny flippers thrashed against sand, working across the beach toward the ocean. Baby turtles. Several dozen at least. CC gripped my arm tighter. 

    “Are those…?” 

    “Baby sea turtles. They’ve just hatched and head for the ocean.” 

    I stood fixated at the sight—a stunning natural moment—when CC alerted me to other movement. 

    “Case!” she whispered. “Look!” 

    She pointed a finger toward a spot twenty paces away. Another hatch. Fifty or more babies, much more discernible at the shorter distance, crawled and flopped and pushed and shoved their way seaward. CC and I remained frozen with wonder. Some eased their way into the saltwater, others shoved back from the three-inch waves and foam rolling onto the beach. A few flipped over, fins struggling for grip. 

    “Oh, Case! Should we help them?” 

    “No, my love. They’ll make it.” 

    They did. Over a twenty-minute period, each one disappeared into the ocean for, I hoped, a long life. A moment etched in time and space, a magic moment, never forgotten. Gratitude swept over me, powerful, almost debilitating. Not for the remarkable sight, but for sharing it with CC. She’d never forget it, either. 

    With the beach now emptied, we stood still another several minutes, silent. Stars twinkled, the sea breeze fresh and salty. 

    “We can’t talk about it, Case. Not now.” 

    “I understand.” 

    I did. It was too special for words. As CC and I headed back for the Ace, we wrapped arms around each other and took our time. My heart ached with love and gratitude and acknowledgment that our slice of time wasn’t behind us, wasn’t lost. It would remain embedded deep, forever, where ugliness and violence and death were refused entry.

  


   
    Chapter 15 

      

    I exited the plane in Charlotte and greeted Jess, Mom right on my heels. 

    “It’s nice to finally meet you, Ms. Wilson,” Jess said, hand extended. 

    I’d explained to Jess that Mom had taken back her maiden name as protection against bounty hunters. Marcus, Bo, Catch, and me had resolved the bounty issue with a hellacious battle in Sudan. 

    Mom brushed past the handshake and hugged Jess, hard. 

    “It’s Mary Lola, honey. And I’m so happy to finally meet you, too. Let’s sit together on this little airplane and chat where my son can’t claim innocence.” 

    Jess hugged her back and laughed. I smiled, suspecting skullduggery afoot. The little airplane Mom mentioned—a high-end near-new Learjet. More hugs on board as CC, shy at first, was won over when Jess handed her dog treats, tied with a bow. 

    “For Tinker Juarez,” Jess said. “Will you tell him they’re from me?” 

    A house-sitting neighbor looked after Tinker. 

    “Oh, yes! Treats for Tinker Juarez.” Her eyes shined. 

    “And this is for CC,” Jess said. She fished in her oversized purse and produced a small brooch that resembled a small baby’s breath flower bouquet. “It’s something special for you to wear at the wedding.” 

    “Something special!” CC turned toward Mom and lowered her voice into a confidential whisper. “Tiny flowers. Something special.” 

    “It is every bit that, child. Thank you, Jessica. You have not just made CC’s day, but she’ll remember it forever.” 

    We took off, headed cross-country. Mom and Jess sat together in the front, CC and I together farther back, and Peter Brooks sat across the aisle from me. While Mom and Jess chatted, CC and I stared out the window at passing terrain. Peter napped, and CC and I joined him after an hour.  

    Catch’s entire entourage had booked the same high-end hotel. Once everyone settled in, we set a rendezvous point at the hotel’s bar. It wasn’t an ops setting where strategic and tactical decisions got mulled over, but the old field adage still rang true. You can’t beat a bar as a base of operations. 

    Jess and I made landing first and ordered cocktails while I attempted unsuccessful extractions about her and Mom’s airborne intel swaps. 

    “I like her a lot,” Jess said. “That’s one honest woman.” 

    “You might bear in mind she expressed her perspective. Which may not always line up with on-the-ground actuals.” 

    “She said you’d say that. Your mom knows you like the back of her hand.” She reached across the table, squeezed my hand, and winked. “I’m working on the same thing.” 

    He entered the classy bar and paused, erect and still, assessing the environment. A tall, rangy black guy, gray hair at the temples, dressed in a dark-brown western-cut blazer, slacks, and lighter brown western boots made from exotic leather. Our former Delta team lead spotted my mile-wide smile, returned the same, and headed our way.  

    I stood, and we shook—Marcus wasn’t big on hugs. 

    “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” he said and turned to Jess. “Ma’am, I’m Marcus Johnson. If you’re Jess, let me state the obvious. You are way too pretty for him. How’s your eyesight?” 

    Jess laughed and said, “I go for the rugged type. It’s a pleasure meeting you. Case says great things about you.” 

    “Besides being a rough cob, he lies a lot.” He sat as the waiter approached. “Bourbon and branch. Top shelf on the bourbon.” The waiter blinked once, unclear on the order. Marcus clarified. “Two fingers of high-end bourbon. Two fingers of cold water. No ice.” 

    Marcus stretched out his long legs and addressed Jess. 

    “Should we ask him to sit at another table,” he said, tilting his head in my direction, “so I can explain what you’re getting into?” 

    Jess laughed again. “I’ve got a pretty good idea. As for his telling lies, I’d put it more in the omission category. As an example, he never stated good-looking when he mentioned you.” 

    “We’re definitely talking about getting your eyes checked. Now the good news. I’ve arrived before the other two prime members show up. I’m leavening for Bo and Catch’s appearance so you don’t escape and hightail it for the airport.” 

    “You’ve arrived in full bristle mode,” I said. “What’s the matter? You already miss your cows?” 

    “I’m helping you out, you mullet. Poor Jess has no clue what she’s getting into. Speaking about that, I greeted the cosmic cowboy and his girlfriend in the lobby. He’ll float in here soon enough. I’d never met JJ. She’s as solid as they come. Her and Bo together—hard to believe.” 

    Bo’s FBI-employed girlfriend, Julie Johnson. Or JJ. Steady and solid, and someone who’d covered my back on a previous job. A striking woman with jet-black hair and high cheekbones from, as per JJ, a dollop or two of Apache blood in her lineage. 

    “I can’t wait to meet everyone,” Jess said. “I love Case’s mom and CC. I’m feeling you all make up one enormous family. With that framework, it’s all good.” 

    Jess asked Marcus about Montana ranch life and the cattle business and why he didn’t have a girlfriend. 

    “The ladies I’ve dated slip away with a common thread of complaint. I lack spontaneity. I don’t even know what they’re referring to.” 

    “People overvalue spontaneity,” Jess said. “Steadfast takes the cake, every time.” 

    “I like you,” he said. “Do you have a sister?” 

    “Sisterhood and brotherhood and bonds of love hold universal reign over this gathering.” 

    The voice, close alongside, startled us. Bo, my best friend, doing his cloak of invisibility routine. A handy attribute during firefights and damn disconcerting within social settings. 

    “I have asked him, repeatedly, not to do that in public,” JJ said as she strode up with a wide smile. She looked fine—bright-eyed, hair in a long ponytail, wearing a light-patterned dress. I’d never seen her in anything but slacks or jeans. “But as usual, my Bo runs it through his cosmic grinder and acts on whatever comes out the other side.” 

    Bo, at my back, draped his arms over my shoulders and chest, accompanied by a tight squeeze. I gripped his arms and returned the affection. He’d trimmed his scraggly red cheek- and chin-whiskers, which scratched my neck. Wild red hair evidenced a grooming product that had failed miserably as strands floated around his head. 

    “How be my favorite goober?” 

    “Fine as kind, Bo. You smell gussied up.” 

    The finest warrior we had encountered, Bo was also a body balm aficionado. 

    “Jojoba from the arid reaches, tempered with lavender from our garden.” He lowered his voice and whispered in my ear. “She’s too pretty for you.” 

    “I could say the same thing about you and JJ.” 

    “With less veracity, my brother. I offer a cosmopolitan appeal. You offer less refinement, a path bordered with thistle. I like Jess.” 

    “You haven’t met her.” 

    “I have. You fail to tune into the spatial vibrations. But I love you anyway.” 

    He rubbed my head and straightened up. Both Jess and Marcus stood. Jess smiled. Marcus remained stoic, unclear on Bo’s second greeting toward him. JJ and I hugged, hard. She and I had, well, a prickly relationship based on Bo’s tendency to join me on jobs. His entrance often coincided with my contracts’ high torque moments. JJ had chewed my butt more than once over Bo’s multiple involvements. 

    “Tell me about your visit with Bo’s uncle in Palm Springs,” she said, probing. 

    My last job. DC to Palm Springs to Africa, with more events on the precipice than you could shake a stick at. 

    “Great. Good guy.” 

    “Bo said you, him, and Marcus visited some place called Slab City.” 

    “Yep.” 

    We remained in a tight hug, noses inches apart. Those Apache eyes drilled, her BS meter set on high sensitivity. 

    “I looked up Slab City. ‘The most lawless place in America’ was the usual descriptive.” 

    “Strange place.” 

    “Bo said no one shot at him, and he never pulled a trigger.” 

    “True enough. You look great, JJ. This gathering will be a hoot.” 

    Bo had offed a killer with his combat knife in Slab City, but that ice would prove way too thin for casual treading. We locked eyes several more seconds, she released her grip, delivered an almost-full smile, and said, “It will be a hoot as long as you four don’t leave Portland a smoldering mess.” 

    I turned in time to see Bo and Jess disengage from a long hug as he told her, “It will be alright. Each bump soon enters a gentle float. One filled with comfort and nourishment.” 

    Jess rubbed his cheek, true affection clear. No clue what the hell Bo referred to, and high odds I’d never know. Plus, Bo had a way with women. They loved him. A head-shaking mystery for his teammates, accepted and not dwelled upon. Just Bo being Bo. 

    He slid past Marcus’s extended hand and wrapped his arms around his former team lead, an angelic smile cast upward. Marcus used his handshake hand for a few perfunctory pats on Bo’s back. 

    “Alright, Bo. Good to see you again. You might remember we just greeted in the lobby.” 

    “An all-too-brief encounter, spent with JJ more than me. Are you right and tight, cow whisperer?” 

    “All good. Now let go.” 

    “I would, but your stoic energy revitalizes.” 

    “How do I turn it off?” 

    “Not possible, bwana.” 

    To Marcus’s great relief, and after receiving a chest pat, Bo released him. Jess and JJ also hugged, then edged off to the side where they whispered, smiled, laughed. Bo, Marcus, and I sat back down. I began another drink order with our waiter when it arrived. 

    A mighty roar, a wall-shaking bellow, from the bar’s entrance. Our waiter dropped his order pad and cast frantic searches for the source. The dozen other patrons froze, silent, many cocktails held mid-lift. Jess and JJ halted their chat, wide-eyed. JJ popped open her purse and laid a hand inside. On her FBI-issued pistol. Bo and I shared wide grins while Marcus, with a half-grin, shook his head. 

    Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez and his fiancée had arrived. Catch. The groom. He spotted our table, grabbed Willa’s hand, and rolled and rumbled our way with bright eyes and pearl-white teeth shining through a long, thick, jet-black beard. The three of us stood, knowing full well a sitting position guaranteed he’d snatch you up and twirl you around. On your feet, you had a decent shot at maintaining a modicum of dignity. 

    Willa looked great. An attractive robust woman, hair in a tight bun and wearing yoga pants with a thigh-length loose blouse, belted. Her vibrant indigo tats peeked through the material’s openings. She glowed, fine and filled to the brim with life. 

    Catch feigned a move in my direction, spun, and bear-hugged Marcus before he could escape. 

    “Kiss me!”  

    “I’d rather lick a toilet bowl. Let me go, you moron.” 

    “You’re still jealous of my lumbersexual appeal. Admit it!” 

    A quick three paces and a light kidney punch rescued our former team lead. Catch released Marcus, spun, and snatched me off the ground as I grabbed his beard with both hands. 

    “Did you bring Jess?” he demanded. 

    Man, it was great to lay eyes on him again. It had been too long. A blood brother who possessed but two speeds—asleep and full throttle. And a man who’d give his life for me, and me for him.  

    “She’s right there,” I said and pointed with my head while maintaining my grip. With a full-force beard-clinch, I had a shot at some physical control. 

    Still holding me dangling, he spun us around and eyeballed Jess and JJ. Over his shoulder, Willa approached Marcus, delivered a kiss on the cheek, and introduced herself. 

    Catch hadn’t met Jess or JJ and stared for several seconds before he hollered their way. 

    “You’re both too fine for this bozo”—he shook me in midair—“or for hippie-boy.” 

    Jess saved me. She strode forward, smiled, and said, “I’m Jess. Please put my bozo down. And I’ll give you a hug if you promise you won’t fling me around like a rag doll.” 

    “Deal!” 

    Back on my feet, I embraced Willa and chatted before she moved on to Bo. Willa loved Bo. He’d stayed with her and Catch in Portland for a while, living inside a hollowed-out VW bus. A bus suspended from a logging chain in a massive Douglas fir, thirty feet in the air, in Catch and Willa’s backyard. No doubt the rutted tracks from the rented crane still marked the grass backyard. Weed and liquor may have been involved. Introductions made, we pulled another table and joined it with ours, with drinks galore ordered. 

    Thirty minutes later, Mom, CC, and Peter arrived. Everyone stood, there were more initial introductions, and we all remained standing in the bar’s corner as at a cocktail party gathering. Mom, moving as a hunter-seeker submarine, segregated her three adopted sons, one at a time, with an upper arm grip and a steady tug. I sidled alongside each encounter, both for the entertainment value and as ammo for future conversations with my brothers. 

    “I don’t understand why the best-looking one of the bunch stands here without a date,” she told Marcus after kissing his cheek. “Maybe if you didn’t live among the bears, female companionship would work out.” 

    “You know I try.” 

    “Try harder. I’ll pray for you.” 

    “I could use it,” he said, chuckling. 

    Her next target, Catch. He wrapped Mom in a light-touch bear hug. She stroked his beard while she talked. 

    “Now, Juan Antonio, that’s a remarkable young lady you are marrying tomorrow. Let me explain what that means.” 

    “You didn’t kiss me.” 

    Mom did and continued. 

    “It means your wild ways are behind you. You must learn to behave. Be-have. Am I making myself clear?” 

    “I’ve already given up the wildness.” 

    “Honey, it’s embedded in you like a tick. You’ve got to fight it. You have talents in that area, so use those skills in your personal life. Behave. Willa deserves at least that, if not sainthood.” 

    “Yes, ma’am.” 

    “You are a fine man, Juan Antonio, and good, and you will make a solid husband. If you keep the wildness in check.” 

    “Yes, ma’am.” 

    “Now,” Mom said, sighing. “Where’s my wild child?” 

    She hunted Bo, and they kissed and embraced. 

    “At least you smell good, as always,” Mom said with an attempt at straightening his hair. “I’ve now met JJ and want to impart a few things. Will you listen to me?” 

    “I always do, Mary Lola.” 

    “No, you don’t. You wander around in that other world, and Lord knows what that’s like. But I love you and want to see you happy. JJ is beautiful, gainfully employed with the government, with a solid head on her shoulders.” 

    “She’s every bit of that and much more. She has an ancient soul, well beyond the constraints of our earthly veil.” 

    “Try and stick with the world the rest of us live in, honey.” Mom sighed again, licked her palm, and attempted more Bo hair control. “To start with, the donkey has to go.” 

    Bo’s latest profession—a gold prospector, working desert mountains in Arizona and Nevada and New Mexico. His donkey, Jezebel, toted his supplies while he traveled on foot. 

    “Mary Lola,” JJ said as she scooted over and rubbed Mom’s back. “I’ve become fond of that donkey. Bo’s and Jezebel’s efforts have me driving a new sports car.” 

    “Dear heart, while it’s none of my business, this creature needs peculiar-ways encouragement like a nudist camp needs nettles.” 

    We all laughed, Mom and Bo squeezed each other tight, and we settled in. CC had displayed the usual shyness around new people as she smiled and stared at the floor when introduced. But her approach toward the known folks was bright-eyed and gleeful. She’d hugged Marcus, hard, and he reciprocated—CC being the lone person on this good earth with whom he felt comfortable exhibiting public affection. Catch delivered a tight embrace, and she giggled as his beard tickled her face. She had a request for Bo, her favorite. 

    “Can you tell me a story later?” 

    “Blue or red unicorns?” 

    “Blue. Yes, blue.” 

    “Do they fly?” 

    “Oh, yes. They fly. Do you think Tinker Juarez is okay?” 

    “Tinker Juarez dreams happy dreams about you and knows you will come home soon.” 

    “I will come home soon.” 

    “Yes, you will.” 

    She mulled over the situation and asked, “Unicorns?”  

    “Later, my beautiful CC, I will tell you the tale about the famous flying blue unicorns of Caldoony,” Bo said with a gentle smile. 

    “Yes!” 

    The hotel agreed to feed our entire gang in the bar. They figured crowd containment was better than a scatter and re-form in the dining room. We filled the next two hours with laughter and joy and instant familiarity. Questions flowed about life in Montana, Charleston, Charlotte, Albuquerque, Portland. And questions about the wedding. All the ladies, except for Willa, cast no-nonsense stares at Bo regarding his ceremony officiating. While Jess squeezed my hand, I conducted a mini-food-fight with CC, passing a bread roll back and forth under the table. She giggled every time it landed in my lap. Mom’s beau, Peter Brooks, shared a great, funny wedding story from his past.  

    As cross-table conversation flowed, JJ caught my eye, pointed toward Jess sitting beside me, and said, “You’re a lucky man.” 

    “I realize that.” 

    “But you, Jess, perhaps not so much.” 

    They laughed with each other as I smiled, knowing it to be true. Food piled and collected across the table as wine, beer, and cocktails flowed. I slipped the waiter my credit card and set terms—the bill was on me. Marcus made a toast—serious, warm, sincere. Catch and Willa beamed and kissed often as gentle commentary became directed their way. Jess whispered and reaffirmed something I held dear—my friends and family were special. But above all and throughout supper, we sat wrapped in an unassailable cocoon of sharing and powerful love.

  


   
    Chapter 16 

      

    As everyone filtered back to their rooms, Bo, Marcus, and I lingered. Willa instructed Catch to stay as well, telling him, “This is a benchmark for you four. Stay and catch up and take an Uber back home. Tomorrow night, well, that’s another story, lover. Just remember, no rest for the weary.” She gave a throaty chuckle, kissed him, and headed out the door. We shifted to a smaller table. 

    “Well, changes galore,” Catch said. 

    “It rolls and it tumbles,” I said, repeating a favorite Bo expression referencing life. 

    “The flow remains right and tight, my brothers. Magic moments abound.” 

    “I’m unclear on the magic, Bo, but it was a fine evening,” Marcus said. “You three are lucky men. Willa, JJ, and Jess are about as good as it gets.” 

    “Amen,” returned three times. 

    Talk drifted and soon landed on my Texas contract. Because we were blood brothers, I had no reason to hold back details. 

    “You offed bad guys with a former French priest who’s now a cop?” Catch asked. “A dude who wears fine clothes and eats snails? Man, I’ve got to get out and about more.” 

    “A man with refined taste, which raises the obvious question,” Bo said. “Why would he hang with a mundane plodder like you? Not that there’s anything wrong with mundane plodders. The world needs those, so elevated creatures such as me and your Frenchman can shine.” 

    “BS doesn’t shine, hippie-boy,” Catch said and addressed me. “Why didn’t you pop that SOB in the knee? The one in the container? Get you and the Frenchman some answers?” 

    “I don’t think he spoke anything but Farsi, bud.” 

    “Perhaps our goober’s softer side reveals itself. A mellowing with age, a cosmic shift.” 

    “Perhaps you mullets could pull your heads out and recognize what the hell happened,” Marcus said. “This is serious.” 

    “I took it serious enough for a Townsend call.” 

    “And she pushed a low-level bureaucrat on the case,” Marcus said. “The name?” 

    “Janet Simpson.” 

    “Then you danced around the realities with Simpson and lent less than full credence to the situation.” 

    “Do you think I’d open the Case Lee can of worms with Simpson? Hell, yes, I danced around external realities. Everyone at this table has bad guys with their birth certificates expired sprinkled across the US. That includes you, Marcus. Unless it’s Townsend or JJ, I’m just another schmuck living on a boat who has nothing do with skullduggery, bullets, or bodies.” 

    He shifted his long legs, lifted an empty glass toward the passing waiter, and swirled his other hand’s index finger with a stirring motion, ordering another round for the table. 

    “Alright,” he said. “Solid point. Let’s assess what we know. Start with your first contact. The sister, Rachel Carter.” 

    “Played me like a drum.” 

    “She did a helluva lot more than that, son. She triggered the hitters in Barcelona. That’s not a minor act.” 

    “Nor benign,” Bo added. 

    “Nothing benign about siccing hitters,” Catch agreed. 

    “Not a bad name for a rock band,” Bo said. “Siccing Hitters.” 

    Marcus cast his usual jaundiced glance toward Bo, sighed, and asked, “They got an outdoor patio for this bar? A covered one? I can’t imagine a patio without a cover in this wet spot on the earth.” 

    They did, and we moved outdoors, fresh drinks in hand, and had the entire patio to ourselves—the unstated goal. When diving into gritty and often ugly job-related facets, it remained best without an audience who might overhear. Marcus’s Zippo clacked as he lit a cigar. Bo lit a small bowl of weed. The waiter popped his head out and checked on us. 

    “Sirs, this is a no smoking area.” 

    “Can you do us a favor and pretend we’re not out here?” I asked. “We’re old buds and the large bearded guy is getting married tomorrow.” 

    The waiter, a good guy, delivered a half-smile and nodded and disappeared back inside. 

    “Talking about this Carter clan,” Catch continued, “that brother sounds like a low-life pissant. Why would the Chicoms and Iranians involve him? And why the hell do the Chicoms always mess with you?” 

    “It’s his radiance, brother bear. An aura bright with counterbalance for their evil ways. Look close.” 

    “Shitcan the auras,” Marcus said. “The port of call in Yemen is troublesome. The Iranians could have put anything on that ship.” 

    “Yeah,” I said, “but high odds not people. The Spanish authorities check each crewman and passenger when a ship docks, just like most countries. After they’ve docked though, all bets are off. As for offloading, Mexico might offer less, well, stringent oversight.” 

    “What I’m hearing,” Marcus said, “is you think bodies got smuggled on board in Barcelona. You’ve alluded to a somewhat porous border between France and Spain.” 

    “The Pyrenees Mountains offer off-road trails. Plenty. And France has good relations with Iran regarding people movement into France. But do I think they smuggled bodies? Who knows? Hence the Townsend call.” 

    “The Yemen thing is unsettling,” Marcus said, “when combined with other events.” 

    “The universe is unsettled, amigos. A constant state of flux as events swirl and dance and, on occasion, bite. We must sidestep the maw and embrace the music.” 

    “The stairwell shootout sounds cool as hell,” Catch said. “You filled both hands with those silenced peashooters?” 

    “It wasn’t cool at the time. Locked a leg over the railing and cut loose with both weapons, spraying lead.” 

    Catch slapped Bo’s leg and said, “That’s what I’m talking about. Screw all that other noise about Yemen and spooks. Get down to the real, baby.” He turned my way. “And that Frenchie who covered your back? What’s he built like?” 

    “A well-dressed bowling ball.” 

    “He projects assuredness,” Bo said. “And undeniability. Potent signals within the swirl.” 

    “He’s pretty damn assured. Although he cried when I departed. Blamed himself for a few recurring traits. Irritating traits.” 

    “Tears? A warrior poet, then,” Bo said. “I like it.” 

    “I like the fact he flung himself into harm’s way and covered our favorite mullet’s butt,” Catch added. 

    “Yeah, well, he shamed me into eating a snail.” 

    “A potential totem. Snail consumption. Let’s not dismiss such a thing out of hand.” 

    “There are times,” Marcus said, “and this is one of them, when I have a hard time believing we kicked bad guy butt all over the globe.” The Zippo clacked again, cigar relit. “Something bad wrong is going down, and you three fixate on tears, totems, and snail-eating. Why, that oughta put the fear of God into any enemy.” 

    “It’s our eclectic approach that disconcerts our enemies, fearless leader,” Bo said, firing his weed pipe again. “Their confusion within the maelstrom creates low-hanging fruit.” 

    “Confusion and well-placed bullets,” Catch added. 

    I tossed in an “Amen,” and Marcus lifted both hands, palms out. 

    “Alright. We’ve pissed on this tree enough.” He addressed me. “You’ll hear something from the Company. If you don’t, contact Townsend again. Skip this Simpson she assigned to the case. If anything threatens our turf, alert me.” 

    “Marcus, they’ll have Company assets, FBI assets, Homeland Security assets—hell, an alphabet soup of acronyms all over it if this thing makes up a genuine threat. And that’s a big if.” 

    “Understood. But you and I both know those actors don’t always play well together. And we all recognize there are people within those organizations that couldn’t find their ass with both hands during daylight.” 

    “What the cow-whisperer attempts to say, my Georgia peach,” Bo said, laying a hand on my arm, “is the whirlwind that scatters the haystack also scatters the lone needle.” 

    “What the hell does that mean?” Catch asked. 

    “It means,” I said, laughing, “I’ll keep tabs on what results from the Barcelona intel. Now, gentlemen, let’s order a last round and talk about the wedding.”

  


   
    Chapter 17 

      

    The event turned out an enormous success. The vessel—a hundred-fifty-footer with a massive open back deck protected from the drizzle by tentlike tarps—proved a perfect venue for a wedding and after-party. It sat docked on the Willamette River near downtown Portland as traffic passed overhead on bridges and along thoroughfares near the river. The gangway rattled as seventy guests filed on board. The Catch contingent was the same group that ate together the night before. He had no family left in eastern Oregon’s sagebrush-and-cattle country except for a few cousins who didn’t show. Willa’s friends and family made up the lion’s share of attendees.  

    During my last Portland visit—and the first time I’d met Willa—she’d explained her father operated a machine shop in Fresno, California, and she’d grown up among metalworking magic. She strove shoulder-to-shoulder with five brothers and at twenty-one made master machinist. Willa kissed her family goodbye, headed for the Pacific Northwest, and set up what she termed an artisanal machine shop. Catch worked with her, although his role remained a mystery. “I keep him busy and away from trouble,” Willa had said, a full-time job. Her parents and brothers boarded the vessel along with an assortment of friends and colleagues—soon proven nice folks. 

    The vessel cast off, and we eased into the wide Willamette River and headed upstream at a languid pace. Caterers worked at setting up the post-ceremony bar and buffet, and a large table covered with flowers served as the wedding gift repository. Jess, Mom, and JJ placed their wrapped gifts from Willa’s selected store registries. I added a hand-tooled leather rifle sling with the words “Aim small, miss small.” Marcus added a handcrafted Toledo-steel skinning knife from Montana. 

    A small portable stage—put to double use as the wedding ceremony’s focal point and, later, the band’s stage—stood assembled at the vessel’s stern. A respectful formal air permeated the environment for the ceremony, with folding chairs scattered across the deck before the altar/bandstand. 

    Jess and I held hands and mingled. That morning, Jess had expressed concern about Bo’s role. 

    “I understand I’ve only known him a few hours, but weddings make for serious business. Has he done this before?” 

    “Not sure, but Bo’s pretty amazing. He’ll surprise you.” 

    Once on board, JJ reassured Jess and Mom that she’d held several heart-to-heart conversations with Bo regarding the ceremony. 

    “Did he pay attention?” Mom asked. 

    JJ bit her lower lip. 

    “Always a solid question. I think so.” 

    Marcus and I were Catch’s groomsmen. We both wore dark-gray suits with regional differences. Marcus’s had a western cut and elaborate stitching while mine showed plain vanilla. He wore western boots, polished, and an obsidian stone bolo tie offset against a cream-colored shirt. He looked great. I looked, well, like a guy in a gray suit. 

    Bo, the preacher, dressed in a severe black suit and no-collar bright-white pressed shirt buttoned all the way up. He’d even trimmed his thin beard again that morning. It still looked a mess, just less so. 

    Mom, CC, and Peter dressed in their Sunday finest. Jess and JJ as well, and both looked better than fine. CC cast quick shy glances around the boat’s deck and its occupants with a poorly contained mile-wide smile. Enthralled, she whispered often into Mom’s ear who, in return, smiled back whispers and squeezed CC’s arm and rubbed her back. Peter smiled and nodded greetings as folks passed. Jess found JJ, both soon in deep conversation. 

    Catch appeared, attired in a black tux, and with his jet-black beard and close-cropped hair he looked like a late-nineteenth-century politician. Or hanging judge. Take your pick. 

    “You got the ring?” I asked him. 

    “In my pocket.” 

    “You want to hand it over?” 

    “Why?” 

    “So I can give it back at the appropriate time.” 

    “That doesn’t make a lick of sense.” 

    “It’s tradition.” 

    “Would Willa appreciate the gesture?” 

    “Yeah, I think so.” 

    He handed me the ring case.  

    “You nervous?” I asked. 

    “A little.” 

    “It’s an excellent evening on a seaworthy vessel. I predict a solid ceremony,” Marcus added. “And you’ll do just fine, Catch.” 

    Bo wandered over. 

    “You appear in fine fettle, brother bear, if a bit austere.” 

    “I intend to lose the tie and jacket after the ceremony. A man needs unrestricted movement.” 

    “Wait until after the first dance,” I said. “That’s when you and Willa dance alone.” 

    “Bo,” Marcus said. “There’s a concerned undercurrent about your handling of the nuptials. I assume you’ll keep the cosmic crap to a minimum.” 

    Bo smiled back. 

    “Can you feel it? The river, an ever-flowing presence. A ceremony with ancient ties. Assorted tribes gather, united in cause.” Bo held out both arms. “The universe is pleased, fearless leader.” 

    While Bo talked, Marcus maintained an unblinking stare. “Uh-huh,” he added once Bo finished. 

    The band set up a few instruments and amps toward the stage’s rear, leaving ample room for the ceremony. Willa’s friend—perhaps the wedding coordinator—stepped onto the low stage and asked everyone to be seated. Catch, Marcus, Bo, and I headed onto the stage, joined with a half-dozen bridesmaids, each with unique attire. And each looked sharp, in their own way, as Willa’s friends showed eclectic tastes. 

    The crowd settled, city and suburban lights flowed past along the shorelines, string lights under the huge awnings flicked on. Anticipation draped the environment, the drizzle held at bay with canvas, and a musician on the electric keyboard struck up “Here Comes The Bride.” 

    Willa appeared from the gathering’s rear, accompanied by her dad. Dressed in flowing white with shoulder-length hair, she looked radiant and joyous and beautiful. She flashed a loving smile toward Catch, which he returned. They took their positions center stage as Marcus and I stood off to the side, stock-still. 

    Bo addressed the gathering. As his best friend, I was deeply aware that Bo possessed a serious and heartfelt ecumenical bent. No surprise when he spoke about God and universal forces and love and binding moments outside space and time. His sermon, if you could call it that, came across as rock solid. Even Mom, stationed in the front row, nodded several times. 

    Willa and Catch then read each other personal vows. Love letters, rich and touching. Catch’s included a reference to robust lovemaking. 

    “So much for behaving,” Mom said, her voice low but carrying. 

    I produced the ring, Bo proclaimed them married, and the party started. People scooted chairs off toward the sides as tables were unfolded and placed among them. The bar opened, and the buffet declared ready for business. The band started with a slow song as Catch and Willa danced. I’d never seen my blood brother so happy, and it filled me with wistful longing for both past and present. I’d been married years before to an exceptional woman. And here I stood with another wonderful woman, although our relationship remained less than full throttle, hindered by my contracts and active participation in them. 

    Toward the first song’s finale, a touching moment as Willa’s dad strode onto the dance floor, tapped on Catch’s shoulder, and the band switched to Willie Nelson’s “Angel Flying Too Close to the Ground,” as Willa and her dad swayed.  

    Then things got into full swing. The crowd’s volume increased as attendees consumed food and drinks. The band played a pop, rock and roll, and country mixture—the latter at Catch’s request, reflecting his eastern Oregon heritage. Mom snagged Bo and hugged him and tried, as always, to fix his wild red strands floating in the breeze. 

    “You did well, Bo,” she said. “I’m proud of you, and it gives me hope.” 

    We sat together and ate and began filtering onto the dance floor. Jess joined me for a slow dance, which broke personal ice with her regarding movement to music. My dance skills ranked rock bottom, but a slow country tune offered an opportunity to calm the jitters. 

    “An amazing twenty-four hours,” she said as I led us through an awkward two-step. “Your isolated character role has vanished while your family and friends gives me new context.” 

    “Well, they’re wild about you.” 

    “Which makes me feel great. I’m pretty wild about them. You described your mom and CC and Peter well. JJ and Willa, too. They’re all wonderful. But your friends—holy moly, I had no idea.” 

    I tried a twirl move. It worked, sorta. At least I didn’t step on her feet. 

    “I may have tiptoed when describing them. They’re a challenge to capture and present without them sounding half-wingnut. Except for Marcus. And the dynamics among us won’t fit into a box.” 

    “I can’t envision you four back in the day.” 

    I didn’t mention that not just back in the day, but multiple times over the last few years, those unique dynamics had played out in the field. And proven we could still deliver as well as anyone. 

    In short order, everyone converged on the dance floor. Marcus started with CC, to her delight, plus Peter with Mom, Bo with JJ, Catch and Willa. Then everyone switched partners and switched again and again. For the next hour, the ship rocked and rolled, and folks spun and stomped and whirled with wild abandon. When I danced with CC, I asked if she felt okay. 

    “Oh, Case, Case. It is the best. The best!”  

    She twirled and swung and shook with zero inhibition—dance like no one is watching, indeed. I danced with Mom and JJ and Willa and Jess again. Marcus maintained a tight composure, albeit one with a wide grin and lit-up eyes. Catch hurled himself back and forth—a wild bear filled with joy and release. Bo, along with Catch, lost his coat and moved with arms thrusting overhead and to the sides, a secret smile below twinkling eyes. At one point, Jess, JJ, CC, Mom, and Willa formed their own dance club and left us five guys, including Peter, standing around like doofuses, shuffling our feet. So we headed for the bar and another round. I didn’t mind—all the ladies could cut a rug, and there’s something special about the feminine form in movement, filled with joy, uninhibited. It’s a true and smile-inducing pleasure to observe and emphasized a flow and rhythm deficiency on the male side of the ledger. But before long we entered back into the mix and laughed, grinned, switched partners. The vessel plowed the wide Willamette, city lights shone bright, and the band rocked. With us all together on the dance floor, the tight vignette transformed into a special ritual with release into a place without space or time constraints. A magical place, embedded within my tribe, filled with nourishment for the soul.

  


   
    Chapter 18 

      

    The world’s most powerful spook called as I lounged with Jess at her Charlotte townhouse. Sixteen days had passed since the Buenos Vientos departed Barcelona, now docked in Veracruz for the last twenty-four hours. Townsend, even though she’d called me, waited until I spoke. 

    “Director.” 

    “Your location, Mr. Lee?” 

    I considered providing another North Carolina city, an outright lie, as a protective measure. Jess remained unknown to Marilyn Townsend, and I intended to keep it that way. But I tempered my answer with another consideration—Townsend’s question could mean but one thing. She intended to send a plane and fetch me. The finger-snap question grated, but no point avoiding a hard reality with the CIA’s Director of Clandestine Operations. She could sniff out most lies eight ways to Sunday, although I’d slipped a few past her over the years. 

    “Mr. Lee?” 

    “Charlotte. North Carolina.” 

    “I will have a plane there in two hours.” 

    “Before you scramble the Company air force, what’s going on?” 

    “We will not discuss matters over the phone.” 

    We both used 256-bit encrypted communications—about as secure as you could get. The “about” nixed operational elaboration for Townsend. On the flip side, she and I had passed through too much together over the years for a tail wag at the opportunity to do her bidding. 

    “This is about activities in Spain. Government departments should have it well in hand. I’m a bit player at this point.” 

    “I will pay. May I assume you still use the Zurich connection?” 

    “It’s not about money.” 

    “Fine. Then allow me to address higher motives. In person.” 

    Townsend had a bee in her bonnet regarding the Buenos Vientos and freshly gained intel. Plus, something else. She wouldn’t pull me in for nuts-and-bolts issues—the Company and FBI and Homeland Security would handle those. 

    Across the couch, Jess raised a single eyebrow, curious. I’d cruised the Ace of Spades north when we returned from the wedding, after dropping Jess off in Charlotte. She’d headed back for her NYC job, with a promise for a Charlotte liaison within a week. Back in Charleston, I kissed Mom and CC goodbye and headed for New Bern, lollygagging, and extended a several-day trip. I docked the Ace and rented a car, now parked outside Jess’s townhouse. We had no definitive plans, although she would hit NYC again, once the estate’s attorney on her contract straightened out a few things. She hadn’t committed to a return date yet but would if I waded back into spookville among Iranian spies and Chinese connections. Helluva way to maintain a relationship. 

    “I’ll call you back in thirty, Director.” 

    “No. Time is of the essence, Mr. Lee.” 

    “Standby one.” 

    I put a hand over the phone’s mic, aware the act would piss off Townsend to no end. Too damn bad. 

    “I’ve been summoned,” I said to Jess. 

    “By who?” 

    “A top dog.” 

    “Will it gnaw on you if you don’t go?” 

    Great question. If a major issue loomed, doing the right thing became a prime motivator, with one large red flag. Doing the right thing in spookville was a moving and often amorphous target. 

    “Yeah. Maybe.” 

    “Then go, bub. Otherwise, you’ll mope over a missed shadowland opportunity. I’ll head back to the Big Apple.” 

    She cast a sincere smile my way and used a socked foot to poke me in the belly. Gestures worth their weight in gold for our relationship. No recriminations, no hurt feelings. Man, Jess was something else. 

    “You sure?” 

    “I’m sure. Is your departure imminent?” 

    “Couple hours.” 

    Her smile turned sly. 

    “That should give us enough time for a goodbye.” 

    I smiled, thanked my lucky stars, and uncovered the phone’s mic. 

    “I can be at the airport in two hours.” 

    “Don’t be late.” 

    Townsend hung up. Two hours later, an unmarked Learjet taxied alongside Charlotte’s private air terminal. Midnight black, the plane displayed no insignias or alphanumeric identity. The usual routine awaited at the DC airport. We taxied into the Company’s hangar, which was filled with jets and prop planes of varied makes and models. One commonality—no markings. The standard large black SUV waited inside the hangar, along with two Company spooks in standard dress. Black suits, aviator sunglasses, deadpan expressions. Tight nods and no spoken words as I climbed into the back seat.  

    When we arrived at an obscure coffee shop near Langley, I entered and spotted Townsend perched in the far corner. It struck me how much she’d aged. Hell, we’d all aged. But I didn’t operate the world’s largest and most active spy network, a stress-inducing vocation. Her one relief valve—no public facing for her position. The politically oriented Company chiefs and their minions met with the president and select politicians and the media. Those folks came and went. Not Townsend, who remained buried deep. She defined shadowland. Close-cropped gray hair, comfortable dress, walking cane leaned against the small round table. She’d caught a bullet years ago during one of our field ops, and the cane now made for a permanent fixture. High odds they’d weaponized it. Surrounding her in a semicircle at the four adjacent tables were eight dark-suited handlers, their submachine guns hidden beneath black jackets. The Praetorian Guard. 

    I stopped at the tiny coffee bar and ordered a dark roast, no cream or sugar. And selected my mug from a nearby stack rather than use the one the barista had snatched up. You never knew when sliding deep into spookville’s inner sanctum. Coffee in hand, I eased past the protection detail and tossed a “Howdy, boys” their way. Eight angry stares returned. I was, perhaps, the lone earthly individual allowed to approach the big boss while armed. My .40 Glock rested in my waistband, hidden under my jacket. 

    “Director.”  

    I scooted my chair over and sat beside her. We both faced outward, for the same reason. 

    “Mr. Lee. First, the ground rules. We never met. This conversation and all subsequent actions never happened.” 

    “Understood.” 

    Confirmation something cooked in the fresh intel kitchen, with a scent that brought a wrinkled-nose reaction from Townsend. 

    “We inserted a technical team on board the Buenos Vientos the day after they docked in Veracruz.” 

    “And?” 

    “And they discovered traces of C-4. Indications point toward a large amount.” 

    A common explosive around the world, C-4’s applications included both military and clandestine work. And terrorist efforts. Hallmarked as highly effective, stable, and easy to use, it wasn’t a substance to be taken lightly.  

    “Sourced from Yemen?” 

    “Unknown. The chemical analysis failed to identify sourcing.” 

    We both sipped coffee. High odds she held more intel. A C-4 shipment into Mexico, while worrisome, wouldn’t prompt a private jet for Case Lee Inc. 

    “Of a more serious nature,” she continued, “were the images captured the night of the vessel’s docking. Thirty men, identities unknown, disembarked past midnight. Each carried a large backpack.” 

    A geostationary satellite or, more likely, an assigned drone hovering high above Veracruz’s docks. A drone equipped with infrared imaging. Simpson, the lower-level CIA officer I’d talked with, didn’t strike me as the get-up-and-go type who’d pull that trigger. The drone launch and flight objective had Townsend’s fingerprints. 

    “One big-ass can of worms.” 

    “It is certainly that, Mr. Lee.” 

    “Iranians smuggled into Spain from France and put on the Buenos Vientos.” 

    “A strong possibility. I will emphasize any subsequent actions on our part must reflect such a reality. Known unknowns abound.” She sipped coffee again and stared my way over the cup’s rim. “Your wheels turn, Mr. Lee. Wheels spitting out possibilities. Remember, few definitives exist at this point. Understood?” 

    I stared across the room, performed a quick mental calculation, and, well, spit out possibilities. 

    “Thirty men. Each backpack contains thirty pounds of C-4, plus weapons and personal items. Forty or fifty pounds total per backpack. Doable for trained operators. That’s nine hundred pounds of big bang, total. Did your sniffers indicate such a large amount?” 

    “Indications point that direction.” 

    Oh, man. Bad, bad news all around. 

    “Let’s temper your propensity for direct action,” she continued, “and address another consideration.” 

    We locked eyes and I waited, ignoring her usual gibes at what she perceived as my standard tactical approach.  

    “A continual state of conflict best describes the Mexican cartels along the border,” she said. “Turf issues, primarily, although other factors, often personal, remain at play.” 

    “With just the C-4, I could buy into the cartel infighting use. But thirty mercs? Hell, if they hired mercs, they could get them from South America. Or the US.” 

    “A consideration.” 

    What a hairball. Our conversation, so far, leaned toward Townsend viewing me as her personal bird dog. Sniff around, point toward danger. For all her past protestations regarding my activities, she seldom objected to my resolutions. Resolutions without her fingerprints… or the Company’s. But my gut said something else bubbled under the surface. She had field operators galore, people who’d track this mess. No, she’d smelled an underlying issue. A sensitive, buried-deep issue. 

    While rising, I asked her if she’d like more coffee. She declined but suggested a protection detail member retrieve my refill. I declined, wove through the disgruntled dark-suited sea with suspicious bulges under their jackets, and asked the barista for another. Two items remained untouched. One would make up the real reason for my summons. 

    “How does Carter Industries play into all this?” I asked while sitting back down. 

    “I would suggest that answer falls into your bailiwick. You have engaged both the Carter family members and doubtless hold insights we lack.” 

    Maybe. She’d had ample time to assign assets to monitor both Rachel and Sam Carter. Federal law prohibited the Company from spying on US citizens on US turf. Few believed such constraints were ironclad. Whether Townsend had handed this activity over to the FBI in its entirety remained a coin flip.  

    I’d mulled over the Carter clan’s involvement, which included them acting as a benign business cover for these dark activities. Their personal involvement remained unknown. Sam Carter represented a weak and leaky vessel, one that professionals would exclude from any serious operational endeavors. Rachel Carter was another matter. An unknown. But Carter Industries aside, Townsend hadn’t broached her key concern, which would translate into my prime focus. So I pointed out the dead mule on the table. 

    “Who’s running domestic ops with this intel?” 

    She hesitated, cocked her head, avoided my question, and laid down an operational Rubicon, asking if I’d cross it. 

    “Will you engage, Mr. Lee?” 

    She and I both knew the answer. We slipped, for a moment, into a personal relationship forged under fire and danger and death from shared field operations years ago. 

    “Your worldview may cast a jaundiced eye toward my reasons, Marilyn, but this whole mess points toward a real and present danger for my country. Hell, yes, I’ll engage.” 

    She leaned close and ensured her security detail would not overhear. 

    “You may not agree, Case, but I haven’t lost my humanity. And you just elaborated on why I’ve asked you to join me in the here and now. Clandestine activities aside, my heart tells me this boils down to right and wrong, good versus evil. An all-too-rare clean demarcation.” 

    She straightened back up and resumed her usual tone. 

    “In short order, Mr. Lee, you will hear from your Swiss client regarding a new contract.” 

    “Understood, Director. Domestic ops?” 

    “Homeland Security and the FBI have taken our intel in a clean handoff. As I understand it, the FBI will own the case files and field operations. We are both blessed and cursed with a vast southern border. Given what we know, and what we suspect, your endeavors should focus on the Texas border.” 

    “Roger that. Names?” 

    “The FBI asset responsible for the Texas border is Special Agent Aaron Brock. He’s based in El Paso.” 

    She’d poked the dead mule. Through back-channel information or gut feel, Townsend had issues with Brock. She lifted a business card from a jacket pocket and placed it on the table. It displayed a handwritten phone number and encryption code. Aaron Brock’s cell number, plus the code for written communications between her and me. Otherwise, the card was blank. 

    “Is this cat clean?” I asked. 

    She remained silent as her hard deadpan stare conveyed suspicions. 

    “When I meet this guy, I could use a cover.” 

    “That would be your problem, Mr. Lee.” 

    Hands off, no fingerprints, deniability. 

    “I need a plane to Raleigh.” 

    “Fine.” 

    The Ace remained docked at New Bern, North Carolina. I’d travel into this gig with a full complement of tools. Including a fair number that went bang. A Company prop plane could land at New Bern’s tiny airstrip, but such an act would provide the Company, and Townsend, a geographic data point and expose my home, the Ace of Spades. Not happening. I’d rent a car in Raleigh, drive, and prep. Then take a charter flight from Raleigh to El Paso. 

    “Communications?” I asked. 

    “Minimal. Level five.” 

    Level five comms—emergency calls only. Townsend had operationally backed way off this assignment, which supplied enough rope for a questionable Special Agent Aaron Brock to hang himself. Ugly stuff, but I’d seen worse. 

    “That it?” 

    She gripped her cane and tapped it twice against the hardwood floor, the signal for her escorts that departure was imminent. They stood in unison. Using the cane as a fulcrum, she leaned over. 

    “Possibilities and unknowns, Mr. Lee. That is what you must work with. This engagement has you operating on a high wire.” She paused, and we locked eyes. “There is no net.”

  


   
    Chapter 19 

      

    A balancing act and a potential fool’s mission. I pondered events while on board the Ace, packing. Bottom line—Townsend unleashed me for a hard read on a possible dirty FBI agent. An individual who oversaw the bureau’s activities along the Texas border. Townsend would remain engaged from an operational perspective and monitor activities in Mexico, the threat real and present. If clear signs pointed toward a terrorist attack on US soil, she wouldn’t mess around. And, while not spoken but implied, she’d leverage me—if Special Agent Aaron Brock proved corrupt or incompetent—for active engagement. For years she’d jerked my chain from the shadows. At least now she and I acknowledged reality from the get-go.  

    I still leaned toward the fool’s mission possibility. Too many pieces fell into place for the FBI to ignore. They’d hit the big red button, alarms sounded, coordination with the Company ensured, all hands on deck. Which plonked me into bit player status. Fine. As long as they dealt with the threat head-on. I had personal ties to this mess, a connection started in Houston, followed with Spain, and now El Paso. Personal obligation for follow-through tugged hard. 

    The Colt 901 .308 caliber rifle equipped with an Elcan Specter scope wired for night vision lay inside my duffel. Two extra ammo magazines joined it, then a third. You never knew. Two Glock .40 caliber pistols completed the arsenal. I looked at the collection and reflected on how many times this lock-and-load vignette had played out. Man, maybe I needed a career change. 

    I rechecked the rucksack, filled with clothes, toiletries, and a field medical kit. I added high-end binoculars and a listening device, a bug, which Jess had encouraged me to take on gigs. A fancy doodad, activated through my cell phone, and programmed for both real-time listening and voice-activated recording. I stared at the duffel and rucksack, then added more Colt and Glock ammo and a small .38 S&W revolver, just in case. Tactically, good to go. My head, less so. 

    So far, this latest effort held too many ifs. If an attack showed imminent, if they crossed the border in Texas, if the FBI reacted with full force, if the FBI’s border supervisor proved dirty. You gotta have some faith the authorities would manage things, handle business. The FBI screwed up with regularity, sure, but on the big items such as this, they’d hit it hard. The CIA could perform with focus and execution at times, and at other times perform as if they swallowed dumbass pills by the handful. But Townsend ran this little shindig, and she didn’t get where she was through screwups. Still, too many unknowns, too much uncertainty, too much fog.  

    I’d see Brock and use hazy truth as cover. The FBI had no file on Case Lee, and I’d keep it that way. But I’d spill the beans on what I knew, which should match with Brock’s knowledge. I’d add what emphasis I could and confirm a fire burned inside his jurisdiction. Read the tea leaves, report out. A weird gig, but my mindset oscillated around one anchor point, one gut feel. The threat was real. 

    Jess called, and we caught up. 

    “What’s the plan, Stan?” she asked. 

    “Off for El Paso and meet with a guy at the FBI.” 

    “You insinuated all you knew had flowed to the right people.” 

    “Yeah, and I still believe that.” 

    “I take it this top dog in DC you visited added a few more ingredients into the mix?” 

    Man, she was sharp. 

    “Ugly ingredients.” 

    “And now you’ll rub elbows with the J. Edgar crowd. I thought you avoided that like the plague.” 

    “Yep. True enough. I don’t plan on identifying myself to the El Paso guy.” 

    “That won’t lend credence to whatever you say, bub.” 

    “Don’t I know it.” 

    We chatted about her NYC job, rehashed the wedding, and made preliminary plans for our next meetup. 

    “Don’t take this as telling you how things work,” she said, “but you might wrack your brain for any left-out details. Delivering a fresh item or two would help your efforts with the FBI. Then run like hell before they fingerprint you.” 

    She laughed. I didn’t. But, as always, she had a helluva point. We signed off, and I ground through, for the umpteenth time, past conversations and events. Rachel Carter. Involved, for sure, but I couldn’t draw fresh intel or assumptions from our phone call or sit-down. With new Chinese partners, Carter Industries and Rachel wouldn’t lack for cash. I considered her asshat brother, Sam. Both the Chinese and the Iranian, Reza Hamid, played him like a fish. After I’d met Sam, it was clear as day he exhibited too much instability for a key role in whatever plans they had. They’d use him and toss him aside, with a bullet in his head. The Chicoms and MOIS didn’t fart around, evidenced with two OK Corral scenarios in Barcelona. 

    Francois Domaine had added no fresh items to the mix, although he had sniffed the trail and pieced things together. Major kudos, but no new information from the Frenchman that could give me leverage with the FBI. 

    Thirty terrorists armed with explosives. Once within the US, they could head anywhere and unleash horror with a concerted effort or spread out for a more broad-based attack. The sky’s the limit. The preventative option, and one the Company and FBI would focus on—stop them at the border. Hence Townsend’s keen interest in Brock and his actions. Fair enough, but waters still flowed muddy.  

    For starters, how did Carter Industries figure in all this? Not a clue. I climbed the Ace’s tight stairs and fired the wheelhouse coffeepot. The day displayed fine, with few activities at the New Bern harbor and boat traffic on the Neuse River minimal. Overhead, several gulls hung with the breeze, searching for a fresh or scavenged meal. 

     China’s motivations for engaging Carter Industries and the Iranians sat as a big fat unknown over this amorphous grand conspiracy. The Chinese now owned, or soon would own, Carter Industries through a company based in Cyprus. As per Sam Carter, which cast doubt over that business deal’s validity. But the Chicoms pulled strings from a buried-deep position, oversaw this operation through Reza Hamid, and would ensure their hands stayed clean. While making money. Which didn’t provide diddly-squat for my dot-connecting effort. 

    Think, you idiot. Think. Stick with the knowns.  

    Coffee made, I sat on the foredeck throne, picked at duct tape repairs out of nervous habit, and watched harbor water ripple from a light breeze. And took a flyer, remembering my view from George Reynolds’s second-floor office window. Petrochemical plants and refineries stretched for miles, the world’s largest collection. Neighborhoods nearby. Oh man. My first thought—way too farfetched, Lee, but buttloads of C-4 clarified the possibilities. I called Reynolds. 

    “Mr. Reynolds, Case Lee. You may not remember me.” 

    “I remember you. Your Swiss folks came in late. We’re a Chinese company now, although I’d bet you already know that.” 

    “Right. How’s it working out?” 

    “No changes, so far. But who knows about down the road?” 

    Roger on that, George. Who knows? 

    “I’m calling about a different subject. How well protected from terrorist attacks are the petrochemical plants and refineries in your area?” 

    “What the hell?” 

    “It’s a hundred percent speculative, so I don’t want you getting freaked.” 

    “Too damn late. Again, what the hell’s going on, Lee?” 

    I wouldn’t lie to Reynolds, a good man. But I’d couch it as a wispy trail, a true enough perspective. 

    “I ran into some unsavory characters overseas. A strange series of events occurred, and while nothing definitive points in your direction, we’ve alerted the FBI.” 

    “Stow the sweet talk, Lee. Are my people in danger?” 

    “Decent odds they wouldn’t target Carter Industries. I’m asking about the entire complex that stretches for miles.” 

    He remained silent for several seconds and digested my surprise call. 

    “First, drop the due-diligence BS,” he said. “You had undercover written all over you. What information are you looking for?” he asked.  

    “Security measures for the area.” 

    Reynolds explained, through gritted teeth, how the entire Ship Channel maintained a rapid response team comprising county sheriffs, local police, and hired contractors. They pegged threat assessments at three levels, with level one the most benign and level three a red alert. 

    “And I haven’t heard a damn thing from the FBI. We’re still on level one,” he added. 

    “That’s good. I think.” 

    “You’re not making me feel any better. Do you have any clue what happens if things go boom in the night?” 

    “Not really.” 

    “Then let me fill your ass in. There are neighborhoods filled with plant workers next to all these facilities. Moms, dads, and kids. Over ten thousand folks. Now let me fill you in on another little fact. Petroleum products are flammable. That may be a no-shit moment for you, but you don’t get the scale we’re talking about. Hundreds of millions of gallons. The 9/11 attack would pale compared to the death and destruction from a major attack here. Along with the massive loss of life, the US’s industrial production would get slashed. Fuel, feedstock, material production—all hammered. So when you call me out of the blue with don’t freak, you can bet your ass I’m freaking. You’re still in touch with the FBI?” 

    “I’ll meet with them tomorrow.” 

    “Keep me filled in. That’s not a suggestion. Meanwhile, I’ll alert our response team.” 

    “Will do, Mr. Reynolds.” 

    “I hope your overseas trail fizzles out. But if whatever you smell looks real, call me day or night. Am I clear on that?” 

    “Crystal clear.” 

    We signed off. I didn’t blame him for crawling my butt. I would have too in his situation. If those thirty mercs, each toting thirty pounds of C-4, conducted a well-designed terrorist operation along the Houston Ship Channel, thousands of innocent people would die. But where would they cross the border if they crossed? The Texas-Mexico border stretched for well over a thousand miles. It leaked like a sieve. And I would head for the border’s farthest corner, El Paso, seven hundred and fifty miles from Houston. Oh, man. 

    I booked a charter flight and El Paso hotel for the night, gathered my rucksack and duffel, made the dock manager aware I’d exit for a few days, and asked him to keep an eye on the Ace. As I headed for Raleigh, Marcus called. The moment was perfect timing. I required a sounding board, and there wasn’t a better man on the planet for that role. When I answered the phone call, he didn’t bother with a greeting.  

    “Give me an update.” 

    “What’s that background noise? The gentle lowing of your bovines?” 

    “No. The steam coming out my ass. Give me an update, you moron.” 

    I did, grateful we both used 256-bit encrypted voice comms, although we never used Townsend’s name. He remained silent as I reviewed my sit-down with Townsend and call with the Carter Industries plant manager. 

    “Let’s start with the material,” he said. “You and I have used it plenty in the past. It’s stable, malleable, requires a detonator, and perfect for ops since it doesn’t require kid gloves. I wish we knew how much.” 

    “I figure thirty pounds per man. Times thirty men.” 

    “Damn near a thousand pounds,” he said. His Zippo clacked, a cigar lit. “And you reckon they’re headed for Houston?” 

    “Unknown. The Carter Industries connection with this whole mess leads me there. And the apocalyptic scenario the plant manager outlined.” 

    “That shithead Carter wouldn’t help blow up his own plant. Unless he had one hell of an insurance policy.” 

    “Roger that. But remember, it now belongs to some Chicom outfit out of Cyprus. What if they avoided their plant? It would make their investment worth a helluva lot more.” 

    “Speculative,” Marcus said. “They start a rip-roaring blast along that ship channel, there’s no telling how far it would spread. Fifteen targets, spaced among the refineries and petrochemical plants.” 

    “Or blowing up Carter Industries would provide them more cover for a larger goal. And it’s thirty, not fifteen.” 

    “They’d work in two-man teams.” 

    Marcus hadn’t lost his touch. Two-man teams—dead solid perfect for a terrorist ops. 

    “Solid point. Let’s don’t forget the plant manager told me about neighborhoods near those plants. We’re talking a huge-scale slaughter. If that’s the plan. It’s all so hypothetical right now.” 

    “You’re El Paso bound?” he asked. 

    “Yep.” 

    “Our old boss figures the guy there reeks?” 

    “Maybe. Or incompetent. Hard to say.” 

    He sighed and a familiar metal-on-metal noise sounded in his background. Marcus sat on his ranch truck’s tailgate and had shifted weight. 

    “You need help,” he said. 

    “No. I need to talk with my El Paso guy. Then I’ll have a better grip.” 

    “Don’t hold back with him, son. Once again, this is serious shit.” 

    “Thanks, Obi-wan. News to me.” 

    “If you don’t get a good feel from the guy, what about JJ?” 

    Marcus, as often the case, had an excellent point. 

    “Great idea. She’s straight as an arrow, tough, and committed. Will do, if this El Paso cat exhibits the wrong signs.” 

    “Call me after you meet him.” 

    “Marcus, let’s face it. I’m a bit player in all this. Our old boss sent me as a bird dog, not an active operator. If signs point toward a worst-case scenario, I’ll engage and do what I can, but this is way over my head. And yours.” 

    “Horseshit. I’m not about to let those sons-a-bitches pull off an attack on my turf. Neither will you. Go with your gut, Case. And call me back. We may have lost a step or two, but we can still light it up.” 

    We signed off. I couldn’t say I felt better about my role, but my headspace cleared out. Marcus had a way of doing that. I’d meet with Brock first thing in the morning. Meanwhile, the clock ticked, and I prayed the entire mess involved Mexico drug cartel infighting and not an incursion into the US. My gut said otherwise.

  


   
    Chapter 20 

      

    I parked at a spot in the far corner of El Paso’s FBI office long before working hours and waited. Across the border, its street and house lights far outnumbering El Paso’s, sat a top five most dangerous city on the planet. Ciudad Juárez. High desert mountains ringed my location, painted pink with dawn’s light.  

    Using the morning’s glow, I wiped my hands clean with disposable cloths. I’d disconnected the rental vehicle’s GPS the night before, and this morning eased through a run-down neighborhood, spotted an old pickup on concrete blocks, and “borrowed” the rusted license plates. Replacing the rental’s plates left rust stains on my hands. Overcautious? Maybe. But I would soon enter the lion’s den, and the FBI would more than frown upon my multiple past domestic activities. Big time. 

    I considered after-action once I’d met with Brock. Send Townsend a report. Ask her for any new actionable intel. Catch a flight to Houston, call on Rachel Carter, and, if he still hung around, her brother Sam. Activities with pointless written all over them. No, high odds this morning’s meeting marked the end of the line.  

    In an hour, Lee, it’s zip-a-dee-doo-dah time. Hang around El Paso and twiddle my thumbs. Or head for Houston and do the same. Great. Mr. Man of Action. 

    I rolled down the window, El Paso’s dawn cool and dry. A desert quail covey fussed and called from a nearby long-dry streambed. The folks at the FBI office likely fed and watered them, keeping them nearby. I checked for parking lot cameras. Other than one focused on the building’s main entrance, all clear. The morning brightened, traffic on both sides of the border increased, and I sipped the go-cup’s coffee dregs. 

    I’d found Brock’s photo on the internet, highlighting his role as the Texas border’s FBI supervisor. He arrived early, parked his official SUV, and strode inside. A tall, stocky guy with a blond buzz cut, he entered the building like he owned the place. In a way, he did. There was no indication he’d locked his vehicle, a borderline good thing. Borderline because a deep dive into the spookville pool didn’t sit well. I salved personal angst, a sense of wrongdoing, with the knowledge that thousands of lives could be in jeopardy. Before others showed up, I drove along his vehicle’s rear, exited, popped his rear hatch and, using a hand towel taken from the hotel, stuck my listening device inside his SUV. No fingerprints. Even so, it left an uneasy feeling. I could have planted the bug in his office—a bridge too far, an act too slimy. I just couldn’t do it. Besides, if he conducted questionable conversations, he’d do it from his vehicle, not the office. 

    I gave it fifteen more minutes as people filtered in and the workday started, then slid from my rental SUV and made for the front door. The nearby quail covey upped the volume, feeding time imminent. 

    “Special Agent Aaron Brock, please.” I stood before a bulletproof-glass partition and spoke with a junior employee. The interior displayed bright and sterile. “Tell him it’s about Carter Industries and Barcelona, Spain.” 

    That would get his attention. He had all the details. 

    “Name?” 

    “I’d rather not say.” 

    A badass glare returned, officious as hell. 

    “He’ll get pissed if you don’t pass along the message. As in adios, career.” 

    He picked up a phone and continued his twenty-something scowl. Ten seconds later he let me through a locked door and metal detector. No worries with the detection device—I’d left the Glock and cell phone inside my vehicle. Brock’s office occupied a second floor corner, and we took the stairs. No conversation passed between us. A soft door tap, the door opened, and Brock pointed toward one of two chairs across from his desk. He didn’t offer a handshake as the door closed behind me. 

    “You’re late,” he said.  

    The last thing I expected to hear as head claxons sounded. He leaned back, hands locked across his belly. His suit jacket remained on, and a steaming FBI-inlaid coffee cup rested on the desktop. Outside his window, low-rise El Paso buildings and a view of Ciudad Juárez. 

    “Am I?” 

    “Your partner dropped in yesterday morning. I expected you sooner.” 

    Francois. My partner. 

    “The Frenchman with Interpol,” Brock continued. “Quite the dude. He waved his hands and delivered a cockamamie story about a grand conspiracy. He also mentioned an American assistant. That would be you, I assume. He claimed he doesn’t know your name, so why don’t you tell me that right now.” 

    I should have figured Francois would make El Paso. Dog, meet bone. A foreign incursion within the US law enforcement bureaucracy, his bullheadedness and Interpol ID and strident demeanor would have shuffled him down the line. Send him to El Paso, some nameless functionary declared. Wipe this French ass pain on the FBI in West Texas. Oh, well. 

    My intent for this meeting—hit the guy with both barrels and note reactions. If a hard charger, he’d jump all over it. If risk averse he’d display interest, and caution. If dirty, he’d become dismissive. I pulled the first trigger and sidestepped the demand for my name. 

    “Thirty men with rucksacks offloaded in Veracruz doesn’t sound cockamamie to me.” 

    He sat up straight, hands splayed across the desktop. Francois’s hand-waving with this guy hadn’t included Townsend’s intel.  

    “How the hell did you know that?” 

    “And a C-4 shipment on that vessel doesn’t sound cockamamie. At all.” 

    We locked eyes for a full five seconds, his face bright red. 

    “Who are you with?” he asked, voice low, suspicious. 

    “Let’s skip me and focus on real and present risk.” 

    “One last time,” he said as jaw muscles worked. “What’s your name? And who provided you that information?” 

    “I’ll remain nameless. And a little bird told me. What else you might consider—” 

    “I can get five agents in here within seconds, and we’ll damn sure get your name and your source. Trust me, asshole.” 

    I sighed and shifted my gaze toward the window. If he took that action, I’d have him hospital-bound first, then add the other five to the pile. Jules of the Clubhouse would term it an inauspicious start for a civilized gathering. Time for a deep breath, tight smile, and a quick—albeit fake—focus on the bureaucratic food chain. 

    “You don’t want to rock this boat, Special Agent.” I sighed again and locked eyes. “Nossir. The elevator we’re on goes way up.” 

    Brock weighed potential actions and outcomes, nostrils flared, brow squinched. His mental wheels turned as he considered my possible associations—NSA, DOD, CBP, ATF, HSI, DEA, you name it. More agencies, both foreign and domestic, than you could shake a stick at. Decent odds his mental checklist also included low-life contractor. I plowed ahead, but his overexcitement and antagonism at my owning classified intel shot up red flags. Flags that snapped in the breeze.  

    “Francois Domaine, I’m sure, filled you in on a Carter Industries connection. All signs point toward an incursion at the Texas border. Your turf, Special Agent Brock. I’m here to try and answer questions you might have. I’m also hoping you’ve scrambled sufficient resources to stop this train.” 

    Brock eased back in his chair and remained silent as veins still stood out on his neck. I gave myself a congratulatory pat on the back—not a bad delivery, lowered the heat, left the door open for dialogue. My statement lacked subtlety and nuance, sure. A professional spook would have taken a different tack. As a beat-up retired Delta operator, I had neither the patience nor the gamesmanship of a professional spook. But a confrontational approach, not what Townsend had in mind, was at least partially defused.  

    “One other thing,” I continued after a brief pause. “Domaine and I would offer help in any way possible. This smells like a real deal, and we both have a sense of obligation. We engaged with this threat from the beginning.” 

    I meant it. Brock wouldn’t take me up on it, but I had to lay it out there. I did have an obligation to do whatever I could. Francois would concur. Now, time for his reaction and a tight read.  

    “Never tell me how to do my job. Everything you stated is conjecture. Everything.” His jawline relaxed as an official demeanor took over. “I am aware that thirty unknowns offloaded in Veracruz, and evidence of explosives was found on their ship. I am also aware we have thousands of immigrants cross our border illegally every single day. They come from a hundred different countries.”  

    He paused, gathered himself, and sipped coffee. He’d tamped down the high-and-mighty act and assessed the slim probability I might have contacts so far up his food chain he’d need binoculars to see them. Or figured it best that assuming a calmer, more official deportment wouldn’t raise red flags. Too late for that, bubba. 

    “What you may not grasp is the cartel infighting along the Texas border. It has proven vicious and without end. Our threat assessment points toward the explosives and offloaded men as cartel assets. To what end, we don’t yet understand. They slaughter each other every day across the border.” 

    I wasn’t buying his bullshit. He knew what I did, and all roads led to Texas. 

    “What about Carter Industry’s connection?” 

    “Duly noted.” 

    The FBI hadn’t connected those dots, or had and been pulled off the scent by this clown. I shoved down a screw-you attitude for a last appeal. 

    “I’m not here to tell you how to do your job. I understand you’ve got a mess along the border. But my gut says this isn’t a cartel play. Something big is going down, and I’d suggest the FBI move heaven and earth to get ahead of it.” 

    “Again, duly noted.” 

    I couldn’t get a definitive read on the guy. Nothing showed he accepted cash or favors under the table. No Rolex watch, an FBI-issued vehicle, no office photos showing exotic second homes. And no signs he knew his ass from a hole in the ground. Could be dirty. Or incompetent and overly protective of his position. Hard to say. Either way, I’d done my duty, but hadn’t discovered answers. 

    “Alrighty, then. Good luck. Here’s hoping you stop the bad guys.” 

    He didn’t reply and watched me exit his office. And may have watched me from an upstairs window climb into my vehicle. The one with old rusty license plates. 

    Man, I didn’t know. Weak soup for a Townsend report, and a big fat question mark still displayed on Brock. I committed to remain in El Paso and follow the guy after work. A commitment soon broken.

  


   
    Chapter 21 

      

    I hauled it away and stopped at a drive-thru coffee kiosk. While placing my order, I checked the phone. A missed call and text message, both from Francois. Not a big surprise, knowing he’d met Brock yesterday. His text message read: 

    Most urgent we discuss matters. 

    If still in El Paso, I’d get together with him. Without doubt he’d reiterate, through less than subtle means, how I wasn’t doing enough. Yeah, no shit, Sherlock. I returned his call. 

    “Hi, Francois.” 

    “Mon ami. Where are you?” 

    “El Paso.” 

    “Ah. A meeting with one Aaron Brock, to be sure. You will find him incompetent. A most unappealing man.” 

    “I just met with him. Where are you?” 

    “Marfa, mon ami. Make haste and join me.” 

    No clue about Marfa’s location, so I put him on speaker phone and asked him to wait while I pulled up Google maps. 

    “Standby one, Francois.” 

    “You have used this expression several times. Standby one. There is no time for the one standby.” 

    “Hold on, bud.” 

    He sputtered in French. Marfa, population less than two thousand, sat three hours east in the middle of nowhere, Texas. Or more precisely, in the northern part of Presidio County’s four thousand square miles. A county with less than eight thousand souls. Its southern section shared a border with Mexico along the Rio Grande.  

    Wheels turned, cogs connected. Man, I was an idiot. Sam Carter’s ranch manager, Patty Schmidt, had told me he’d invested in a Presidio County ranch. High odds it, too, shared a border with old Mexico. Oh, man. It all tied together. The Iranians, with help from the Chicoms, would send their mercs and explosives into the States. Had to be. They’d cross the border at Carter’s newly acquired ranch. Their destination, unknown. Houston remained a possibility, but the Chinese and Iranians playing footsie with Sam and Rachel Carter and their petrochemical plant might make up nothing more than leverage for Sam provisioning an entry point. But they were coming. No doubt, they were coming. Oh, man. 

    The French Interpol cop had done the legwork, had sought and found connections. Kudos to him, and his insight went a long way toward my ignoring his brusque manner. 

    “Francois, you’ve tied Sam Carter’s ranch to the big picture. Right?” 

    “But of course! How long have you known about this? And why did you hide such a thing from me?” 

    “Haven’t known about it long.” Like, fifteen seconds. But I didn’t need Francois reiterating my dumbassery. “How’d you find out?” 

    “Through a records search, of course. There are two hundred and fifty-four counties in this state! Such a government division would make it most unmanageable.” 

    “That’s likely the point. You searched all of them?” 

    “No. The counties along the border only. An effort, it must be said, I could have eliminated had you revealed your knowledge. We must not hold secrets from one another!” 

    He remained unaware of thirty mercs with explosives. I’d hold off on that reveal until we were face-to-face. He’d blow a gasket over the phone. 

    “So why are you in Marfa? That’s over seventy miles from the border.” 

    “I have discovered a man who takes these events with the appropriate seriousness. I shall hand my phone to him.” 

    Francois spoke with a man in the background. 

    “Who is this fella?” asked a low, gravelly voice filled with a West Texas drawl. 

    “An American,” Francois said. 

    “In what capacity?” 

    “In the capacity as a man who understands the grave nature of our situation.” 

    “What’s his official capacity?” 

    “Mon Capitaine, he is an American. His official capacity, an American citizen. Must we quibble over capacity? The situation is most dire!” 

    The stranger came on the line. 

    “This is Captain Raymond Cantu, Texas Rangers. Who, exactly, are you? 

    My freak out meter had redlined when the terrorism dots connected, coalesced. Now wasn’t the time for obfuscation. Time to trust someone, and might as well start with a Texas Ranger. 

    “Case Lee, Captain. I worked with Francois in Spain at this hair ball’s inception.” 

    “Making you a what?” 

    “A private contractor. I contracted to investigate Carter Industries, along with Sam Carter and his sister.” 

    I heard vertebrae pop as Cantu stretched his neck and groaned. 

    “Where you at, son?” 

    “El Paso. I met with Aaron Brock and passed on everything I know.” 

    “Is your knowledge of the situation the same as Mr. Domaine’s?” 

    “Nossir. I’ve got a head count. Thirty men. With a buttload of C-4.” 

    Cantu remained silent as his office chair squeaked. He’d sat up at the revelation of men and explosives. 

    “You may hold off informing Francois about the men and explosives until I get there,” I added. “Otherwise, he’ll bounce off your office walls.” 

    “You should understand something, Mr. Lee. I take these things mighty seriously.” 

    “I’m glad you do, sir. So do I.” 

    “I’ll want feedback on your conversation with the FBI. Brock and I have a poor working relationship. Feds can be prickly.” 

    “Will do. And I appreciate you listening to Francois. He’s solid.” 

    “Well, the little fella walked in wearing an African safari bush jacket first thing this morning. And a bright purple scarf. He claims there’s fixin’ to be a shitstorm.” 

    “Yessir. I agree.” 

    “I’ve taken him serious because he’s an Interpol lawman. Never dealt with that outfit, but recognize they’re legit. And with what you told me about men and material, my interest has ratcheted up. I want you here in Marfa.” 

    “On my way.” 

    “It’s a three-hour drive from El Paso. Two-and-a-half if you don’t fiddle-fart around.” Captain Cantu sighed. “Meanwhile, I’ll take Mr. Domaine for some breakfast. He’s expressed severe hunger pains. Hope he likes huevos rancheros. You scoot on over here, Mr. Lee. We need to talk.” 

     I signed off with relief. Relief, mixed with trepidation at a clearer picture, and a strange and unexpected relief the Frenchman remained on top of things. Plus, solace knowing at least one domestic lawman now engaged. This mess shined as too big, too impactful for a Case Lee solo act. As someone once said, a man’s gotta know his limitations.  

    The sixty-four-dollar question—should I inform Brock about Carter’s Presidio County ranch? I leaned against it for two reasons. If the FBI had done their homework, he’d already have that information. And may have dismissed it. That reasoning fell into the ledger’s incompetent column. Or he was a bought-off player in the conspiracy, and my informing him about the ranch would sound an alarm. They’d alter their plans and toss us back into the dark. I’d rather they maintained their logistical plan so we could meet it head-on. That reasoning placed Brock dead solid in the ledger’s treasonous column. 

    While my grasp of Captain Cantu amounted to diddly-squat, he came across as no-nonsense and earnest. And not the least bit dismissive. His outfit, the Rangers, were renowned as straight shooters—from both a figurative and literal perspective. I hit the interstate and goosed it without calling the FBI.

  


   
    Chapter 22 

      

    I traveled at ninety miles per hour—ten over the speed limit—and rocketed through arid turf with desert mountains rising in the distance. Hollywood’s Texas—sparse grasses, creosote bush, scrub brush, mesquite, and cacti. A far cry from Houston’s bayous, live oaks, and dense greenery seven hundred miles eastward or the post oak and rolling hills and spring-fed creeks of central Texas. I drove through big, empty country with few towns and few people. 

    My next steps weighed heavy. This wasn’t a time for futzing around, as the attack headed our way. One beat-up ex-Delta operator who hauled ass down an interstate failed to fill the cavalry-to-the-rescue bucket, but I knew people. Time to pull out all the stops. I’d backdoor Brock and contact JJ. She’d act. By hook or crook, she’d do something. For all the irritation she aimed my way over Bo’s involvement in my exploits, we had a bond forged under fire. Gunfire. Once in St. Thomas and another time in southern Arizona. Yeah, she’d heed my words and act. 

    Townsend loomed large. The world’s most powerful spook held a royal flush, every time. If she’d play it. Whatever our differences—and there were plenty—Marilyn Townsend didn’t screw around when it hit the fan. Things happened at her command. Some good, some bad, but when she shook the tree, activity damn sure fired off. 

    Near Fort Hancock, I called JJ. 

    “Hey, you,” she said. “I had a great time at the wedding. One for the record books. Oh, as a friendly tip, dance lessons aren’t all that expensive.” 

    “Thanks, JJ. I’ll keep it in mind. Meanwhile, I’ve got a big-time serious issue to discuss.” 

    Any lighthearted tone disappeared, and full-blown Special Agent Julie Johnson spoke. 

    “Does this involve activities in Spain? Bo mentioned your latest exploits. Tell me what’s going on.” 

    I did. A to Z, including my encounter with Brock and my intention to hook up with Francois and Captain Cantu. 

    “Case, you’ve got me on speaker. Are you alone?” 

    “Yep. Hauling it at ninety on the interstate.” 

    “Who told you about the thirty offloads and the C-4?” 

    “The Company. Has word spread within your outfit?” 

    She wouldn’t dive deeper into my Company contact. JJ understood need-to-know rules applied.  

    “I read the alert bulletin. Along with the other fifty bulletins. They arrive by the bushelful.” 

    “You think that’s why Brock was so dismissive? Clutter and noise from all the alerts?” 

    “It could be. I would have thought the Carter ranch connection would pique his interest.” 

    “I didn’t tell him about that.” 

    Silence. Ugly suspicions might as well come out now, before she engaged. 

    “Can you tell me why?” she asked, voice low. 

    “His office would have connected those dots, and he dismissed the connectivity. Or he’s on the take.” 

    A long silence. I could have overestimated the FBI’s ability for diving down the ranch connection rabbit hole. A possibility. But now I’d fed that information to an FBI asset I trusted. She’d work the internal angle. 

    Fort Hancock in my rearview mirror, the interstate rolled along close to the Mexico border before it turned more eastward, deeper into Texas. The washed-blue sky held a few cumulus clouds, far distant rugged desert mountains ill-defined as the day’s heat encroached. Sixty miles or forty-five minutes until my turnoff at Van Horn.  

    JJ remained silent as FBI and personal wheels churned. She wouldn’t step outside her authority, would play within the bureau’s rules, but had showed in the past that the rules would yield, bend. As for Brock, she tucked my assertion away, unexamined. It would come under scrutiny and discussion later, once she’d digested the possibility and sniffed around. For now, the terrorist threat held paramount position. As I’d hoped. 

    “Spell the Interpol guy’s name for me.” 

    I did. 

    “I’ll call back,” she said, signing off. “Soon.” 

    On to Townsend. The Iranian mercs and explosives would cross at night. Not a given, but high odds. Any insertion held serious risk, and they’d mitigate it through the cover of darkness. I waited until the Van Horn turnoff and texted Townsend using her personal link. We both communicated through encrypted voice and text messages, but the encryption link she’d provided me added another layer. Steel walls within steel walls. Besides security, it also gave her plausible deniability. Spookville, baby. 

    At the turnoff I pulled over, refueled, and composed the Townsend message. 

    Sam Carter ranch, Presidio County. Penetration point? Eyes in the sky? Hot delivery when spotted? El Paso lacks interest. 

    She wouldn’t respond but would recognize a full-force request. She’d send a drone with infrared night vision and circle high above Carter’s ranch, 24-7. Not guaranteed, but mighty high odds. I left the ranch’s boundaries and coordinates for her team. I wouldn’t know what they were until I joined with Francois and Captain Cantu.  

    As for hot delivery, I’d proposed a drone-delivered Hellfire missile sent smack-dab into the thirty Iranians and their explosive-filled backpacks. Either side of the border—it didn’t matter. Delivery could happen day or night, her decision. I gave hot delivery a fifty-fifty chance, but it offered a sure and terminal end for the terrorists. Townsend would call the shot, weighing risk and cost/benefit with her global matrix decision process. 

    The brief Brock reference would suffice for the immediate. She’d expect a follow-up, but the one-liner fed the beast. “Lacks interest” carried a weighty message.  

    I entered an operational theater, so Marfa required a quick internet search. It started with the usual stuff. Seventeen hundred folks and Presidio County’s seat. A close-by observatory nestled near eight-thousand-foot-high Mount Livermore. Mysterious lights, orbs, that appeared at night. The Marfa Lights—source or causation still unknown.  

    Then the interesting stuff. There’s weird, then there’s Texas weird. The town boasted a mini art and writers’ enclave. Minimalist modern art sat on a repurposed military base and displayed, well, minimalist concrete structures, created by a famed international artist. Marfa also hosted the county courthouse. A grandiose edifice, viewed from anywhere in town, it presented a nineteenth-century Empire-style architecture, three stories high, with bright blue roofs slanting over upthrust pavilions and a massive central dome. For a huge spread-out county with less than eight thousand folks. Go figure. For local lodging, a campground/motel offered tricked-out trailers or yurts or teepees. Outside town, alone and isolated and set among scrub desert as far as the eye could see, a small, stocked Prada store, never opened for business. An “architectural land art project,” from Berlin, Germany. Marfa’s peculiarities went on, one after the other. They held a powerful pull for many, me included. Weirdness delivered with a sly, insouciant smile.  

    What wasn’t peculiar—the vast emptiness south toward the border. Isolated, lonely country, permeated by a strong sense you were on your own. If this terrorist incursion happened unimpeded, it would occur unnoticed.  

    The rural highway toward Marfa stretched across the scrub brush desert, empty except for the occasional oncoming pickup. I exchanged a Texas rural highway salute with the drivers—a single forefinger raised from a hand draped across the steering wheel. Hello, stranger. Godspeed.  

    The isolated Prada store demanded I slow down and coincided with a call from JJ. I pulled over. 

    “I’ll arrive in Marfa late today,” she said. 

    “That was quick. Who’d you piss off to get that done?” 

    My stress relief valve opened a bit, a partial unload. The FBI would join me. It wasn’t just JJ, but an entire organization backing her. If they moved fast. 

    “I received kudos for taking the Interpol contact off Special Agent Brock’s hands.” 

    “And failed to mention the handoff wasn’t in Albuquerque.” 

    “Well, yes, I will park it in Brock’s backyard. I may have skipped that during the debrief.” 

    I smiled, shook my head, and stared at the small white stucco Prada store perched alongside the empty highway. JJ represented the solid faction within US law enforcement. She took the threat as real, or at least genuine enough to act. She’d initiated movement and engagement, and good for her. 

    “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it, JJ. It lightens the load.” 

    “You owe me. Not for taking the threat seriously. That’s my job. But I contacted your Frenchman and spent fifteen minutes having my ear chewed off.” 

    “He’s an acquired taste, for sure. But he’s solid. I can attest to that.” 

    “This team carries some interesting dynamics. Mr. Interpol insisted I also talk with the Ranger. Afterward, I pulled intel on him. He’s not a big federal enforcement fan.” 

    “How so?” I asked, thrilled she’d used the word team.  

    “It goes back several decades, before the cartels owned the areas across the border. The ranchers in his part of Texas flew small two-seater prop planes for checking on their property.” 

    “Giant ranches, for sure.” 

    “They’d have to be,” she said. “I’d venture it takes a square mile for each cow. Anyway, banditos started crossing the border and stealing planes. Cantu, who’s old school, would saddle a horse, swim the river, and go after the bandits. A day or two later, he’d fly the plane back with his saddle and gear, leaving the horse. Word is the Presidio County locals wondered about the left-behind horses. They didn’t ponder what happened to the bandits.” 

    “Old school, for sure.” 

    “Here’s the good part. Somehow the US State Department received word about his exploits. They sent Captain Cantu a red-hot letter and demanded he explain what gave him the right to cross the border into a foreign country. He sent back an infamous reply with only three words. ‘In hot pursuit.’ On a horse. Let’s just say Cantu and the Feds don’t get along.” 

    “How’d your chat with him go?” 

    “Cut-and-dried. He takes this situation with the appropriate gravity. So do I. We’ve got that working for us, anyway. Oh, one last thing.” 

    “Bo’s coming with you.” 

    Not a guess or speculation—Bo wouldn’t pass up the opportunity for an adventure. 

    “Big surprise, heh?” 

    “Can’t wait to see you both. Please hustle, JJ. We’re on a tight timeline.” 

    We signed off. She and Bo would fly into El Paso and make the drive. The team had grown to five people. Not enough, but a start. Fifteen minutes later, I rolled into Marfa.

  


   
    Chapter 23 

      

    Captain Raymond Cantu, Texas Ranger, occupied a small office across from the courthouse. Two light knocks prompted a grumbled, “Come in.” The door opened on Francois and a lanky older man with reading glasses hunched over a table, studying maps. Francois looked up, flung his arms wide, and bowled his way toward me. 

    “Mon ami!” he said, hugging me. 

    I patted his back in return. He wore his African bush jacket and purple scarf, which, in Marfa, wouldn’t draw too many stares. In the rest of Presidio County, another story. 

    “First I must tell you. At all costs, avoid the huevos rancheros. They are most disturbing. Come. Meet the Capitaine.” 

    Cantu and I shook. The guy approached retirement or may have been well past it. With close-cropped gray hair, he displayed a tight weathered face—delivered through decades in the Texas sun—and ice-blue no-nonsense eyes. He wore jeans, western boots, and a pressed khaki shirt. His left breast showcased a small Ranger badge, silver, and his hip held a holster that housed a large revolver with what appeared to be a handmade wooden grip. 

    “Mr. Lee, I’ve searched every database I can access for something on you. Most folks at least have a speeding ticket or two. You’re either the most pristine citizen I’ve ever run into or buried deep on purpose. Which is it?” 

    Over his half-glasses, those ice-cube eyes bored into mine. 

    “Well, sir, maybe a bit of both. And call me Case.” 

    “Hmm. I’m gonna make a leap here and provide an assessment. You tell me if I’m wrong.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Private contractor. International efforts. Buried deep means you rub elbows with a select outfit among those sumbitches in DC. And you ain’t no Boy Scout.” 

    A broad brush, and not wholly inaccurate. 

    “Not wrong, although I’d like to think there’s some Boy Scout in me.” 

    With pursed lips, he eyeballed me for several seconds, then said, “Alright. You want some coffee? Your friend claims my preparation is an offense to humanity.” 

    Half a pot warmed on an old coffee maker, marked with years of usage and spills. 

    “Coffee sounds great. Plain black, no sugar.” 

    The small upstairs office contained Cantu’s old wooden desk with a laptop and large computer monitor, two well-worn leather chairs, four folding chairs around a large wooden table covered with maps, a retrieved-from-being-tossed-away side table for the coffeepot, and a ceiling fan. The Lone Star flag occupied one wall, the office’s solo decoration, and the fan squeaked as it turned. One window opened onto Marfa’s streets. No road noises entered, although two men hollered a greeting down the street. Cantu handed me a mug, and we gathered around the table, standing. 

    “Alright, Mr. Lee,” Cantu said, speaking in three-quarter time.  

    “Case.” 

    The old Ranger stared at me for three beats and continued. 

    “Alright. Case. Normally, I’d have Sheriff Tomlinson here with us. He’s laid up with heart issues. His two deputies are too inexperienced for this fandango. That leaves us three. A former French priest, a mystery man, and an over-the-hill Ranger. Which ought to scare the hell out of anyone comin’ our way.” 

    He cast stares at me and Francois. 

    “That was a joke,” Cantu added. 

    “Be most assured, Capitaine, my partner and I are a most capable team. With your assistance, we shall address the situation at hand.” 

    Cantu eyeballed Francois and said, “Sure. Now, so we’re all singin’ from the same hymnal, why don’t you”—he turned and locked eyes with me—“fill Mr. Domaine and me in on everything. Then we’ll have a look-see at these maps.” 

    I did. The thirty men and C-4 revelation brought an arms-extended open-mouthed look of hurt and disbelief from Francois. 

    “Have we not faced great peril together?” 

    “We have,” I said. “If it helps, I didn’t find out about the men and explosives until recently.” 

    “Have we not struggled for our lives together?” 

    “I know, bud. Sorry.” 

    He muttered something in French. Cantu, a full head taller than Francois, watched the exchange over his reading glasses and declined to comment. 

    “Also, I’ve asked someone who can deliver it for a bird over the operational area,” I continued. “A bird with night-vision capabilities.” 

    “Bird?” Francois asked. 

    I explained the request for drone surveillance from “a former associate.” 

    “Any chance that bird could light their asses up?” Cantu asked. 

    “I’ve suggested as much, but no guarantees.” 

    “Any guarantees the bird shows up at all?” 

    “Nossir.” 

    Cantu lifted his chin and scratched underneath it. 

    “Speaking of federal reliability, tell me about your meeting with Brock.” 

    I did. Cantu listened intently, his expression deadpan. 

    “Well,” he said, once I’d explained the FBI’s dismissive and bent-out-of-shape attitude, “I’m not surprised. From what I understand, Mr. Domaine received the same reaction. I’ve got a personal opinion about that man, which I won’t share.” 

    “You and I might agree on the matter, Captain. But there’s some good news. You talked with Special Agent Julie Johnson. JJ’s an old friend and will arrive later today with my best friend, Bo.” 

    “Explain why that’s good news.” 

    “Oui. Explain such good news you have withheld, once again, from your partner.” 

    “This all happened over the last several hours, Francois. As for why it’s good news, JJ is rock-solid. She and I covered each other’s backs on more than one occasion.” 

    “You’ll vouch for her, then?” Cantu asked. 

    “Rock. Solid.” 

    “Who’s this Bo fella?” 

    “Back in the day, he was our team’s spearhead. The best, bar none.” 

    “Your team. Are we talkin’ about one of those outfits that doesn’t officially exist?” 

    “We are, Captain. Now, Bo’s a little different. Just a light warning.” 

    He returned a noncommittal nod, sighed, and said as he pointed at a satellite imagery map, “Alright. Here’s Sam Carter’s ranch. Six sections.” 

    The boundaries, highlighted with red lines, displayed a sizeable chunk of land measured in sections or square miles. Two miles wide at the Rio Grande, three miles deep into Texas. And filled to the brim with potential as a terrorist staging area. 

    “Before we get into the particulars,” Cantu continued, “I’ll lay out the realities. Again, I’m making sure we’re on the same page.” 

    Francois fired a cigarette and shifted to the open window. An old pickup truck rattled past below us.  

    “When Mr. Domaine arrived with his information, all roads led to this ranch as the entry point. I’m even more sure now that we’ve got a head count and word of explosives. It ties in with other border activity.” 

    “Other border activity?” 

    “This stretch of river between Fort Hancock and Big Bend stays quiet. I help see to that. But activity has just increased around El Paso and east of Big Bend. Human and drug trafficking. Activities that draw our limited state law resources and leave this section unwatched.” 

    “Meaning these terrorists work with the cartels?” 

    “No choice. Now,” he asked me, “do you have any idea on where they’d strike, given the opportunity?” 

    “I’m thinking refinery row outside Houston. Although now that I’ve got a better feel for scale in Texas, this ranch sits a helluva long way from Houston for an entry point, so they could strike anywhere.” 

    “Carter’s ranch has a runway. A hard-top runway with PCL: pilot-controlled lighting. The pilot dials into a certain frequency and keys the radio mic. Runway lights turn on. That’s about as big-time as it gets in West Texas.” 

    “Still, it’s a long step from Houston.” 

    “They could stay low, below radar, and make Houston in three hours. Crossin’ the river here makes sense if you look at it from their perspective.” 

    “We shall face a tremendous number of men,” Francois said. He spoke toward the outdoors, then turned and addressed the room. “We are but three. And the two surprises who shall arrive later. Five people against thirty terrorists. Five against an invasion! It must be said, I would expect a much greater response from the US. We shall require more help, no?” 

    “If this Special Agent Johnson is worth her salt,” Cantu said, “she’ll pull in more resources. If she can’t, or won’t, we’ll deal with the situation, Mr. Domaine. We’ll have the jump on these hombres.” 

    I shared the same concern as Francois. Marfa sat in Presidio County’s northern section, seventy miles from Carter’s ranch along the river. Seventy empty miles with, maybe, a half-dozen scattered ranch houses. On Carter’s ranch, we’d battle them against grim odds. Cantu didn’t appear fazed by the situation. I damn sure was, now that I had a better grip on the geographic layout.  

    JJ would address the obvious, make the calls, and ask for FBI tactical squads. Two concerns stood out—bureaucracy and timing. I doubted she could usurp Brock’s bureaucratic authority along the Texas border without proving direct conflict, and Brock would drag his feet without absolute proof. Even then, he might sit on it. As for timing, whatever the FBI did once JJ hit the alarm button, things might happen too late for immediate effectiveness. We were on our own. Son of a bitch. 

    With a puffed-cheek exhale, I accepted our five-person team’s constraints, which were numerous. Francois wouldn’t arm himself, much less shoot a bad guy. Cantu, no longer spry, would fight, but with limited range and movement. JJ, thank God, would stand firm and hit what she aimed at. I’d seen her in action, several times. She, Bo, and I made up the prime defense. Our situation translated into disrupting the enemy’s plans so they aborted their efforts. We sure as hell wouldn’t take them all out. At night. Across empty brush country in the middle of nowhere. 

    “Who runs this border section across the river?” I asked. 

    “Used to be plain ol’ thieves and robbers,” Cantu said. “They’d steal cattle and horses. And airplanes. But for some time, it’s been the cartels. That’s disputed turf over there, but right now the Sinaloa Cartel runs the show. If your Iranians plan on crossing here, they’ll work with them.” He removed his glasses, and we locked eyes. “Given sufficient cash, the cartel will assist them, which includes support on this side of the border. You reckon they’ve got plenty of cash?” 

    “I believe the Chinese fund them. It’s their style. Fund from the shadows, no fingerprints.” 

    “The Chinese? Hell, this just gets better and better.” 

    “We shall face a most formidable enemy,” Francois said. 

    “They ain’t all that formidable, Mr. Domaine. They bleed just like anyone else.” 

    Interference, disruption, break up the grand plan—our best bet. Delivering a hard stop to their efforts seemed a bridge too far. Thirty Iranian mercs. Backed by the Sinaloa Cartel. Too damn daunting, given our limited resources. 

    “What about Border Patrol, Captain?” 

    “This border stretch is off everyone’s radar. Isolation, low traffic, long road access to major markets. They pulled the few border agents that work this region to help handle the increased traffic elsewhere I talked about. Same with state lawmen. This is lonely country, Mr. Lee. Let’s go over these maps.” 

    We did. Satellite imagery, courtesy of Google Maps and an old black-and-white printer, displayed a ranch house, a windmill and stock tank, an airstrip, and several two-track roads. And not another structure for miles. Cantu had pinpointed the ranch house with latitude and longitude. I entered the coordinates into my handheld. 

    “What’s the terrain?” I asked. 

    “Desert scrub, rock outcrops, low hills, mesas. We’ve got a half-moon right now, so that’s plenty good visibility without artificial light. I’m gonna assume they’ll cross at night, although who the hell knows? A passel of Chinese-funded Iranians toting explosives is a new one for me.” 

    Thirty well-armed mercs—suicide terrorists—hell-bent on their mission. At least a half-dozen well-armed cartel members. Against Cantu, Bo, JJ, and me.  

    “Captain, I think we nail them at the airstrip. If we can throw a big enough wrench in the works, they’ll shift to plan B, whatever that is. But we’ll have hard evidence they’re here, which will kick off the cavalry. Homeland Security, FBI, the whole mix.” 

    “Son, the Feds, in my experience, are a weak vessel for storing hope. Besides,” he said, straightening up, “this is Presidio County, Texas. Down here, I’m the law. We hit them at the river’s middle. Those sumbitches will enter my turf with more than a few holes. Now, they’ll cross one of two places, and I’m bettin’ on which one.” 

    “How’s that?” 

    “One is wider and more shallow, with fewer large river rocks and less chance of vehicle damage. It’s their clear choice.”  

    I lacked Cantu’s surety. Head-on held appeal, sure, but numbers mattered. Cantu placed his reading glasses back on, leaned over the map, and a gnarled finger pointed out two spots. Francois joined us, squinting, his nose close to the tabletop.  

    “The river’s low right now. Both these areas shoal up, and you can drive across axle-deep in a pickup. They’re about a half-mile apart. Like I said, this one”—he poked his finger against the map—“is the best bet.” 

    “What’s their launch spot?” I asked. 

    “Santa Rosa. Here.” 

    He pointed out a small pueblo a mile into Mexico. 

    “The cartel owns that village and rotates their people in and out. It’s an outpost, a stake in the ground that this is their turf. They’ll come from there. I’m thinking a half-dozen pickups and eight-to-ten cartel members. So, we’re talkin’ forty or so men comin’ at us. All armed to the teeth.” 

    “Mon Dieu! A veritable army! To be sure, Capitaine, we require much greater resistance. Can we not request more help?” 

    Cantu shifted toward the coffeepot, his boots sounding against the scuffed hardwood floor. He spoke over his shoulder. 

    “Mr. Domaine, your partner claims a solid FBI agent and a peculiar combat buddy head our way. That makes five. We toss enough lead at these terrorists as they cross, it’ll force a change of plan. I agree with your partner. That’s our goal, turn the tide.” 

    “And you can bet JJ, Special Agent Johnson, is hitting alarm switches. It’s possible the Feds scramble as we speak.” 

    Possible—all I had working now. A possibility. 

    “You may be right, son. I’m not discounting them completely. If they react, we’ll have the pleasure of watching every sumbitch in DC claim credit. Hell, they’ll buzz us with Apache attack helicopters. But first, we’ve got to stop ’em at the river.” 

    “You must know, Capitaine, I do not carry a weapon.” 

    “Not a showstopper. I’ve got plenty extra.” 

    “It is not that, mon ami. I do not engage with gunfire.” 

    Cantu turned, sipped coffee, and eyeballed Francois over his mug’s rim as an unknown species. To his credit, he then moved on. 

    “Well, that makes four. Does that peculiar friend of yours shoot, Mr. Lee?” 

    “You bet. And much, much more.” 

    I remained uneasy about the old Ranger’s plan. I understood his rationale—his territory, his experience dealing with such things—but given the manpower disparity, an ambush held more promise. A four-person ambush, but better than head-on.  

    “Fine,” Cantu said. “When we start puttin’ bullets through windshields at the river, it’ll cause them pause and reflection.” 

    He shifted stares between me and Francois. 

    “That was a joke,” he added. “Y’all aren’t much on lighthearted humor, are you?” 

    The old Ranger viewed our situation with a been-there-got-the-T-shirt attitude. I lacked his assuredness. Forty bogeys barreling our way. Cantu and JJ would hold their own, but the heavy lifting fell on me and Bo. Francois, with one eyebrow lifted, eyeballed me from across the table. I returned an unblinking stare with a light sigh and remained quiet. 

    It’ll be a shitshow, bud. There’s not much I can add.

  


   
    Chapter 24 

      

    While Cantu and Francois shopped inside Marfa’s small grocery market, I dialed the planted bug in Special Agent Brock’s SUV. Silence. I entered a code and pulled up recorded conversations. There were three, each short with road noise as background. Two were clearly bureaucratic back-and-forths. The third had Brock stating, “It’s a go.” Twice. More FBI business, maybe, or a brief conversation with Reza Hamid or his Chicom handlers. Once again, nothing definitive although warning lights flashed. 

    The two exited the market as the Frenchman carried on an animated monologue, hand gestures in overdrive. Cantu, wearing a Stetson—as did multiple locals—toted four plastic grocery bags and paid my “partner” zero attention. The Ranger had explained we’d occupy the ranch house as an operational base. 

    “I’ve got probable cause for entry,” he’d said. “We’ll give it seventy-two hours and see what happens. We grab a few groceries and our gear and take three vehicles.” 

    As Cantu tossed the groceries into his SUV, Francois approached me, distressed. 

    “The Capitaine has purchased dried meat and cans of beans. It is a disaster.” 

    “We’ll be alright.” 

    “You shall be alright. A man who would view dried meat as a delicacy. I am not such a man.” 

    Cantu strolled over and spoke. 

    “I’ll lead. We take hard-top for about fifty miles, then turn off on a gravel county road the last twenty miles or so. You sure you’re stocked up on weapons, Mr. Lee?” 

    “Good to go.” 

    Better than good to go when compared with Cantu’s armament. His .45 revolver joined with a lever-action 30-30. A rifle with iron sights. I’d enquired about his selection, and he’d explained that while he had nothing against semiautomatic firearms, they could occasionally misfire. 

    “With the revolver and lever-action, I know with a hundred percent certainty that when I pull the trigger, lead comes out the other end.” 

    Fine and dandy. Unless faced with a buttload of terrorists and cartel thugs armed with full-automatic weapons. My pucker factor ratcheted up as he explained his weaponry choices. Knowing the enemy added more apprehension. Potential suicide bombers, the terrorists brought absolute commitment to the game. Cartel fighters weren’t prone to back down, either.  

    We headed south into the big empty as Cantu led and I pulled drag. I followed Francois as he’d rented a small, economic sedan. Not exactly brush-country transportation, nor a vehicle designed for ninety-mile-per-hour trips. Twenty minutes outside Marfa, Marcus called. 

    “I got a call from Bo, always a painful affair. When did you plan on filling me in?” 

    “I gave JJ a call after meeting Brock because this looks big and real and Brock won’t move on it. She’s headed this way with Bo. There’s still a chance we’re way off base, Marcus. The big ‘if,’ so I didn’t call you.” 

    A hard reality, unspoken, had driven my hesitation to contact him. He’d head for Texas and into harm’s way. JJ represented the FBI, a different story. Bo would join her, of course. He wasn’t invincible, but among us all, the least likely to catch a bullet. But Marcus would carry a fair chunk of Cantu’s attitude, which had strong potential to put him in a bad guy’s crosshairs. I hated the thought.  

    “What’s your gut say?” Marcus asked. “And don’t BS me.” 

    I hesitated as our three-vehicle caravan raced south, then delivered my gut feel with a sigh. 

    “It’s big, real, and going down.” 

    “Right. I’m at the Billings airport and arrive in Denver late this afternoon, then El Paso this evening. I’ll hook up with Catch there. He’s got better flights from Portland. We’ll make the operational area during owl-shit hours. And don’t even start with the ‘don’t need help’ crap.” 

    I didn’t. The internal protestations over placing blood brothers into harm’s way bubbled up, and I tamped them down. Marcus and Catch had kicked off their personal engagement, and I wouldn’t derail that train. More than a few guilt pangs hit with Catch involved soon after his wedding, but Bo would have talked with him first and struck a match. Once you lit Catch’s fuse, you’d best get the hell out of the way.  

    The bite of personal failure hit as well. While I acknowledged relief as the stress meter backed off with news of their arrival, my actions, my failures, had gotten us to this point. “Should have” and “could have” floated past, each a possibility, an action plan I didn’t take. A heavy mental load, and one I couldn’t shake. 

    But the game had changed, odds improved. Marcus, Bo, Catch, and me. Our old team, together. I ceased viewing forty-odd bad guys as insurmountable. Still a challenge, sure, but those bastards across the river hadn’t run into four ex-Delta operators before. Operators longer in the tooth, a step or two slower, but steady aim and sure fire would make the enemy rue the day they tangled with us. Unless they hit before Marcus and Catch arrived. I cast a quick prayer they wouldn’t attempt the crossing for another twenty-four hours. 

    “Marcus, I really appreciate it. For this one—and I hope it’s the only one—I could use the help. Big time. I owe you.” 

    “You don’t owe me squat except for an apology for keeping me out in the cold.” 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    “You owe Catch one as well. He may stretch you out instead of his usual bear hug. He expressed as much on the phone.” 

    “Understood.” 

    “Now, tell me the immediate situation.” 

    I did. He listened without interruption, then poked and prodded for clarity, his former team-leader hat on full display. 

    “What’s JJ and Bo’s ETA?” 

    “This afternoon.” 

    “Do you have the ranch house coordinates?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “Send them to me now. I’ll forward them to Bo. You’ll have your hands full with prep.” 

    I pulled the coordinates and sent a DM. 

    “You get them?” I asked. 

    “Roger. From what I remember at the wedding, your Frenchman isn’t a firearms fan.” 

    “True enough, Marcus, but to his credit, he’s a fighter. There’s a strange fearless factor under all that bluster.” 

    “I’m counting heads for sending lead downrange.” 

    “We’re at four. Me, Cantu, JJ, Bo.” 

    “How are you set on weaponry?” 

    Marcus, for all the right reasons, avoided scenarios in which being outgunned was a factor. 

    “I’m good. The Colt with night vision. Bo will arrive packed. JJ, unknown. Her FBI sidearm, at a minimum. Cantu, well…” 

    I explained the Ranger’s preference for old school. 

    “That old 30-30 with iron sights won’t do against full-automatic assault weapons,” Marcus said. “Especially at night.” 

    “Fair enough, but I’ve got the impression he’ll hit what he aims at. He’s a tough old bird.” 

    “I’ll arrive with a surplus of modern tools. Four hard cases, checked as luggage. You owe me the extra baggage cost.” 

    I smiled as our trio’s vehicles turned off hard-top and hit gravel. Francois slowed, his vehicle’s clearance unsuited for the road. The sun remained high, a feisty-looking roadrunner dashed across the track, and Marcus continued. 

    “Have you reported out to the top dog recently?” 

    “Texted her with a big bird request and hot delivery.” 

    “Good. What are the odds JJ can muster troops?” 

    “It’s still Brock’s turf. Low odds at this point without hard evidence.” 

    “Son, hard evidence in this situation comprises flying bullets.” 

    “Yeah, I know. Rock, hard place, Marcus.” 

    “Roger that. Let’s get tactical. Once we get there, I’m thinking Catch, who packed his sniper rifle, could hit them early, across the river. A surprise welcome would put a serious dent in their plans.” 

    Classic Marcus. Hit the enemy first, hit hard, take out the leaders, establish dominance regardless of the odds. Odds that would swing our way when Catch squeezed the trigger. He wouldn’t miss. 

    “I like it.” 

    “What we both don’t like is the immediate. Let’s talk tonight when you’re undermanned.” 

    “Cantu has ID’d two crossing spots, both river shoals where high-clearance vehicles can make it. One is shallower with fewer river obstacles, his selection as the incursion point. He plans to hit them mid-river.” 

    “Thin lines, Case. Only you and Bo properly armed.” 

    “Yeah. A roll of the dice, but we’ve got few options.” 

    “What if you all pull back to that airstrip? Hunker down in the brush, tight cover, force them to remain vehicle bound. Then have JJ hit the alarm.” 

    “I’ve proposed as much, but Cantu is hell-bent on stopping them at the river. It fits his style. He’s a hardheaded old cuss.” 

    Marcus sighed. 

    “Well, you’ve got enough tactical sense to play it smart. Pop a few, cut Bo loose to do his thing, and let them pass, paying a price. If that Ranger wants to get killed, that’s his business.” 

    “Shitty situation.” 

    “Shitty situation. Pray those bastards don’t show for another twenty-four to seventy-two hours.” 

    “Already have, Marcus. Already have.”  

    We signed off, our caravan kicked up a dust cloud, while cacti and thorny brush and jackrabbits passed by. An antelope herd eyeballed us from a distance, curious. We rattled over a cattle guard that marked the entrance to Sam Carter’s ranch.

  


   
    Chapter 25 

      

    Sam Carter had spent big money on an airstrip equipped with pilot-controlled lights but hadn’t dropped a dime on the clapboard tin-roofed ranch house. The kitchen held a stove and table with chairs. Not one item would pass muster at a Salvation Army donation site. The rest consisted of one bedroom with a stained mattress on a steel-spring frame and an outhouse accessed through the kitchen door. But the power worked, indicated when the overhead fan turned on. Francois stood, horrified, in the small kitchen. I delivered him and Cantu the good news from my conversation with Marcus. 

    “If their travel plans don’t change, these two men will arrive late tonight, correct?” Cantu asked. 

    “Yessir. After midnight.” 

    “Magnifique,” Francois added. “It is but two more, yet a comfort even so.” 

    “Either one peculiar like the fella you said shows up today with the FBI?” 

    “One is our former team lead. Straight as an arrow.” 

    “And the other?” 

    Categorizing Catch presented an issue. 

    “Let’s just say he’s the type you’d want on your side in a tight situation.” 

    Cantu nodded with the appropriate gravity. He and I understood, no bones about it, that killing was on the menu. 

    “Both US citizens?” he asked. 

    “They are.” 

    “Good. Then they can pull a trigger when faced with desperados. No need for deputizing anyone.” 

    As far as Captain Cantu was concerned, they had every right to join a firefight against invaders. He’d made it clear—in this part of Texas, he was the law. It kept things simple. 

    “Let’s gear up,” Cantu said. “I’ll show both y’all the two crossing spots.” 

    “Give me five,” I said. “I’ll check on the big bird.” 

    Cantu nodded back while Francois lifted an eyebrow my way. No clue what his expression represented. Wait-and-see, disappointment, skepticism—take your pick. There wasn’t much I could say that would salve the Frenchman’s angst. 

    I sent Townsend a message and first provided ranch house coordinates, followed with: 

    Ops base location. Ranger, one New Mexico FBI, two operators. Two more operators at midnight. Forty bogeys. Lightning appreciated. No further word from El Paso. 

    Townsend would understand. Whether she’d send a drone over the ranch and river remained unknown. One might already circle high overhead. El Paso again referenced Special Agent Brock—my assignment, which she and I both understood now stood secondary. She knew about JJ and Bo living in Albuquerque, so that covered the FBI reference. The four operators would come across clear as day. Hell, she’d worked with us around the world. Forty bad guys coming. A drone equipped with a Hellfire missile wouldn’t hurt. At all. 

    Locked and loaded, we piled into Cantu’s SUV and eased south on a seldom-used two-track road until it petered out, and then wove through cactus and thorn brush and around mesas. The Rio Grande was shallow and slow-flowing. A smallish river at that time of year, it meandered through the Chihuahuan Desert and separated two countries, two cultures. No people, no structures, no sign of life. Several small, sharp rock outcrops, the air arid and warm, with more mesas looming on the Mexican side, far distant. The scene struck me as timeless. Rivers had growth, greenery, with birds and waterfowl and riparian life. Not here. Ten thousand years ago, we would have stared at the same view, felt the same silence. As we would ten thousand years into the future.  

    A border, a demarcation, sure. Which held little meaning in that supreme isolation and highlighted, for me, a sense of insignificance, a lone speck on this good earth, far removed from the strutting and fretting. And a place soon enough polluted with pain and terror and death. Then an inevitable return to its timeless state with immediate events swallowed and digested and covered by time’s grinding passage. 

    “This place holds a strange beauty, no?” Francois said as we stopped at the first set of shoals and exited the vehicle. “It brings both a connection with God and a sense of seclusion. Is this not so, mon ami?” 

    “It does, bud. It does.” 

    Cantu addressed the business at hand. 

    “Here’s where they’ll cross. We tuck our two SUVs at the foot of that mesa, hidden from sight. We want our greeting a surprise. For our firing positions, everyone find some brush or a decent-sized outcrop or both. Thirty yards back from the river, fifteen yards apart. When they make the river’s center, don’t hold back. Hit the drivers. Then pour lead into the whole damn bunch of ’em.” 

    Captain Raymond Cantu, once again keeping things simple. And simple was good for a full-frontal battle plan, unless the enemy held overwhelming odds. If forty armed men—a combination of terrorists and cartel members—crossed at the same spot, against four defenders, they’d steamroll us. I held off suggesting we split into two two-person groups and leave a corridor for the assault to flow through. They’d take a beating, maybe rethink their plans. But four wouldn’t stop the assault. Better if we allowed them a flow-through and hit their front, sides, and backs as they passed. Then have JJ call the cavalry while we hung back, having done our job. Forty well-armed men. Too much. I’d wait for Bo and JJ before suggesting such a battle plan with Cantu. When Marcus and Catch arrived, two three-person teams unleashing crossfire would wreak even more havoc on their crossing.  

    I returned a noncommittal nod toward Cantu, and we traversed a half-mile along the river and stopped at the less desired second crossing point. I scanned across the river with binoculars and picked up a still, hazy dust cloud far distant across arid, thorny ground. 

    “That’s Santa Rosa,” Cantu said. “Not much to it, but the cartel keeps a couple dozen men housed there as territory protection. Well-armed men. They rotate them in and out because they don’t have another purpose but squatting. But the cartel leaves this border stretch alone.” 

    “Until now.” 

    Cantu squinted toward Santa Rosa, adjusted his hat, spit, and said, “Yes. Until now.” 

    As we drove back toward the ranch house, another dust cloud appeared north of us. Bo and JJ approached, their vehicle rattling the cattle guard at the ranch’s entrance. We met at the house. Bo rode shotgun and popped out wearing desert camo and a wide smile. 

    “My Georgia peach has once again stirred the cosmic pot,” he said and delivered a tight hug. “I gather a wild and wooly adventure awaits.” 

    I returned the hug and squeezed him with potent relief. We remained screwed, blued, and tattooed if the enemy crossed that night, but Bo represented a warrior extraordinaire who edged the odds needle back toward the center. Man, it was great seeing him. 

    “Wild and wooly for sure,” I said, bumping foreheads with him. “Don’t know if I’d toss this mess into the adventure category.” 

    “It’s all an adventure, goober. We’re just along for the ride.” 

    JJ edged in and delivered a quick embrace. Long jet-black hair pulled back in a ponytail, khaki pants and shirt, hiking boots, and FBI-issued 9mm pistol holstered on her hip. A lanyard with a laminated FBI ID hung from her neck. 

    With a wry smile she asked, “Do I applaud your sterling sleuthing efforts or get pissed over another hot fire screwup?” 

    “Credit Francois with the sleuthing. The screwup sits on me. Let me introduce you two.” 

    Bo, wild red hair strands standing halolike around his head, shook hands with Cantu, edged in, and eyeballed the Ranger’s chest. 

    “Nifty badge.” 

    “Thanks. I understand you’re no stranger to a scrap.” 

    “I’m a wayfarer who rides the currents, be they smooth or choppy.” 

    Cantu shot me a quick glance. I shot back an “I told you so” raised eyebrow. Cantu delivered a first—something resembling a smile. 

    “I’m afraid it’s fixin’ to get choppy, son.” 

    “Then let the games begin. I’ve never met a Texas Ranger. This is way cool.” 

    JJ strode over, hand extended. 

    “Captain Cantu, Special Agent Julie Johnson. It’s a pleasure.” 

    “Likewise.” They shook.  

    Bo greeted Francois in French, and I surmised the Interpol agent’s response as he ripped off a litany of complaints. Bo clucked sympathetically and patted Francois’s ample side-belly as he listened. Then my best friend turned to me. 

    “The vittles are not up to snuff.” 

    “As he’s expressed in English,” I said with a half-grin. “More than once.” 

    Francois returned a Gallic shrug and lit a cigarette. Bo addressed him in English. 

    “You’ll want to take that off,” he said, indicating the purple scarf. 

    “But why?” 

    “It gives them an aimpoint. Better to don wispy attire.” 

    JJ approached Francois and introduced herself. Francois shook hands and returned a head-bow. 

    “I am now your official liaison with the FBI, Mr. Domaine.” 

    “Tres bon. I must say your associate, Mr. Brock, was less than helpful. And please address me as Francois. May I return the gesture? I find JJ contains a lyrical quality, much needed among this desolation.” 

    “Sure, Francois. JJ’s fine.” 

    We gathered around Cantu, who provided an operational overview. 

    “Daylight hours, we can stand watch here at the house. We’ll see a passel of pickups headed for the river from their dust cloud. Nightfall, we head for the river and spread out. They’ll have their headlights on. When they hit the river’s center, cut loose.” 

    Bo turned toward me. 

    “You hold down the fort, amigo.” 

    Bo wouldn’t sit still as battle approached. He’d disappear, often reappearing at the enemy’s rear. 

    “You goin’ somewhere, Mr. Dickerson?” Cantu asked. 

    “Static engagement within a shifting environment lacks harmony with the laws of nature, Captain. The elements dictate ebb and flow, movement and stealth.” 

    Cantu returned a serious nod. The old Ranger had smelled enough spent gunpowder to recognize a fellow warrior. He turned and addressed JJ. 

     “Now, I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot, Special Agent, but I’m not seeing a lot of get-go from your outfit. What are the possibilities you can light a fire under them?” 

    To her credit and soon enough my disappointment, JJ addressed Cantu with unblinking reality. 

    “Captain, I’ve spread a warning this situation shows serious terrorism earmarks and requires action. That said, the bureau follows chain-of-command. They routed my warnings to the El Paso office. And Special Agent Brock. I’ve received no feedback that action on his part is imminent.” 

    Cantu began to speak, thought better of it, and stared into the distance. JJ shot me a hard look, and said, “If a terrorist incursion takes place, the FBI will act. But not before.” 

    Her look contained multiple sentiments—a mixture of anger, defensiveness, hands-tied helplessness, and, maybe, acknowledgment that Aaron Brock was compromised. We wouldn’t discuss it within the immediate as we had bigger fish to fry, now knowing with certainty we stood on our own. 

    “A most dire situation. I shall remain here, at this sad house, coordinating activities. A role, it must be said, at which I excel. Now, mon amis, we must have nourishment.” Francois turned toward JJ. “Dried meat and beans in the can. We shall suffer, but we shall not starve.” 

    Francois entered the ramshackle house while the rest piled into two vehicles and surveyed the river again. Bo rode with me, the two law enforcement members together in the other SUV. Reality time, and the man who rode with me, for all his outside-the-box perspectives, dealt with the actuals sure and swift when required. 

    “They’ll steamroll us, Bo.” 

    “I don’t want JJ down here,” he said, nodding toward our proposed battlefield as we rolled along the Rio Grande. 

    “Understood.” 

    Bo and I were seasoned warriors, with firefights nothing new. Same with Marcus and Catch. And while I’d seen JJ in action—tough, committed, a sure shot—a hot-fire zone at night among desert scrub, rocky mesas, and uneven terrain presented a stage she wasn’t familiar with. A stone-cold fact. Toss in forty bogeys and she stood, with pistol in hand, in grave peril. Plain and simple. From a tactical perspective, we needed her on the horn once things got hot. I’d no clue what bureau red buttons required slapping to activate an FBI SWAT team, but for certain she couldn’t jump through those hoops while exchanging hot lead. 

    “Cantu will attempt to stop them at the river,” I said. “Backing off isn’t in his DNA.” 

    “A noble effort. Each takes their own path.” 

    “I don’t sense it as a going out in a blaze of glory thing. It’s something more elemental.” 

    “Ancient rules enforced.” 

    We bounced along a rough track, the river nearby as buzzards circled high above carrion in the distance. Windows down, we rolled along with our vehicles’ squeaks the only sound. 

    “Here’s the best I can come up with, Bo. You and I hit them hard at the river but accept reality. They’ll bring overwhelming firepower, so we allow pass-through. Pursue and keep the pressure on. They’ll head for the airstrip while we toss a big-ass wrench in their works.” 

    “We deliver a pared-down deadly gauntlet,” Bo said, eyes bright as he smiled. “Movement swift and sure, two ghosts, undaunted, under a Texas moon. I like it.” His voice lowered and became serious. “JJ stays out of it.” 

    “Roger that. I’ll bring it up. I’m hoping Marcus and Catch show before they cross the river. If they do, we add them into the plan’s mix. It’ll make the enemy’s passage even less pleasant.” 

    Back at the house, an hour before sundown, I detailed the possibilities for Francois. 

    “If you hear shooting, get the hell away from the ranch house. Go into the brush and hide. They’re liable to flood into here. This is important, Francois. These cats will kill on sight. That includes you. Understand?” 

    “We shall see.” 

    “No. We shall not see. Gunfire sends you into the brush. Period, end of story.” 

    He shrugged, noncommittal. JJ addressed the airstrip. 

    “The bureau can utilize it as well. I understand you’re skeptical, Captain, about our ability to scramble force. But I’ve seen it. The FBI could fly a SWAT team in here from El Paso within an hour.” 

    “We won’t have an hour,” he said. 

    A breeze picked up, and the air filled with the acrid smell of desert flora. Francois lit a smoke while Bo cocked his head, caught JJ’s eye, and winked. I voiced the steamroll possibility and turned toward JJ. 

    “There’s one hiccup. You can’t make a case with your outfit while under fire. It’s too dangerous.” 

    “Our favorite goober presents a valid assessment,” Bo said as he approached JJ and took her hand. “Time, placement, swirl. Remove yourself and wait. At the appropriate time, contact your organization. Demand they answer the urgent call of drums, and march toward the sound of distant battle.” 

    “I’m not abandoning the team.” 

    “Mademoiselle, it is not a matter of abandonment. You have brought radios. Bon. We stand, you and I, at this battle’s headquarters. The conflict’s central command, no? We shall communicate, a most critical role. We also have cell phones, although mine is not satellite activated as yours is. A burden, and one I must bear. But our place is here. To be sure, activities must be coordinated. Such a burden falls on you and I.” 

    “This is bullshit,” she said, pulling Bo close. “I’m not leaving you high and dry.” 

    He bumped foreheads with her. 

    “A maelstrom gathers, my love. We each accept it in our own way.” 

    “You’re not leaving anyone high and dry,” I said. “It’s valid tactical ops.” 

    It was, and realization washed over the tough FBI operator. She glanced from one player to the next, nodding as her jaw muscles worked. I considered reiterating my Francois instructions for JJ. Haul ass into the brush when the wave hit. But I didn’t bother, knowing JJ would engage if the enemy approached the ranch house. Preventing that constituted a bridge too far. She was a fighter. 

    Throughout our discussion, Captain Raymond Cantu remained stoic, eyes peeled across ancient terrain, staring south. I sensed a resigned fatalism from the old Ranger. The river’s north side staked his turf, where one man arbitrated ancient laws. Decrees based on right and wrong, good and bad, with legalities secondary. Invaders planned an encroachment on his turf. That wouldn’t do, the odds be damned. Make a stand, do the right thing, and, if worse comes to worst, go out with your boots on. It moved me—an anachronistic worldview among our current shades-of-gray world, not yet lost.

  


   
    Chapter 26 

      

    Cantu and I positioned at sunset. I situated fifty yards inland behind a chest-high rock outcrop, Cantu at only twenty yards from water’s edge. He found a jumbled pile of river rocks for protection where he’d sit and wait. A forty-yard gap separated us—the thoroughfare. Bo stood beside me. He’d soon disappear, destination unknown. At the gap’s center, maybe, or across the river. He’d position where he sensed the highest odds for surprise and disruption and firing angles. And highest odds for effective kills. No point dancing around such reality—if they came, men would die. Not an act relished or expected with fanfare. Serious cold business handled as effectively as possible. 

    “A shitty situation, bud,” I said. “From a simple investigative gig to this. I should have sensed this BS in Barcelona.” 

    “BS in Barcelona. Not a bad name for a punk band.” 

    “And now you and JJ and maybe Marcus and Catch dragged into the bloody mess.” 

    “As a well-meaning goober, you are free to exhaust your resources and fight the flow.” 

    “It’s a lousy flow.” 

    “No. It simply is. Nothing more.” 

    The shoaled water sounded, gurgled, fifty yards away. The half-moon began rising as the last daylight remnants faded. Bo, along with the .40 Glock holstered at his side, held an MK18 assault rifle with a thirty-shot magazine. Small and light with a ten-inch barrel, it defined a CQB weapon. Close-quarters battle. A tight situation rifle, best suited for close-in encounters. Best suited for Bo. His sheathed Bundeswehr combat knife occupied his left hip. For very close encounters. 

    My phone vibrated with a message. Townsend. 

    Assembly one mile south. 

    There it was. Final confirmation. The message brought both relief and trepidation. The real deal now approached fruition. Forty of the bastards. My firing position would fill the bill for frontal and side shots. I’d shift around the outcrop as the situation demanded and take follow-up shots at their rear. All set as my adrenaline meter registered anticipation. No fear, no self-concern. Ugly business dealt with by employing a professional approach.  

    When they’d strike remained another question, the answer one I hoped Townsend would provide. As Bo and I stood among wild desolation, she sat in Langley and watched the drone’s video feed, coffee cup at her elbow, minions at her fingertips. But no complaints from me. She’d delivered. A Hellfire missile strike at the Rio Grande’s center would be icing on the cake. But I didn’t count on it. 

    I keyed the radio’s mic and informed the team without adding whether they headed our way. It could be the next day, or the day after. Or within the hour. No need for any responses, my statement a simple and valued operational marker, but Francois couldn’t resist his two bits. 

    “Ah. The friends in the high places. Bon.” 

    I shot a look at Bo. He grinned back. 

    “I like him,” he said. “A man who creates a bow wake in the cosmic current.” 

    “He’s every bit of that. Man, I hope they hold off until Marcus and Catch get here.” 

    “There you go again, imparting dimensional schedules on the universe.” 

    “Just sayin’.” 

    I laid the Colt rifle against the rugged stone. Not a smooth spot on it, the surface a series of points and gouges. Same as the plant life. 

    “Thank you for shifting JJ, my brother. The mind eases, a fresh focus on the business at hand.” 

    “No worries. Well, no immediate worry about her. I always worry about you. Don’t get shot, Bo. You’ll go do your crazy shit, which is fine. But crazy shit has limitations.” 

    “Limitations?” 

    “Don’t start. You know what I mean.” 

    Cantu coughed once, then again as the sound carried over the river’s gentle rippling. 

     “I have a weird sense about the old Ranger,” I said.  

    “He’s an ancient soul. A throwback to when more definitive lines ruled. You do understand he’s not budging, right?” 

    “Yeah. Yeah, I understand. I admire it. It’s not that he holds on to a noble perspective or a badass self-image. It’s more a here’s-the-rules-and-here’s-the-transgression cost.” 

    “A vignette washed with bygone behavioral codes. We’re honored to observe it play out.” 

    “I don’t know, Bo. It all comes back to a shitty situation.” 

    I glanced in his direction. He’d disappeared. Donned his cloak of invisibility and shifted into the desert ether. I was stung by a sudden poignancy. He’d entered his element, one with a shelf life. What would Bo Dickerson do as age and unavoidable frailties assaulted him? He wouldn’t go easy into life’s twilight, and I feared the day he, too, would become swathed with inevitability, the same as Cantu. 

    Time passed; the moon rose. A javelina squadron—small wild desert pigs—rustled and grunted their way toward the river. I used the Colt’s night-vision scope and checked them out. Nine total jockeyed as they approached the water’s edge. After sating their thirst, they disappeared back into thorny brush. An occasional bat, a night hunter, swooped low over the river, moonlit wings fluttering. Steady pacing, Ahab on the deck, created a well-worn path alongside my outcrop as hours passed and my joints stayed loose. I checked the time—midnight. 

    Antsy, I called Marcus. He answered immediately. 

    “Less than an hour away,” he said. “Catch slowed down to seventy so we could accommodate Marfa’s streets. Thank God there wasn’t any foot traffic.” 

    “Man, I look forward to it. Big bird said they’ve collected a mile south.” 

    “Roger that. Hang tough, Case. If this lead-footed moron doesn’t kill us, we’ll be there shortly.” 

    I keyed the radio’s mic and filled the team in on their ETA. Again, Francois couldn’t hold back. 

    “They shall be greeted with great joy, be most assured.” 

    Yeah, it was great news, but reality jabbed into my relief. Four hardened operators, plus Cantu, would put a hurting on the bastards. But head count mattered, and there were a helluva lot more of them than us. I’d found my Alamo, and while incoming fire was a given, the rock outcrop I nestled behind offered as safe a spot as possible. My concern focused on everyone else involved or soon-to-be involved. Under a bright moon on desolate territory, a small group would take on an armed deluge and place everyone on my team in danger. It pissed me off. Our side, at this moment, should have been crawling with federal shooters. I grasped at last-minute straws, driven by anger and frustration, and keyed my radio’s mic. 

    “JJ, their gathering across the river came from on high. Way up high. Can that prompt a call on your end?” 

    “Already done,” she said. “I’ve sent it up the ladder. No response yet.” 

    Pacing continued for thirty minutes as coyote packs yipped and howled across the Rio Grande. I considered calling Townsend, then dismissed it. She watched events transpire from overhead and would do what fit her purpose, regardless of my requests. A spookville mentality, one that made for tough wrangling, and one that highlighted reality. We were on our own. 

    “They’re comin’.” 

    Captain Cantu, speaking for the first time. I swung my rifle on the outcrop’s top and sighted toward Santa Rosa, a mile away. Nothing. No headlights, no movement. Thirty seconds passed, then a minute. Still nothing. I lifted my cheek off the rifle’s stock and checked the old Ranger’s position. He could have a better sight angle. Or just knew. Somehow, he knew. I checked my phone for a missed message from Townsend. Nothing. As I stared back through the scope, lights appeared. Headlights. They edged around a small mesa and took their time, headed north. Headed toward us. Three vehicles, then five, seven, nine. Spread out a fair distance, they avoided each other’s dust plumes, creeping through the night as a lethal snake. 

    Alright. Get real, Lee. 

    I dropped all thoughts of if, can, or should. A thick curtain descended and separated all concerns, leaving one single-purpose focus. I threw the kill switch. Battle time, them or us, kill or be killed with no other options on the table. Fine. Bring it, you bastards. Bring it. 

    They crept forward, sure and steady and unaware. And oozing lethality. Nine vehicles, thirty Iranian terrorists on a suicide mission, at least a dozen cartel henchmen transporting them. A grand plan in the works, a 9/11 repeat or worse.  

    The lead vehicle—they all appeared as late-model pickups—approached a hundred yards from the river’s edge. My night scope provided excellent visibility, the view brutal in impact. Each truck contained at least two in the cab as passengers stood in the back bed, rucksacks on, full-automatic assault rifles jutting outward. They appeared as dystopian war wagons as the standing warriors swayed with the trucks’ negotiation over rough ground.   

    The blinding flash came first, the eardrum-splitting explosion on its heels. Body and truck parts flew against the moonlit sky as the ground shook and the blast’s pressure wave washed over me. A Hellfire missile, delivered smack-dab into the snake’s center and setting off the C-4 in rucksacks. I could have kissed Townsend. At least four truckloads obliterated, odds vastly improved. Debris rained down across the river, brush at the blast’s perimeter burned, a hellscape created. 

    The tail-end two trucks whipped around and reversed course, red taillights disappearing. But with an act of maniacal commitment or foolhardiness or the mistaken belief that a middle truck had inadvertently set off a backpack full of C-4, the dumbasses driving the three leading vehicles accelerated straight at us. The lead truck hit the shoals and plowed forward as the second and third closed the gap, following.  

    C’mon over, assholes. C’mon over and meet Case Lee and his friends.

  


   
    Chapter 27 

      

    Cantu kicked it off. He didn’t wait for a mid-river signal point and fired his rifle at the first vehicle. I joined with killing shots through the same truck’s windshield. The vehicle slowed, veered, and rolled to a leaning stop at the river’s center. The back bed passengers bailed, used the vehicle as a shield, and opened fire on our positions with automatic rifles. Bright muzzle flashes, zinging bullets, and sharp rifle cracks ruled the area.  

    The two trailing vehicles continued forward, their truck bed occupants crouched low and opening fire as they bounced over river rocks. Bullets slapped against my outcrop and flew overhead, a lethal lead shower that forced multiple position shifts. I popped up long enough for several snap shots before ducking back down, hitting several bogeys. I couldn’t take another driver down as they’d both hunkered low beneath the steering wheel, pointing their vehicles across the river. 

    Relief arrived at my front, in the river’s center. Bo surfaced upriver from the shoals and cut loose on the bunch behind the disabled truck, taking down its remaining shooters and shifting aim toward the still-advancing two vehicles. He didn’t go unnoticed, and automatic fire sprayed the chest-deep water in his area. Bo disappeared underwater, and the two remaining war wagons approached the Texas shore. 

    I scrambled for a new firing position, emerged across the rocky top, and captured a moonlit act I’d never forget. Cantu had left his position and now strode through cacti and brush, firing his lever-action rifle, headed straight at the leading vehicle. They’d entered his territory, his turf, and such an affront wouldn’t stand. 

    Rock chips peppered my head and cheek as bullets continued whipping my way. I ducked down, sidestepped, and popped back up in time to view the old Ranger drop his now-spent rifle and pull his .45 pistol. Bullets struck at his feet and, without doubt, struck him—indicated with a haltering step. But he kept advancing and blasted his pistol at a half-dozen men in the leading truck’s bed. I fired, and fired again, both killing shots, but it wasn’t enough. 

    Before I could squeeze the trigger a third time, my target’s head exploded. Not a pistol shot. It wouldn’t do such damage, a split-second assessment confirmed when a known rifle’s sound signature arrived, far back from my position. Catch. His .300 Win Mag rifle had spoken. But our efforts were too little, too late. The old Ranger fired again and performed a slow crumple, first to his knees where his .45 sounded one last time, then a slow lean onto the ground. Several killers in the lead truck, yards away, poured more lead into his now-dead body. Another explosive headshot cut short one shooter’s efforts, again courtesy of Catch. 

    The truck hit solid ground and punched it, the second one on its heels. The truck bed occupants continued their spray fire toward my outcrop as I again shifted position. When I reappeared and blasted snap shots at the airstrip-bound vehicles, two distant bright muzzle flashes appeared, thirty yards apart, firing at the now-passing war wagons. Marcus and Catch.  

     Taillights faded, shooting ceased. I checked my back trail. Bodies bobbed through the shoals and entered the river’s deeper, more tranquil current. The abandoned truck remained canted, the passenger door open with a draped body’s arms dangling in the water. Small fires crackled across the river where the missile had struck. An apocalyptic scene, death the congealing factor, a killing floor spread across an international border. And a glance at the fallen Ranger highlighted Bo squatting in the moonlight alongside the body. 

    “Couldn’t get a firing angle,” he said as I approached. “The second truck blocked me.” 

    “Nobody could have stopped it, bud. He made his stand, knew the inevitable outcome. Are you okay?” 

    “Physically, yes. You?” 

    “Peppered with rock chips. That’s it.” 

    Bo nodded back, sighed, and said, “Fallen.” He shifted Cantu’s body into a less contorted position. An act of grace, respect. “Fallen and moved on.” He lifted his head, and we locked eyes. “We won’t experience many more of his type in this earthly realm, my brother. A passed era, lost in time’s haze.” 

    I nodded back with nothing to add. A fallen comrade-in-arms, not well known, but a stone-solid believer in right and wrong, good and bad. I’d miss him as a person and, more, miss the fading assurance that his type still walked among us. 

    “A bear approaches,” Bo said as he stood. “And the cow whisperer.” 

    Ten seconds later I, too, picked up the sounds of footsteps and brushed-against scrub brush. 

    “Friendlies.” 

    Marcus’s low voice carried in the near-still night. Soon they emerged from the brush, moonlit silhouettes, one tall and lean, the other large and advancing bearlike. Marcus turned on a penlight as he approached. 

    “Any injuries?” he asked. 

    “All good,” I replied. 

    He shined his light at Bo, then me, confirming our status. 

    “Your head is bleeding.” 

    “Rock chips. It’s okay.” 

    “This guy had a major set of cojones,” Catch said, shifting toward Cantu’s body. “Who is he?” 

    “Captain Raymond Cantu. Texas Ranger,” I said. 

    “What the hell was he doing advancing on them like that?” Marcus asked. 

    “Being himself.” 

    We each got it, no further elaboration required. Marcus and Catch surveyed the battle area, the destructive aftermath clear. The opposite shore remained highlighted with remnants of burning brush and scattered debris. 

    “We parked near you,” Marcus said, “in time for the big bang. Townsend?” 

    “She came through. Thank God.” 

    “I’ll assume,” Marcus added, “those assailants are headed north on back roads. Let’s alert the law and put an end to this horseshit.” 

    “Maybe. We’ve shot their grand plan all to hell, so they may take back roads out of this county. But there’s a runway a half mile east of the ranch house. A landing and retrieval is still a possibility.” 

    “Catch and I figure four bogeys left in the back of those two pickups. There’s not a lot to retrieve.” 

    “Roger that.” 

    “Did you gentlemen stop at the ranch house?” Bo asked. 

    “No,” Catch said. “With that missile strike, it was clear the river area held all the fun. Who’s at the house?” 

    “JJ,” Bo said. “And a well-attired French Interpol cop. Were the lights on inside?” 

    “No. All dark,” Marcus said. “Once the missile strike happened, JJ would have hit the alarm and made calls.” 

    Bo pulled his radio. Soaked, it wouldn’t work. He borrowed mine. JJ responded with a tight, questioning tone. 

    “Are you alright? Everyone else?” 

    “All good,” Bo said. “And you?” 

    “We saw an SUV pass by. Was that Marcus and Catch?” 

    “Our truncated cavalry, filled with vim and vigor.” 

    She asked about the explosion and the battle’s aftermath.  

    Bo provided a quick situational review, adding, “Stay low and silent, my amour. We’ll follow the miscreants north and see if they dally at the airstrip. Enquiring minds around me ask if you pulled the fire alarm.” 

    She had. With proof positive terrorists had crossed the border, even Aaron Brock couldn’t sweep this away. The FBI would move. How fast, unknown.  

    We headed north at a quick pace, alert, aware of a slim possibility that the enemy could still linger along our path. Relief flooded, mission accomplished, one man lost. Four terrorists remained, a dramatic drop from thirty. And we had those four bastards on the run. 

    “Snake,” Bo said, voice low. 

    He sidestepped a cactus and extended an arm downward, pointing out the serpent. We moved spread out, weaving, and Marcus pointed toward a low mesa as our destination. As we ascended, crouched so our profiles wouldn’t show against the night sky, bad wrong defined the scene below. 

    Seven or eight hundred yards below us, the runway was discernible as a cleaned-off strip, its black asphalt surface clear. Arrayed alongside it, vehicles. Too many vehicles. Seven paces apart, we kneeled and scoped through night-vision rifle sights. 

    “Four trucks,” Marcus said. “And way too many bogeys.” 

    “The two trucks that skedaddled when the special delivery hit,” Bo added.  

    Shit. The trailing vehicles when the missile struck, the ones who’d headed back into the night, had circled and crossed the river at the second-option shoaled area. They’d circled north, around the ranch house, then back east for the airstrip. Son of a bitch. 

    “Get a head count,” Marcus said. 

    We did. The consensus—a dozen terrorists, which made sense if the two skirting vehicles carried four each. Plus six cartel members, who lingered beside the vehicles, smoking. The twelve terrorists set up a tight perimeter near the airstrip, the bulk of them facing our direction. I swung my rifle west, toward the ranch house. Bo had already lowered his weapon and stared in that direction. A bit more than a half mile away, the broken windmill stood as a landmark under moonlight. The scope highlighted the nearby ramshackle house, dark and still. 

    Bo, who’d kept my radio, pulled it and spoke with JJ. He explained the situation and added, “Leave, JJ. Take the Frenchman, wander into the brush, and lay low. Events are fluid, and rapid change lingers in the air.” 

    “I’m fine, and that’s great intel about the twelve remaining. I’ll pass it on. Now, leave it alone and let us handle things from here on out. Take a rest, please.” 

    Us. The FBI. She didn’t know what I knew about Brock and assumed a mad scramble had taken place at El Paso, with a SWAT team inside an aircraft equipped with look-down radar capabilities. I lacked confidence that was happening. Besides, Marcus, Catch, and Bo weren’t prone to leaving things alone. I wasn’t either. Twelve armed terrorists, six armed cartel members. A half-moon night across rugged desolate Texas turf as four still-capable operators scoped the scene below. Advantage, Delta. 

    The airstrip landing lights popped on and altered the dynamics. Somewhere above, a pilot had activated the lights and now approached for a landing. We began picking up the plane’s engine noise. 

    “Except for Catch,” Marcus said, his voice loud enough for us all, “the distance is too great for accurate fire and now the time is too short. We maintain our position and send lead downrange anyway. Catch, you pick off what you can. The rest of us focus on ruining their evening.” 

    A returned concurrence came as an ear-splitting blast from Catch’s Win Mag. The closest terrorist, standing guard at their perimeter, took one in the chest and collapsed. The shot also echoed across the landscape and announced to JJ the party wasn’t over. Below, mayhem broke loose with ineffective automatic fire sprayed toward our mesa. Our shots were more accurate, and we popped rounds close enough for selected targets to scramble and shift positions. The long-range firefight continued for ninety seconds, with Catch whacking another terrorist who’d stood up to fire. 

    “Incoming,” Bo yelled over the gunfire. 

    From the west, bouncing headlights. What the hell? I scoped the approaching vehicle as it tore across the terrain. The small economy sedan caromed off and through scrub brush and cacti, barreling for the runway. He’d seen the airstrip’s lights come on and now, with his hardheaded commitment, engaged.  

    “Who the hell is that?” Marcus called. 

    “The Frenchman,” I said. 

    “Doing what?” 

    “Being Francois.”

  


   
    Chapter 28 

      

    He didn’t arrive unnoticed. The compact sedan leaned and swerved as it headed for the airstrip, a front tire flat. He passed near the four parked trucks and six cartel thugs, who’d dropped their smokes and taken cover when Catch’s first shot boomed. They opened fire on Francois and missed, or at least didn’t kill him, as he kept the pedal to the metal and rolled onto the runway, still at speed. 

    Several hundred yards later, he stopped and parked the damn thing. Then lay down across the front seat, perhaps wounded. Whatever the case, no airplanes would land with him squatted on runway territory. 

    Our firing continued and kept the perimeter enemies engaged in our direction. The cartel thugs had other ideas. Two trucks fired up and, tires spinning, headed toward Francois. Too far for accuracy, I cut loose at them as best I could, some shots hitting metal, others splatting on the airstrip’s asphalt surface. The first truck smashed into the crippled sedan’s left rear, shoving it forward. The second truck crashed into the car’s left side and, between the two, sent it tumbling onto its roof. They kept the momentum going and the little vehicle rolled two, three, four times until it came to rest on its side, off the asphalt. With the runway now cleared, the two cartel pickups sped back for their compadres, paused for a quick discussion, then flew west. The other two trucks followed, leaving the ten terrorists, and the arriving aircraft, on their own. 

    Francois’s arrival, brave and foolhardy as it was, had sent the cartel thugs a message. He’d come from the ranch house a half mile away. A fall-down structure they’d assumed empty. High odds they would now confirm that. Shit. I turned toward Bo. He’d disappeared, no doubt flying at a mad dash west. Marcus and Catch stopped firing and soon appeared behind me on the mesa’s slope. 

    “We’re chasing after Bo,” Catch called. “Those sons of bitches may call on JJ. Hopefully she’s hidden in the brush.” 

    “We’re ineffective here without an assault,” Marcus added. “What’s your plan?” 

    Helluva question. I had two teammates in peril. JJ and Francois. JJ took precedence, internalized with no apologies. But three hardened operators headed her way. Bo would arrive at the ranch house in short order, Marcus and Catch on his heels. Francois was left to the wolves. 

    “I’ll do what I can here. Meet you at the ranch house.” 

    Two moonlit silhouettes nodded back and took off at a fast jog, dodging stones, cacti, and thorn brush. Our brief cease-fire had the terrorists shift position toward the runway’s end point. Several would pass by the beat-up sedan resting on its side. I slammed home a fresh magazine and cut loose with continuous single-shot fire. It had the desired effect—the enemy hustled farther away and crossed the runway, away from Francois. The distance became absurd, and I quit firing to scope the sedan. No movement inside. On my right, at a low elevation, bright white airplane lights lit up, intent on landing. Tires screeched at impact, the propellers’ pitch changed and reversed thrust, with brakes soon applied. It rolled alongside the ten-man assembly, spun a one-eighty, and stopped long enough for the hatch to drop and terrorists to board. 

    Filled with frustration and anger and helplessness at the situation, one well in hand thirty minutes ago and now gone to shit, I loped over the mesa’s crest and jogged downhill. The twin engines roared, brakes released, and the large commuter-type aircraft rumbled down the airstrip. I halted long enough to pop a few bullets toward its disappearing image. At takeoff, the pilot—another mercenary who’d likely gained his chops running cartel drugs—turned off the plane lights and faded into darkness, flying low, below standard radar. Son of a bitch. I maintained downhill movement and made for the crushed sedan on its side. Before I hit flat ground the runway lights went off, throwing the area back into darkness.  

    Then distant gunshots rang out—multiple rifles blasted with sharp cracks, mixed with a series of pistol shots. JJ, under attack. The firing pattern indicated a hot firefight. Her FBI-issued Glock 19 held fifteen rounds, and she burned through those fast. Whether she had another ammo magazine, unknown. Shit. Anxiety pegged out—Bo hauled ass but wouldn’t make the ranch house before her ammo ran dry unless she carried more. Julie Johnson stood alone against six cartel killers. Those bastards. Another flurry of rifle fire, mixed with several final pistol shots. Then silence. Oh man, oh man. 

    I dashed for the sedan and called out. 

    “Francois?” 

    The vehicle shifted and squeaked as he responded. 

    “I have failed, mon ami.” 

    He grunted and groaned and stuck his head out the open window pointed skyward. The moonlight highlighted blood along one side of his face.  

    “Are you hit?” 

    “They have escaped our grasp.” 

    “Are you hit, Francois?” 

    “A most horrible failure.” 

    “Listen to me! Did any bullets hit you?” 

    “No, I do not believe so. I am, however, bleeding. And bruised most severely.” 

    “Climb out, bud. Now! Throw yourself out the window. I’ll help.” 

    He groaned and struggled and forced his rotund body’s top half through the opening. I dropped my weapon, crawled up onto the car, and lifted his weight with all I had. As we began extricating him from the interior, the small vehicle’s undercarriage teetered back toward the ground. With a final grunting heave, he and I tumbled onto the ground and rolled. The car slapped back onto four wheels a few feet from us. 

    “Mon Dieu! Are you mad?” 

    “Stand up.” 

    I helped him to his feet and rubbed him down, feeling for wet blood spots. Other than his head, all good. Hurting for certain, but nothing life-threatening. 

    “You, too, bleed at the head,” he said, pulling a smoke and lighting it. “Tell me of the others. Are they well?” 

    “Cantu’s dead. JJ’s status is unknown.” 

    “The mademoiselle is in peril? We must make haste!” 

    I pulled my knife and cut a swath from his bush jacket. He didn’t respond. 

    “Press this against your head wound,” I said and handed him the cloth jacket section. “Hold it tight. Head wounds bleed bad.” 

    He did as asked while I dashed toward a dead terrorist splayed nearby. I required confirmation and unstrapped his backpack opening. Several pound-cake-sized bars tumbled out. C-4 explosives. 

    I tried opening the crumpled driver’s door, then crawled through the window. Miracle of miracles, the little sedan started. The passenger door wouldn’t open either, so I twisted around in the seat and delivered a series of two-booted kicks against it. It popped open. 

    “Grab my weapon, Francois, and get in.” 

    “I shall drive.” 

    “Grab my damn weapon and get your ass into this vehicle!” 

    He did. We took off—the steering wonky, made worse with the flat tire, and the engine required constant foot-slaps against the accelerator to keep going. It rattled and wrenched, but it moved faster than I could run. With one functional headlight, I dodged most brush and cactus and plowed through others as we headed for the ranch house. 

    “I cannot shut this door.” 

    “Don’t worry. Keep that cloth pressed against your head.” 

    “The manner with which you drive forces my open-door position into a most perilous situation.” 

    “Why’d you do that?” 

    “Do what?” 

    “Drive your crazy ass onto the runway.” 

    “It should be noted my broken body is further abused with this wildness. Must you drive at such a speed?” 

    He wouldn’t elaborate on his actions. Francois did what he could do given the situation. The cat defined pain in the ass, but he had moxie in spades. 

    “The large explosion,” he continued as his lit cigarette poked into the dash at a rough bump. Sparks flew and he mumbled something in French. “Oui, the colossal explosion. From your friend’s drone, no?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Most destructive and life taken, but also a strange blessing.” 

    It was. And high odds Townsend had directed the drone after the fleeing aircraft, although it wouldn’t last long. Designed to linger over an area for long stretches, drones lacked speed. But Townsend would capture the plane’s vector and pass the intel on for domestic law enforcement. Thin informational gruel, as the drug-running pilot knew every trick in the book.  

    The farmhouse lights shone as we limped up. I snatched the rifle and crawled out the window as Marcus and Catch exited the front door and stood on the rickety front porch. 

    “Bad news. She’s gone,” Marcus said. “Bo’s tracking the sequence of events.” 

    He pointed toward a flashlight working an area twenty yards away. 

    “Could be worse. Bo thinks she’s alive. How’s he?” Catch asked, lifting his chin at the beat-up sedan. 

    “Okay.” 

    I walked past them into the ranch house. Two cartel bodies lay across the front room’s floor, blood pooling. Bullet holes ravaged several walls, a bundle at the bedroom entrance. Her last stand—spent 9mm casings littered the floor at the doorway. A small blood pool, congealing, along with her FBI lanyard and laminated badge, displayed on the floor. But where was she now? The bedroom window, open, offered a possibility. She’d crawled out and now hid in the bush. My gut said otherwise. She’d used up her ammo, and they’d captured her. Took her. The severity of her wounds, unknown.  

    At the front porch, Bo ran toward us and flicked off the flashlight. The best tracker we’d ever known, his assessment would come as solid and true. 

    “Out of ammo, she exited the bedroom window, and they jumped her.” Any sign of Bo’s levity and lightheartedness—long gone. His jaw muscles worked as berserker eyes glared south. “She’s wounded, although the blood trail lessened before they threw her into a truck. I counted six at the airstrip, she popped two, so four were enough for all their pickups.” 

    Two known items shined white-hot bright and remained unspoken. She was now a mile south of the river, in Santa Rosa. And we’d go get her. 

    “Our vehicles are half a mile south. Will that thing take us there?” Marcus asked as he jabbed a thumb in the crippled sedan’s direction. “We’ve checked JJ’s and Bo’s vehicle. She has the key fob with her.” 

    “Let’s give it a shot.” 

    Francois stood by the vehicle and held the rag against his head while lighting another smoke. 

    “Francois, I need you to do something,” I said. 

    “Mademoiselle Johnson?” he asked. 

    “They’ve taken her.” 

    “Mon Dieu.” 

    “I need you to do something.” 

    “But of course.” 

    “Climb up that mesa”—I pointed to a high point several hundred yards north—“where you’ll get a cell signal. Then call everyone. State police, Homeland Security, the FBI. Everyone. Get their butts engaged. Got it?” 

    “And to what level of detail, mon ami? It would appear many elements cry out for discretion.” 

    “We ain’t got time for this horseshit,” Catch growled. 

    “One big detail, Francois,” I said, worming back into the car. “No names. Me, Catch, Marcus, and Bo are all unknown to you. Four men who arrived and assisted. Nothing more. Got it?” 

    “Oui. Godspeed, mon amis. Godspeed.” 

    The vehicle started, Catch and Marcus climbed inside, Bo climbed and stood on the crumpled trunk lid, and we rolled. I kept my foot pumping the accelerator, slammed into a small scrub tree and took out the functioning headlight, and maintained the wobbly thing rolling at twenty miles per hour. 

    “Estimates on bogeys?” Marcus asked me. 

    “Cantu said several dozen men. A manpower statement, a no trespassing sign, for a competing cartel. They rotate them in and out so they don’t get stir-crazy. After the ones we already took out, twenty left. More or less.”  

    I smashed through a cactus patch. All four tires would go flat in short order. 

    “We’ll take your vehicle and ours,” Marcus said. “Headlights off, assess the situation once we approach.” 

    “No detailed battle plans this time, Marcus,” Catch said. His voice’s timbre, low and definitive, dripped death-dealing intent. “We’re running out of time, so let’s keep it simple. We get there and kill them. Kill them all.”

  


   
    Chapter 29 

      

    Marcus threw open his vehicle’s back hatch and asked, “How’s everyone set for ammunition?” 

    “Could use some,” I said, thankful once again that Marcus had arrived prepared.  

    He and I used the same type weapon, and he handed me four full Colt magazines. It would do. Bo tossed his assault rifle into the vehicle and asked me if I had extra .40 Glock pistol magazines. I did and handed them over. He also wore his Bundeswehr knife, sheathed, at his waist. From this point forward, every Bo Dickerson encounter would play out up close and personal with either pistol or knife. He wouldn’t take out JJ’s captors from a distance. We confirmed field medical kits remained in our rucksacks, and Catch asked if I wanted my head wound looked at for a few seconds under the open hatch’s light. 

    “Nope. I’ll lead. Bo, jump in. Let’s ride.” 

    We did. A half mile later we performed a slow roll past Cantu’s body—a potent marker that emphasized our enemy’s intent. Yeah, well, our intention matched theirs, and we’d soon deliver ours with far superior skills. The SOBs best buckle up. The canted shot-up truck remained at the river’s center, and we rolled past it through the shoals, headlights off, and onto Mexican soil. 

    Bo remained silent, a coiled mongoose. 

    “We’ll get her, bud.” 

    No response. I accelerated, took us three-quarters of a mile, and pulled into thick brush several hundred yards from the small village. We switched our interior lights off, exited and gathered, and each man surveyed the pueblo. 

    Three extensive hacienda-style houses stood out—adobe exterior with modern construction and many times larger than the nearby original Santa Rosa adobe shacks. They also displayed lights. A couple hours before dawn, there was no reason for up-and-at-’em this hour. Unless you’d just kidnapped an FBI agent and dragged her across the border. We had no clue about her condition when she arrived, and no clue how she was treated now. High odds it defined nightmare. 

    A few desultory coyote yips nearby; one returned dog bark from the village. The light breeze abated, the night warm; a quail covey chattered soft from a nearby thick brush collection as our presence disturbed them. Somewhere past the cartel’s three dorm-like buildings, electrical generators hummed. 

    “The three larger ones on the right,” Marcus said, cheek pressed against his weapon’s stock, voice low. 

    “Roger that,” came back twice. 

    “Brother bear,” Bo said, voice low and without inflection. “Circle and douse the lights. It’ll take their focus off JJ.” 

    “Give me three or four minutes,” Catch said as he scoped the buildings. “I’ll cut the generators then park it there for a wider view of the shooting gallery.” 

    He lowered his weapon to address Bo, but our former team spearhead had disappeared. Gone. Gone and headed straight for the enemy. He’d maneuver close, unseen, and unleash thunderbolt action. 

    “Clean house, brothers,” Catch said as he took off into the night, his large dark figure covering ground at a rapid pace. “Anyone other than JJ dies.” 

    As Marcus and I stood alone, it struck me how vastly different this assault was from dozens of previous ops. No planning, no prep. Straight in, and no apologies. Fine. As a bear once said, clean house. 

    “Alright. Ten paces apart. Let’s move fast. The assault starts with lights out.” 

    We took off, hundreds of brush and cactus-filled paces before us. I sensed action would start any moment, long before Catch made the generators. A deadly mongoose loosed, the enemy within sight, his lover a captive. Three hard-bitten warriors covered his back. Woe to those bastards inside the haciendas. 

     Eight pickups sat scattered about. The four that hauled JJ away plus four more. Man, the cartel had planted a small army at Santa Rosa. We eyeballed the multiple other small pueblos set off from the three larger buildings. Occupied with campesinos, no doubt—folks who eked out a hardscrabble life and saw no benefit to the cartel’s station in their village. High odds the cartel thugs terrorized them, with murder and rape an ever-present threat. And high odds the cartel thugs resented their placement in a quiet village, far from the action. Until now.  

    “Make the trucks,” Marcus said, high-stepping cactus. 

    His voice sounded at a conversational level as he, too, sensed things would kick off before lights-out. Several trucks sat parked at the first hacienda’s front. As we crossed the open space between the brush line and the parked vehicles, two .40 caliber pistol shots boomed from the rear of the building we approached. Then the shit hit the fan. 

    Return fire cracked and echoed as we dashed for the trucks. Using one as cover, Marcus at the rear bed, me at the front, we saw armed men explode from the front door. I took the first and third, Marcus the second. More must have burst from the rear, near where Bo had been, because Catch’s Win Mag boomed once, then twice. Catch’s rifle sounded far on our right, a long way from the generators. 

    “Cover me,” I said, taking off at a sprint toward the building’s right side, closer to desert brush, closer to darkness. 

    An enemy ripped fire from a front window as I passed, a quick burst that kicked up dirt near my feet. The sharp crack of Marcus’s rifle silenced him. I made the turn, plastered against the side, and slid forward, the rough adobe grinding at my shirt. At the first window, nothing. An empty bedroom. I dashed forward, greeted with the same at the second window. The third cast shadows. The enemy, shifting about. Marcus’s rifle sounded again from the building’s face, followed with two more rapid pistol blasts from Bo at the second massive adobe structure. He hadn’t found what he wanted at the first house and continued the hunt, delivering double taps. I’d continue following Bo and cover his back. Marcus would plug any operational holes while Catch eliminated targets of opportunity. And it was a target-rich environment.  

    I cast a quick glance into the open third window, a kitchen, where two men with weapons at shoulders aimed out the back door. I cut them down, two bullets each, and ran like a banshee toward the second building. As I flew across the open area, Catch’s rifle boomed again, cutting down someone who’d taken an interest in my open-space dash. He’d moved and now parked near the generators. Another sharp crack sounded from Marcus’s Colt rifle, then another, both from the other side of the house I’d run from. Fire and maneuver, baby.  

    Cartel men poured from the third house at my left. I fired rapid snap shots across the open space, hitting two and slowing their mad rush. The Win Mag’s roar at my back stopped another dead in their tracks as Marcus also opened fire, cutting down two. I slammed into the second house’s wall, between the front door and a window, pressed tight, adrenaline meter pegged. Oh man. These sons-a-bitches were everywhere. Proof positive that enemies remained inside the first house when a five-bullet rip tore into adobe near my head. Micro-dust-clouds hovered from the impacted dried mud. I sought and found the target, returned fire, and drove the shooter away from the open window. A single enemy flew out the front door only a few feet away, seeking me. Before either of us could swing our weapons toward each other, my assailant received a Catch-delivered chest shot, which sent him spiraling, dead, onto the hard-packed dirt. 

    No clue where they held JJ as cartel killers sprinted and yelled and screamed and fired with our team spread thin. Mayhem ruled, death a split-second away for every combatant. A cartel thug poked his head and automatic weapon from the front window next to me. I swung on him and fired, five paces away. Two bullets pounded him, one from Bo, whose appearance ten paces away at the building’s corner provided me an anchor point and a planned move. 

    “She’s inside,” he said, voice void of inflection, a grim reaper’s stone-cold statement. “Can you take the front?” 

    I returned a tight nod, and he disappeared along the building’s side. Hot gunfire continued from Marcus’s area, Catch’s rifle boomed twice in rapid succession, and the shooter from the first house that I’d forced away from his window—now joined by a second man—poured fire at my position as I dashed for the front door, slapping a fresh magazine into my weapon. 

    With Bo’s request I’d committed to entering the well-lit house and working forward, headed toward the rear. And taking out everyone encountered. Close quarters, split-second live or die, always on the advance. But Bo had found JJ. She was somewhere between the front and back doors. I scrambled through the front entryway as bullets pounded adobe at my back, weapon to shoulder, and cut right—removing myself from the first house shooters’ line-of-sight. Point and shoot time, no scoped aiming, trigger pressure a breath away from firing. 

    Marcus’s shot pattern increased, suppressing fire against the third house assailants. He’d observed my entrance. A large sitting area across the entryway, on my left, sounded cacophonous rapid fire through open windows. Shots aimed at Marcus. I leapt past the open front door and stepped into the room’s entrance where two men blasted away while yelling at each other. Spent brass cartridges covered the floor. Two close-proximity headshots took the pressure off Marcus. Back toward the entryway, I turned the front-to-back hallway’s corner as a single gunman poked out from a hallway door and aimed my way. Then the lights went out. 

    Night returned, buildings dark, no more electric light cast from doors and windows onto the outside dirt killing floor, minimal interior light from the moon and stars. A game-changer. The enemy depended on spray-and-pray firing. They didn’t have night-vision scopes. We did.  

    I ducked back as the hallway shooter ripped bullets toward me, the noise deafening, his aim wild, sightless. Crouched low, left eye open and capturing the wider angle, right eye sighted through the scope, I poked around the corner, acquired the target, and squeezed off two rapid shots. The shooter collapsed, dead before he hit the hallway floor. 

    Down the hallway, JJ. I strode with stealthy steps across tile footing, the scope turning night into near day, all senses maxed out, tuned for sounds of the enemy’s breathing. A fresh bogey appeared on my left at an open doorway as he peeked his head through the opening and sought me. Bad move. A single blast ended his life. I continued the advance, the hallway’s termination better lit. With more windows, more moon- and starlight entered that endpoint. Marcus’s fire, now less frequent but more deadly, continued its signature sharp crack. Catch’s Win Mag sounded again and again as its deafening boom roared across the battle area. Outdoor yells and screams now outnumbered return fire. 

    It became clear the kitchen, a large space with multiple windows and a door, marked the hallway’s termination—I could scope a stove covered with pots and pans against the back wall. Then two sounds manifested ahead. A body’s thud and the clatter of the victim’s weapon onto a tile floor. Bo had used his knife. A blind shot followed from a cartel killer’s weapon, fired at a ghost. The weapon’s blast signaled time for a flying dash forward. 

    “Can you hear me, JJ?” I called. 

    It drew attention toward me, toward the hallway leading into the kitchen, and away from Bo working within that confined space. 

    “Yes!” she replied, followed by the sickening crunch of a pistol whipped against her head and her grunt of pain. 

    The enemy’s actions would trigger Bo—no time to lose. I stepped into the doorway, pressed against the doorjamb, and captured Bo as he emerged from under a massive kitchen table and slit a frantic enemy’s throat. It left one cartel killer standing, positioned behind a kitchen chair that contained a tied-up JJ, his pistol pressed against her head, hiding behind her body. 

    His head whipped back and forth between his compadre’s body sliding to the floor, exposing Bo, and my dark silhouette at the doorway. Bo stood closer, a perceived greater threat, and he swung his pistol toward my best friend. I squeezed the trigger and blew his head back, inches from JJ’s. 

    Bo leapt forward, cut her bonds, and kissed JJ multiple times—lingering pecks accompanied with soft words. JJ sat in bra and panties with a dark area, a wound, clear at her left lower ribs. On the nearby kitchen table perched an electric circular sander to grind her skin off—a cartel favorite tool. 

    As Bo cut her loose, I stepped into the kitchen, rifle ready, and stood guard—swinging the weapon from window to door to window with a continuous search. Anything that showed died. 

    “I’ll carry you my love, and no argument,” Bo whispered. 

    JJ didn’t protest, but added, “Hand me a pistol, Bo.” 

    He did, and I cracked a half-smile. She was a fighter. 

    “Out the back, my brother,” Bo said. “The bear will cover us.” 

    He lifted JJ in his arms as I paused at the kitchen’s back door, scoped, then stepped out. Bo followed. We dashed toward nearby brush, toward Catch’s overseeing eye. Once we made it into thick vegetation, I halted. 

    “Cut through the brush toward the vehicles. It’ll signal Catch we’re exiting the battlefield,” I said. “I’ll circle back around the first house and alert Marcus. Meet you at the vehicles.” 

    Bo nodded and floated past me, moving, even with JJ, as a night breeze across the landscape. Marcus fired twice more, Catch’s weapon boomed again. I ran like hell through near-perimeter brush and cut across the first house’s front, using the same parked vehicles as cover, and spotted Marcus hunkered down among another tight cluster of pickups. I set up a firing position and called out. 

    “Marcus! Mission accomplished. Exit time!” 

    He fired once more, turned, and did his best to run my way. A severe limp slowed him. I began covering fire and cut loose at anything that moved, ejecting a spent mag and slamming another home as he made his way toward me. At his arrival, I saw a lower pant leg section cut off and now wrapped around his upper thigh. Shit. 

    “Can you make the vehicles?” 

    “Hell, yes. It’s not that bad.” 

    Catch’s rifle blasted again, this time from our backs. Now our guardian angel, he’d scope Marcus’s situation and take out anyone who fired in our direction. As Marcus made his way, I walked backward, weapon pointed toward the battle area. When brush cracked as Marcus pushed through, I turned, caught up with him, and forced his arm across my shoulders, lifting while he proclaimed all was well. On the way toward the parked SUVs, Catch’s weapon roared twice more, each a guaranteed kill. Then we gathered—relieved, for sure, but with deep concern. Mission accomplished. Time to scoot and take care of the wounded.

  


   
    Chapter 30 

      

    “Status?” Marcus asked, pulling his arm off my shoulders.  

    He remained focused on the team, not himself. Adrenaline meters edged back, post battle assessments performed. Especially with JJ. 

    “JJ, Marcus, can you make it back across the river before we patch and haul it?” I asked. 

    Exiting Mexico was now paramount. Then pull the field medical kits and do what we could before racing to the nearest hospital. The wounded agreed, and Marcus entered my SUV, hurting for certain. Catch drove the other with JJ and Bo. Bumps and rolls caused jaw-clenched grunts from my passenger. No doubt the same in the other vehicle. We covered the short distance with care—concern for the wounded and fear of a flat tire our chief concern.  

    “A solid mission,” Marcus said as he gripped interior handholds, mitigating the vehicle’s rough ride. 

    “Don’t you bleed out on me,” I said. “No freakin’ funerals, bud.” 

    “Hell, I’ve had worse. How’d JJ look to you?” 

    “The side wound congealed. But she’s bleeding from the head after a pistol whip.” 

    “What else?” 

    Rape and torture the underlying question. 

    “Don’t think they started on her.” 

    “Good. I’m glad we hustled to engage.” 

    He grunted again at another bump. 

    “Nick of time. You had your hands full with the third house.” 

    I didn’t require a blow-by-blow, but kept the conversation off his wound and, maybe, off his mind. 

    “All I’ll say about that is thank God they couldn’t shoot straight. Although, with those automatic weapons, they sent enough lead downrange to choke an elephant.” 

    “I bet.” 

    At the Rio Grande, a single cop SUV, lights flashing, waited on the other side. We crossed, our headlights highlighting the shot-up SUV in the river’s middle and Cantu’s body, now covered with a blanket.  

    We eased across, the next interaction touchy at best. While priority one remained a hospital, and priority two contained follow-up on the terrorists, our interactions with the law—at any level—created a gut knot. We, us ex-Delta teammates, had managed over the years to avoid names on databases, red flags. Our isolated location and lawman inexperience and West Texas distances once again spared us. 

    As we rolled onto a flat spot for triage and field medical application, two people—one female, the other round—approached our two SUVs. A young sheriff’s deputy, one hand on a holstered pistol and the other with a flashlight, halted, wide-eyed, as we bailed out. Francois rushed toward us. 

    “The sounds, the sounds!” Francois said. “A great battle and most horrible. And injuries! Mon Dieu. I shall assist.” 

    I popped open the back hatch and pulled my field medical kit. Catch did the same. 

    “Who are you people?” the young deputy asked. 

    Solid question. From her perspective, four armed men and one armed woman—JJ still held the pistol as a totem for protection—had appeared from Mexico with three of us hustling about with calm surety, ignoring her. From my perspective, we represented four damn near over-the-hill operators and one leather-tough FBI agent, returned from a wild and death-dealing ride. I couldn’t shake the concern and relief. And couldn’t shake the situational strangeness, standing along the Rio Grande under a half-moon, detached from any semblance of normalcy, isolated from places where people and laws and society rolled forward day-to-day. So weird how the night’s events had played out. So damn weird. 

    “Deputy Ortiz, you may note these are the men I mentioned earlier,” Francois said. “And Special Agent Johnson with the FBI.” 

    Ortiz remained silent, watching, as I donned a small headlamp and cut off Marcus’s pants. A clean entry and exit wound on his upper outside thigh. Thank God. While the wound still bled plenty, a bullet entry a few more inches toward his inner thigh would have blown out his femoral artery. And killed him. 

    As I stanched the bleeding and applied wound wash under the vehicle’s interior lights, Marcus’s Zippo clacked, a cigar lit. 

    “You’re bleeding,” he said. 

    “Rock chips.” 

    “Not those, dumbass. Upper left shoulder.” 

    Strange how the mind works. I shrugged my left shoulder and felt, for the first time, a bite. A bullet had torn through the skin at my trapezius muscle. Not a big deal. 

    I wrapped his thigh, tight, and said, “The good news, you’ll live. The bad news, you’ll have to postpone your samba dance lessons in Fishtail. It’ll be a blow to the ladies in the area.” 

    “I’ll be cutting a rug before you know it.” 

    “You want a pair of my jeans over this mess?” 

    “No. I’ll hobble into the ER in my skivvies. It’ll lend a sense of urgency.” 

    Finished, I placed a gentle hand on his chest. 

    “I know it hurts like hell, bud. Can you grit your teeth for a while? We can make the emergency room in under ninety minutes.” 

    Alpine, a town of six thousand, sat against the Davis Mountains, thirty minutes from Marfa. It had a decent-sized hospital and ER. I’d checked during my brief research on Marfa and the general area. Just in case, and standard operating procedure. 

    “I can if you’ll fetch my flask. Outside left pocket.” 

    I fished in his rucksack, pulled the flask, and watched as he took a long pull. 

    “Go get your shoulder looked after,” he said after a long exhale. 

    At the other SUV’s passenger seat, Bo and Catch both tended to JJ. She sat stoic in a pair of Bo’s jeans and sandals as they wrapped her torso, pressing the mound of gauze soaked with wound wash against her side. A Bo peasant shirt draped over her shoulder, ready for her to wear. They’d cleaned the scalp wound from the pistol-whip and had her press more gauze against it. I circled to the driver’s side. 

    “How you doing?” I asked her. 

    “I have been better.” She spoke through gritted teeth. “Has the bureau arrived?” 

    Francois, who’d joined me, interjected. 

    “Not yet, mademoiselle. However, I have alerted them, you may be assured, in the strongest possible terms.” 

    They’d show, eventually. Brock had to. But scratch any thoughts about an all-hands effort. That bastard was bought and paid for—a conclusion hard to sidestep. 

    “We can reach a hospital in under ninety minutes, JJ,” I said. “As I told Marcus, funerals are off the menu. So hang in there.” 

    She extended her left hand across the seat, and I took it with a gentle squeeze. 

    “You four make for one hell of a cavalry charge,” she said. “Thank you. I was a soon-to-be goner, Case.” Her eyes welled. “I was saying my prayers.” She released my hand and wiped her eyes. “Three avenging angels. And my Bo.” 

    She rubbed his leaned-over head as he and Catch continued working on her. 

    “We, you included, put a helluva dent in the terrorists’ plans. Not a bad day’s work,” I said with a tight smile. My worry meter edged upward—JJ was in awful shape, and we had a long drive. 

    “Not a bad day’s work.” 

    She laid her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes, intense pain clear. 

    “Mon ami,” Francois said, turning toward me. “You bleed as well. Allow me.” 

    I did. We stood at the vehicle’s back hatch where sufficient interior light shone. A furrow across my shoulder’s top, not deep. In short order he patched me with only one or two arguments regarding technique tossed in the process. Deputy Ortiz—one of two inexperienced county deputies Cantu had mentioned—wandered over during Francois’s ministrations. 

    “What happened over there?” she asked. “Officer Domaine filled me in on this side, but I should take everyone’s statements.” 

    “The cartel kidnapped Special Agent Johnson. We went and got her.” 

    I wouldn’t add more. Ortiz stood unsure, nodded, checked on JJ, and returned. 

    “Captain Cantu is dead.” 

    “I know, Deputy.” 

    “The DPS will arrive soon.” 

    The Department of Public Safety, Texas’s highway cops. If we left pronto, we’d pass them on the way to Alpine. Presidio County’s spread-out nature ensured a slow response from them. 

    “Good. The FBI will show up as well sooner or later.” 

    “What’s all this about Iranian terrorists? Officer Domaine told me an amazing tale. Can you confirm it?” 

    “I’m focused on medical care. Sorry.” 

    Mouths shut, let JJ as the lone official voice speak, which she wouldn’t in her condition. Ortiz shuffled her feet, Bo and Catch helped JJ with the peasant shirt, cigar smoke wafted from my vehicle’s open passenger door. 

    “Well, I should get everyone’s names,” she said. “Let me get something to write on.” 

    “We’re in an emergency situation, Deputy, and have to leave. Now.” 

    She didn’t respond, unclear on protocol. 

    “Help the DPS officers when they get here,” I continued, offering her a near-term plan. “You and Francois. It’ll help.” 

    “Officer Domaine says he doesn’t know your names.” 

    “That’s okay. It’ll all settle out.” 

    Francois delivered a gentle hug and whispered, “Godspeed, mon ami.” 

    I returned a whispered, “Avoid the media, Francois. Do not talk with them. It will put a big-ass target on your back.” 

    He pulled away wearing a quizzical look. 

    “I mean it. A real target. Let things play out with your involvement restricted to other law enforcement resources. No media.”  

    JJ’s door slammed, Catch slid behind the wheel, and Bo climbed in the back. I strode toward my vehicle, climbed in, and we took off with at least that bullet dodged. The key fob for Bo and JJ’s vehicle remained in Mexico, so we rolled past the dilapidated house, exited the ranch, and punched it. Gravel flew as we sped along, hitting hard-top in record time. Within sixty seconds on the desolate highway, a long string of flashing lights headed our way and zipped past us on their way to Carter’s ranch. They’d find multiple dead terrorists and several dead cartel thugs. And one old Ranger alongside the Rio Grande, resting on his turf where he’d made his last stand.

  


   
    Chapter 31 

      

    Lies and more lies at the Alpine hospital. We’d driven over a hundred miles per hour getting there, Catch passing me on the highway when he deemed my ninety too slow. The sun crept toward the horizon, the Davis Mountains awash in alpenglow. Marcus laid his head back, eyes closed, and we held brief conversations. 

    “You know where they’re headed, don’t you?” he asked. 

    “Yep. Houston.” 

    “And you’ll don your superman cape and head there as well.” 

    A statement, not a question. 

    “Yep. Without the cape.” 

    “Hell, son, go whole hog. Sure, the FBI and Homeland Security and the Houston cops will be all over it, but they require your costumed butt for success.” 

    “Receiving lead brings out your sarcasm. An ugly side effect.” 

    “How fast are we going?” 

    “Over a hundred.” 

    “Do me a favor and slow down through Marfa, even if Catch doesn’t.” 

    “I’ll try.” 

    The Alpine hospital’s ER team jumped all over JJ and Marcus. JJ self-identified as an FBI agent, so they didn’t pepper her with questions as they wheeled her into the OR. Marcus, his condition more stable, would follow her although he couldn’t avoid questions regarding gunshot wounds. He was a lousy liar, an attribute he recognized and compensated for with a simple, albeit nonsensical, tale. The staff had taken his insurance card and knew his name. 

    “Were you involved with the FBI agent’s gunfight?” a nurse asked. 

    Gunshot wounds involved paperwork out the wazoo for hospitals. 

    “No. Unrelated.” 

    “How did you receive your injury?” 

    “Cleaning my weapon. A screwup on my part.” 

    “Unrelated to the FBI agent’s injury? Even though you both came in together?” 

    “A coincidence. Mine is a gun-cleaning accident. Emphasis on the accident. Can I smoke a cigar while waiting?” 

    “No. Mr. Johnson, we’re going to prep you for surgery. Can you provide any more details?” 

    “A simple accident.” 

    They wheeled him away. I’d dug in my rucksack and put on a spare shirt, the field medical kit stuffed in the waistband of my jeans. My head still looked a mess. Before a hospital staff member could address me, I shot a head signal toward Catch and we both wandered into the ER’s bathroom, the door closed and locked. 

    “Start with the head,” I said. 

    He did, using the med kit’s forceps. He dug and plucked several rock shards from my scalp. It hurt like hell. 

    “Quit flinching,” he growled. 

    “You want some pliers? They may work better for that ham-sized hand of yours.” 

    “If you’d learn to shoot them before they shot at you, this crap wouldn’t happen. We’ve talked about this.” 

    Back and forth as the conversation tamped down the pain. He squirted wound wash across the side of my head, soaked my close-cropped hair, and pressed a gauze wad against his handiwork. Several minutes later, the fresh bleeding stopped. Francois had performed a decent job on the shoulder, so Catch applied fresh dressing and called it good. I checked the bathroom mirror. 

    “The side of my head is orange.” 

    “Wound wash, you dumbass. What’d you expect?” 

    “I suppose I’m happy you didn’t lose the forceps under my scalp.” 

    When we unlocked the door and exited, an ER member shot a stern stare our way, one eyebrow raised. Catch sat while Bo paced. I stood near his back-and-forth path. 

    “She’ll be okay, Bo. The docs know what they’re doing.” 

    He lifted his eyes, crushed. I’d never seen him in this condition. Through all our years together—training, combat, one adventure after the next—he’d never once exhibited this emotion. Helplessness, tinged with fear. 

    “Here,” Catch said, tossing me a rolled-up shirt he’d carried in. “He’s a mess.” 

    He was. Using a knife under combat conditions, silent and deadly, came with a price. Blood. Bo’s shirt and neck displayed a dark rust-colored patina of dried blood. We must have appeared like we’d come from a charnel house when we entered the ER. I took Bo’s arm and led him into the bathroom. He placed both hands on the sink and leaned over, staring at the drain. My heart twisted, his anguish palpable. 

    “JJ will be out of surgery soon, and you’ll get to see her. You don’t want her opening her eyes to a blood-covered mess.” 

    He twisted his head and we locked eyes. 

    “I have called you by your name, you are mine.” 

    “Psalms?” 

    “Isaiah. If she’s called, into what dimension?” 

    “This one. You two will live a long life together. She’ll want to see you soon. Now take off that shirt and wash up.” 

    He did, including his hair, with liquid soap and water. Handfuls of paper towels sufficed as towels, the clean shirt donned, the sink wiped clean, the waste bin loaded with reddish debris. Bo stared into the mirror. 

    “I put her in that situation.” 

    “Bullshit. I won’t tolerate that rearview mirror perspective. It’s the last thing I’d expect from Bo Dickerson.” It came out with greater harshness than intended, so I turned him toward me and hugged him, tight. He returned it in spades. 

    “Let’s get out of here and wait for the doc,” I said. 

    Thirty minutes later, a physician exited swinging doors and addressed us. 

    “Ms. Johnson will be fine. We believe we stopped the internal bleeding, but I want her in here for forty-eight hours under observation. Which one of you is closest to her?” 

    Catch threw a thumb toward Bo who, at the news, held out both arms, palms up, with head thrown back and eyes closed, a beatific smile cast upward. The physician waited in awkward silence until I spoke. 

    “It’s liable to be a while, Doc. When can he see her?”  

    “Give it an hour. She’ll be groggy and on pain medication, so don’t expect too much.” 

    Bo rejoined us, strode forward, and hugged the doctor, with polite back pats returned. 

    “Your friend with the thigh wound is in surgery now. He refused general anesthetic, so we’re jabbing him with a local,” the doctor continued, now smiling. “I’m hoping we don’t run out of novocaine.” 

    Catch and I both thanked her and asked that she pass on our thanks to the entire staff. Bo exited the automatic doors, off for a private walking meditation. Catch sat down, crossed his arms, lowered his chin, and worked on a nap. I headed outdoors as well. Well past sunrise, the day greeted bright and cool. Not a surprise—Alpine sat at almost five thousand feet.  

    My next steps weighed heavy. Yeah, I’d committed to making a Houston trip when Marcus asked. But now, standing outside a hospital ER and internalizing the pain my dearest friends suffered, the option to let others handle it plonked on the table loud and large. Such madness. All of it. I’d stumbled into a massive terrorist plot greater than 9/11. In Barcelona, Spain, for God’s sake. Ending, for us, along an isolated stretch of the Rio Grande. Yeah, we’d delivered a helluva dent in their plans. More than a dent—thirty suicide bombers reduced to ten.  

    They’d exhibited all the suicide bomber signs. With such a disruption, such a heavy hammer strike, any other terrorist plot would retreat, reorganize, and plan a fresh approach. Not these crazy bastards. Hell-bent on boarding that airplane, even as we cut them down. And now, hell-bent on carrying out a smaller version of the original plan. Ten fanatical evildoers, willing to blow themselves up, could, and would, cause massive devastation and loss of innocent life. 

    I didn’t doubt Francois had by now contacted everyone he’d met in US law enforcement, including Brock. It would force Brock’s hand in the immediate. He’d show in Presidio County, but my gut said he’d clamp down on public communications. I got that. The conspiracy still raged, so they’d focus on stopping it without distractions. Once their mission proved successful with the ten terrorists caught or killed, he and the FBI would crow from the barn roof. Maybe. Any public-facing communications for such a grand scheme brought in the top dogs, including the CIA and State Department. Within their geopolitical chess game, the conspiracy might get buried, while actions against Iran and China took place behind the curtain. Hard to say. But pressure applied to Deputy Ortiz and the Texas DPS to keep quiet could and would happen if it fit the needs of the grand poo-bahs. A consideration that drove my Francois warning regarding the media. He’d get viewed as a loose cannon. China, Iran, and US string-pullers frowned on loose cannons and tended to silence them. An ugly fact. 

    A shitty way of viewing the world, but one based on multiple past experiences. And a view buttressed with Jules of the Clubhouse’s long-running admonition toward me. The One Big Thing—nothing was ever as it seemed.  

    Brock’s next steps, unknown. A massive manhunt? Assertions to his bosses that the effort was now thwarted, dead? Hard to say. What wasn’t hard to say is he’d take his instructions from his paymaster, China. My gut pointed in that direction with resolute leanings. Given a large enough payout into a Cyprus or Cayman account, Brock would accept blame if the attack took place, retire in shame, and head for Costa Rica, Mexico, or the Caribbean and spend his days lolling in luxury as a wealthy individual. Happened all the time. 

    The entire conspiracy now made sense from the perspective of the Chicoms. Invest in and build petrochemical plants. Destroy a substantial chunk of US petrochemical production, including Carter Industries which they now owned. A perfect move to sweep their trail clean, as their other petrochemical investments tripling in value overnight. US manufacturing disrupted, supply chains broken, the US economy thrown into disarray. Thousands of US citizens killed—well, gotta break a few eggs to make an omelet. But our actions on the Rio Grande threw a curveball into the entire bloody mess, so no telling which direction things would take. 

    While I waffled on engagement, George Reynolds, the Carter Industries plant manager, bubbled up as a critical obligation. I called him. 

    “It’s early,” he said, answering on the second ring. “I just started on my second coffee, but I thought you might call. The authorities have rung the bell.” 

    There it was, a Chicom decision made. Reynolds, and refinery row, had received an alert. Brock, now active, had received instructions from his paymaster—shut it down, toss gorilla dust into the air, ensure no signs pointed to China. 

    “You heard from the FBI?” 

    “Yes. We’re all at level three. The entire Houston Ship Channel complex. A major threat is brewing.” 

    “Roger that. Then forget this phone call. And do me a solid.” 

    He hesitated, then agreed. My previous call as an early warning legitimized my position as someone on his side. 

    “Forget my name,” I said. “I’d appreciate it.” 

    Another slight hesitation, then he said, “What name?” 

    “You take care, George.” 

    “You too, whoever the hell you are.” 

    I paced the near empty parking lot and ran the odds. At this point, Special Agent Aaron Brock had an obvious path. Stop the terrorist attack and emerge as Mr. Hero. A clean plate and leverage for a future endeavor with his overlords. His main challenge—find them once they dispersed after landing. That cartel drug-running pilot wouldn’t sacrifice himself for anyone’s greater good. Nossir. He’d complete his mission and land the terrorists at a remote airfield near Houston. High odds Brock wouldn’t know that detail, or any other details. His job had been to turn a blind eye. Now he’d shifted roles and committed to hero status. What the dumbass failed to grasp was the Chicoms now viewed his new role as possible exposure, a loose end. A loose end that required clipping.  

    The terrorists had a daylight sanctuary in or around Houston. They’d strike at night. Reza Hamid knew the location, but that cat sat in Europe or back in Iran. Whether he’d cooperate with Brock, if Brock called him, was unknown. And Reza Hamid might not buy into calling it off. Businessman aside, he might carry an undercoat of fanatical wingnut. Oh man, what a freakin’ hair ball.

  


   
    Chapter 32 

      

    Marcus left surgery with no general anesthesia recovery time, so Bo, Catch, and I piled into his room under several stern warnings from hospital staff—make it short and don’t excite him. Marcus, once the door shut, requested assistance standing up and help hobbling toward the room’s window—a first-floor affair with a hand-crank opener. Window open, Catch retrieved a cigar and lighter from Marcus’s jacket. The Zippo clacked, and cigar smoke blew out the opening. 

    “What’d the doc say?” I asked. 

    “She said I’d been shot. All indications pointed toward skepticism with the gun-cleaning scenario.” 

    I smiled and said, “Do tell.” 

    “How’s JJ?” he asked. 

    “Signs are good. She can see visitors soon.” 

    Marcus nodded and grunted approval. 

    “How’s the leg feel?” Catch asked. 

    “I figured they used a gallon or two of novocaine. I can’t feel the dang thing.” 

    “What we’re all interested in, Marcus, is the prognosis,” I said. “As in, what are the odds you could croak from it?” 

    “The same odds as my upcoming gold medal victory in synchronized swimming.” 

    Not an answer, but as close as we’d get from him. 

    “They’ve talked about keeping me here overnight. That won’t happen.” 

    “Upon departure,” Bo said, “consider pain medication. They will write a script for you, bwana Johnson, but I would suggest an herbal approach.” 

    “Just how much weed are you toting around Texas, hippie boy?” Catch asked. 

    The door slammed open, and a bald burly nurse stormed in. 

    “Are you people shittin’ me? I can smell that nasty thing out in the hallway. You,” he said, pointing at Marcus, “toss it out the window and get your gun-cleaning ass back in bed. The rest of you, move your butts outta here. Now. I swear, I’d rather deal with a group of third graders.” 

    We returned a collective shrug spiced with chagrin and helped him back into bed, then trooped out, all under a hands-on-hips glare that would melt forged steel. A short while later, they let Bo visit JJ. Both Catch and I knew he wouldn’t emerge for hours. Catch planted it back in a waiting room chair. I strolled the parking lot again as more vehicles drove into the small regional medical center. Commitment pressed—either haul it east or stay put. As I paced and weighed obligations, a desultory to-do, almost an afterthought, struck. 

    I hadn’t checked the bug in Brock’s vehicle for a while. He wouldn’t occupy the vehicle during the night, but a new day dawned. I dialed the device. The first several one-sided chats came across as official business, unrelated to the attack, from the day before. Then a call arranging cocktails with buddies during the same time frame. The last conversation from early this morning—as announced through the device’s recorded time stamp—set my course for future action. 

    “Good morning. I’m afraid everything blew up last night at the border. It’s bad.” 

    His tone deferential, this wasn’t Reza Hamid. The potential provider of a luxurious lifestyle in Costa Rica or the Bahamas spoke with him. 

    “Yes, I’m traveling there now.” 

    He hauled it down the interstate, followed by other SUVs crammed with FBI agents. Given the call’s time stamp, he’d pass through Marfa within minutes. 

    “A major interdiction. Preliminary word has it ten or twelve departed.” 

    That would be ten, asshole.  

    “I agree. I’ll travel to Houston this afternoon and oversee the shut-down.” 

    Claxons and confirmation and classic Chicom ops. The situation had become far too messy with figurative fingerprints a possibility, albeit remote. Still, trails could lead to the man, or organization, behind the curtain. That wouldn’t do. Shut it down. 

    “Right. Right. There’ll be other opportunities.” 

    Not for you, Brock. Shutdown for his overlords held a far different meaning than Brock’s interpretation. Brock and the caller signed off. There were two other calls on its heels, both logistics-related with manpower requirements for dealing with this alleged new and unprecedented threat. My jaw muscles worked, action course set, Houston bound. Yeah, law enforcement would swarm out the wazoo, but they still had to locate those ten suicide terrorists before nightfall. The killers required a safe house, a lay-low spot until darkness. I didn’t have an ace in the hole in that regard but knew a possibility. A long shot, but sitting idle in Alpine, six hundred miles away, pointed toward the kind of regrets you carry for life. Marcus would term it a caped-crusader syndrome. Not true. The bastards could still pull off the grand plan, albeit a smaller version, and towering over my decision were real lives on the line. Gotta do what you can do, and don’t hold back. I wouldn’t. 

    It took three phone calls before I connected with an air charter service that would fill the bill. They’d have a fast prop plane available, Alpine to Houston, in three hours. And a second aircraft available in five hours, a charter jet from El Paso to Billings, Montana. 

    One other player lurked in the background. Marilyn Townsend. I hadn’t communicated with her about events, but she’d watched the action on Carter’s ranch and remained up to date, except for Brock’s recorded calls. Any communication regarding those details required a sit down, but a short encrypted note would paint a larger picture. 

    Off to Houston. 

    It would suffice for now. Man, I was whupped, and the pending three-hour flight would afford an opportunity for shuteye. My teammates were just as tired, shown when I strolled back into the hospital and caught Catch sounding light snores. I passed him and gave soft raps on JJ’s door before opening it. She slept as Bo sat beside her on the bed. He looked up with a smile, the first I’d seen from him since the whole ugly episode kicked off. We spoke with soft whispers. 

    “How is she?” 

    “Bruised and battered, amigo, although the spatial tide rises. Healing and reflection the astral order for the next several days.” 

    “Excellent.” We both wallowed in relief for several seconds before shifting gears. “Sorry about all this, bud. Shitshow wasn’t highlighted on the menu when I contacted her.” 

    “Our menus, whether or not we like it—and I realize you don’t—remain etched in cuneiform, indecipherable. The nature of the universe, goober. Movement and flow, although this ride took me, took us”—he paused and gazed at JJ—“near the abyss. My preference, not that it has great import, would entail avoidance of such future travels.” 

    “I know, and I’m with you on that.” I took in JJ’s state, gut knotted. “Big time, Bo. Big time.” 

    He cocked a half-smile and said, “Heartfelt thanks for the grand entrance across the river. The moment cried for steady and sure. You’re every bit of that, my brother.” 

    He referenced my entry into the cartel hacienda’s front door while he circled to the back, toward JJ. 

    “I’m not too steady and sure on next planned actions.” 

    “Houston?” 

    “Aye.” 

    “A pirate’s lexicon. Fitting for a knife-between-teeth adventure.” He rose from the bed and gripped me. “You recognize the demarcation between doing the right thing and saving the world, do you not?” 

    “I’ll be careful.” 

    “‘Those who tread among serpents, and along a tortuous path, must use the cunning of the serpent.’” 

    “Shakespeare?” 

    “Thomas Becket. I cannot join you, my orange-headed peach.” 

    “I know. Give JJ my love.” 

    We hugged, and he whispered in my ear, “Already given and received, as it has between you and me.” 

    I closed the door with a mental commitment for an Albuquerque visit soon. I had a strong desire to see JJ up and at ’em. I sat beside Catch and woke him. 

    “There’s a charter jet this afternoon in your name.” 

    “Are we going after the bastards?” 

    “No. At least you’re not. El Paso to Billings, nonstop. Drive Marcus back to his ranch and stay with him several days.” 

    He stared at me as if I spoke Swahili. 

    “You want me to babysit while you go after the bad guys? Is that what I’m hearing? What the hell is the matter with you?” 

     “Long list, but for right now, Marcus needs you. He’ll bail in a couple hours, and he’s a long way from out of danger. Let’s don’t kid ourselves.” 

    “This is bullshit.” 

    “This is a brother in need.” 

    We wrangled for a full minute before he agreed. Done and done, afflicted loved ones along my back trail addressed. Time for forward movement. I stopped for chow before arriving at the small airport. Bacon, eggs, hash browns, coffee—and a sense I’d spin my wheels on the upcoming venture. I pulled my phone at the small café and checked the news. At the moment, nothing about events in Presidio County.  

    At the airport, I reactivated the vehicle’s GPS and called the rental company in El Paso, claiming the SUV wouldn’t start. They’d send someone to pick it up, although it might be tomorrow before they were on it. Thoughts of tomorrow as the last act on this bizarre stage remained distant, as the actors jostled and the audience waited for the story to be told and the song to be sung.

  


   
    Chapter 33 

      

    Late afternoon and I cruised Houston’s River Oaks area, Rachel Carter’s home turf. An old, quiet, and wealthy neighborhood, with gigantic oaks and pines and magnolias. And wild jungle-like forested sections along Buffalo Bayou, my insertion point. Rachel’s backyard, a manicured green three acres, abutted the bayou’s wildness. Perfect. At least perfect for stealth and concealment, with decent odds I’d stare at an empty or near-empty mansion for hours. No other options presented, although I’d wracked my brain seeking alternatives for the enemy’s collection point. 

    I parked a quarter mile away near a lawn crew’s two trucks and trailers. Hefted the duffel bag wearing jeans and a light cotton jacket, cut through tall azalea hedges between two mansions, and made for the bayou. Immersed in its jungle, a zigzag path, slow and easy, toward the rear of Rachel’s mansion, with a sharp eye for cottonmouth and copperhead snakes. The lawn crew noises faded, replaced with birdcalls and small critters scurrying within the thick foliage. The bayou flowed languid and brown, with discernible high-water marks from Houston’s downpours and hurricanes.  

    Thirty minutes later, I hit pay dirt. Belly flat, I crawled through underbrush and viewed the mansion’s rear. Five same-same black SUVs sat parked. They’d passed through the porte cochere and were now arrayed across a wide back driveway. An occasional figure passed a rear window, toting an automatic weapon, but no sign of Rachel Carter. I scooted backward, rose to a crouch, and accessed my tool kit. 

    Hard options. A one-man assault on the mansion offered too many chances that two, three, or four would escape. Not acceptable. Or I could wait for nightfall and cut them down as they attempted to enter their vehicles. With a proper position, I could hit them as they exited the backdoor en masse, cut down half, and pick off the others using my night-vision scope. Doable, and my best bet. But a cacophony of gunfire would echo through the neighborhood and prompt cop calls. Not good. There was a possibility I could complete the job before any cops arrived, but battle plans went sideways more often than not, and the rapid removal of my enemies fell far from sure. 

    Option three—keep an eye on these bastards and call the cavalry. The FBI and Houston’s PD. Swat teams who would swarm and converge as a small army with the day’s hero, Special Agent Aaron Brock, calling the shots. A legit option that annoyed me but pointed toward the smart thing to do. Colt rifle in hand, Glock holstered at my side, and still hunkered down, I stared into the duffel, slapped a mosquito, and weighed reality. Overhead thunder broke my reverie. 

    A classic late-afternoon thunderstorm arrived from the Gulf of Mexico. Short-lived, they rolled in, dumped massive amounts of rain, and moved on. During summer months, they’d leave behind hot asphalt streets casting steam. The deluge started, I zipped the bag, and repositioned, still unsure. 

    Skidding tires and vehicle door slams, but no sirens, removed the decision from my hands. They’d arrived in full force. Time for a discreet Case Lee disappearance into the thick jungle at my back. The SWAT members lacked stealth, crunching through brush as rain pounded, wearing yellow-lettered bulletproof vests with FBI and HPD emblazoned across the front and back. Handheld radios crackled, movement herdlike as they circled the mansion. I dropped into thick growth at the bayou’s edge and viewed the parade. Over two dozen SWAT members flowed past, armed to the teeth, concentrated on encirclement. Between the pounding rain and thick undergrowth and their mansion-oriented focus, I remained unnoticed. 

    What I noticed unsettled me. An animalistic discernment, an uneasy feel, with hair at my neck’s nape rising. Something, someone, occupied the area behind me, on the move. I lowered my head slowly, kissing dirt, as I remained stretched out in the dense vegetation, followed by a gradual head twist, first right, then left. Nothing. No movement, no shapes. Thunder clapped, plump raindrops splattered nonstop, SWAT team movement at my front, and a sensation I couldn’t shake emanating from, maybe, the bayou’s other side. I remained stock-still as the feeling abated… not gone, but diminished. Which sufficed as a trigger point to haul my ass away under the cover of thunder, pounding rain, and deep foliage. 

    Someone had alerted the FBI. A chance they’d figured this location out on their own remained on the table, but high odds a phone call had come in. From who? Several possibilities, including China’s MSS, or the CIA, or an unknown player. It didn’t matter now as a loudspeaker sounded with stern warnings that the mansion’s occupants were surrounded and to exit, hands in the air. Automatic gunfire ripped through the rainfall as an answer, and the battle kicked off without me. I could live with that. 

    The duffel bag received the Colt rifle and Glock holster although I kept the pistol available, tucked into the waistband of my jeans and hidden with the soaked jacket. Rainwater cascaded down my face as I moved with hidden, deliberate, and cautious steps—too many bullets flew and too much adrenaline coursed to prevent a potshot in my direction if sighted. The firing’s intensity increased, the noise woven into nature’s own, and I made my way farther from the action. At an enormous pine tree, I paused behind the trunk, now positioned at the backs of the SWAT personnel collected behind their vehicles at the mansion’s front as they exchanged killing fire with the interior occupants.  

    The surrounded terrorists fought a losing battle. Soon the FBI would fire explosive rounds into the mansion, followed with a full-on assault. Before the assault took place, one or several suicide wingnuts would set off C-4. How much depended upon how spread out they were inside the structure, and they proved plenty spread out. Shots came from upper and lower windows, often only the weapon exposed, with lead sprayed in the FBI’s direction. 

    The Gulf of Mexico thunder buster moved on, the rain abated, and dusk approached. I had a bird’s-eye view as events unfolded. Aaron Brock stood far back from the fight and used a parked SUV distant from the action. It didn’t prevent him from putting on a show. He’d slide from behind the vehicle’s tall cab, fire a few pistol shots at the house from over the hood, and slide back. Stories would mount about his active engagement. Behind him, Houston PD vehicles by the dozens parked along the normally dead-quiet street, blue and red lights flashing. The high-octane gunfire continued, now more acute without the thunder and rain, and I began a final slip away, fading into the approaching night. 

    Three silent steps, and I turned for a final mental image. It coincided with Brock again performing his too-distant pistol shot routine. But this time as he took hasty aim, forearms resting on the SUV’s hood, his head jerked to the right, a red-mist halo hanging in the air for a split second. A headshot. But Brock’s head jerk showed it hadn’t come from the mansion. A sniper’s shot, delivered from somewhere back in the bayou’s tangle. Back where I’d left, back where my hair had stood on end. A shot lost within the battle noise of continued automatic fire from multiple places. Shit, oh dear. I took off at a mad dash, aware I might be on the shooter’s hit list. I could pull the Colt rifle and begin my own methodical stalk, sure, but the situation, covered head to toe with lawmen, wouldn’t allow it. Too much risk of exposure, arrest, questions. Quick and sure movement the moment’s best defense, I dodged trees and shoved through undergrowth, angling back toward my entry point.  

      Before I hit the broad and sweeping azalea hedge, an explosive blast arrived from the shootout—first a massive crack, followed with a low rolling rumble. C-4. Its sound signature indicated twenty or so pounds and not the full cache they’d toted into Rachel Carter’s mansion. Still, it would have blown out exterior walls and likely collapsed the roof. Not unexpected and thank God they hadn’t used more, extending the kill radius well into the lawmen’s positions. The blast also marked the battle’s near end. Single shots rang out at random intervals, cleanup underway as I pushed through head-high azaleas. And somewhere far back in the bayou’s jungle, now exiting the area, a professional hitter slipped into darkness. 

    I stepped from the hedge, cautious, then took a quick stride backward and pulled the Glock. A sedan sat parked behind my rental SUV. Two more shots rang out from the battle area as katydids and crickets fell silent for a few seconds before rejoining their nighttime chorus. No streetlights along this quiet stretch, with neighbors behind locked doors as they scrambled for personal weaponry when the firefight raged. Mixed with the insect sounds, a lighter’s soft scrape. I watched through the azalea branches as a brief flame flared inside the parked vehicle, cigarette lit. Then a short round figure emerged from the sedan and stretched. 

    “Do not shoot me, mon ami. A most terrible situation has unfolded, no?” 

    Un-freakin’-believable. I exited the hedge and approached. 

    “What the hell, Francois?” 

    “A hellish conclusion, to be sure. Life lost, a tragedy unfolds. Yet it must be said, the plot has ceased, now ended, with many lives saved. How is the mademoiselle and your tall dark associate?” 

    “JJ will recover. Marcus heads home where his leg wound will heal.” 

    “Thank God. I have said many prayers.” 

    “They were answered.” 

    “And you? Are you well?” 

    “Look, Francois, we can’t linger here. A drive-by cop, and there are plenty of those a short distance away, could stop and ask questions. And there’s a guy at our backs I guaran-damn-tee you we don’t want to meet.” 

    “Perhaps you require sustenance.” 

    “No, I don’t. I require hauling ass.” 

    One, then another shot echoed through the trees. Final cleanup. 

    “It is well and truly over, is it not?” 

    “Yeah. Over.” 

    “Did you kill at this place?” 

    “Never fired a shot.” 

    “Bon. Tres bon.” 

    “There’s the issue of Sam and Rachel Carter.” 

    “Ah. Mademoiselle Carter. She and Reza Hamid rest in a Parisian jail.” 

    “What?” 

    “Through evidence and my ample powers of persuasion, French authorities arrested both for their involvement with this dreadful conspiracy. Are you quite certain a fine meal isn’t called for?” 

    That left Sam Carter as the single loose end. He wasn’t long for this world. If identified, I’d fall into the loose-end bucket as well. Time to scoot. I popped open the SUV’s back hatch and tossed in my duffel. 

    “We’re in danger, Francois. Both of us. We gotta leave.” I eased the hatch closed and turned toward the Frenchman. “What were Carter and Hamid doing in Paris?” 

    “They are lovers, mon ami. It is well known. And, one must admit, Paris is a most romantic city.” 

    “I don’t recall when you shared that information with me.” 

    He returned a Gallic shrug, lips pursed, and took a drag of his smoke. 

    “You tipped off law enforcement about Rachel Carter’s home,” I said, peeling off my soaked jacket. 

    “Such is my responsibility, no?” 

    Not a helluva lot left to say. Irritation at Francois had floated away, lost in my wake some time ago. A unique and exasperating dude—former priest, borderline bon vivant, fearless, hardheaded in the extreme, intelligent, and grating. Francois Domaine stood as both an ass-pain extraordinaire and a man who’d cover your back without hesitation. A weird cat, but this entire bloody mess defined weird. 

    “Alright, Francois. It’s been, well, a strange trip,” I said, extending a hand. “Remember, no names. That’s life-saving important. My friends and I remain buried below anyone’s radar.” 

    “You remain a most peculiar person. Am I to ignore our relationship? Should I create a false name for you as law enforcement dissects recent events?” 

    “Sure. That’s fine.” 

    “Ah. A challenge, yet I stand before you suited for such a task.” 

    “I’m sure you are. But we gotta leave this place. Now.”  

    He crossed his arms and ruminated. 

    “Gabriel. Oui. A name most fitting.” 

    He tossed his smoke, rushed past my offered handshake, and wrapped me with a hug. I returned the gesture, albeit with less enthusiasm. 

    “I shall miss you, mon ami. I shall miss you terribly.” 

    “I’ll miss you, too, bud. Take care and keep your rock-hard head down. Remember, do not talk with the media. It endangers everyone, especially you. Now, we have to split.” 

    He released me, pulled a handkerchief, wiped his eyes, and blew his nose. 

    “Godspeed, Case Lee. Godspeed.” 

    “You too, Francois Domaine. You too.” 

     I U-turned and hauled it away from the neighborhood, headed north. The four-hour Dallas drive put required distance between me and the Houston turmoil. I’d catch a charter flight from there and land in DC with a Marilyn Townsend sit-down the job’s final act. A spookville bow tied around the package, amorphous and shadowed, definitive answers unclear. So be it. The good guys won. With an asterisk.  

    News crews must have resembled bees to honey within the River Oaks neighborhood with AM radio reporting on the events as I hauled it north. Details came across with unknowns the predominate tag line. The Feds, and the local cops at the Feds’ request, kept things bathed in “possible terrorists” and “identities unknown.” Word had descended from on high and from multiple sources—keep a lid on it. Events in Presidio County were never woven into the narrative. 

    Before I hit Dallas, the radio included a bulletin that Sam Carter—brother of the woman who owned the mansion—had died in an automobile accident hours before. His blue Corvette Stingray had hit a concrete barrier head on at over one hundred miles per hour. The bulletin alluded to a potential suicide. Not likely. Inside money would bet Sam’s last moments entailed his struggles with a suddenly recalcitrant steering wheel while engaged with frantic stomping on brakes that no longer worked. 

    The radio listed Rachel Carter’s location as unknown. I knew, in the short term. Soon enough Rachel and Reza Hamid would find themselves whisked away from the Paris jail and transported to an amenable country—somewhere in North Africa, perhaps—where interrogation and disposal would take place. It was how that world turned. Loose ends tied up, nothing to see here, move on and let’s talk about the latest celebrity breakup and the newest perceived crisis. 

    I flew along the interstate and passed Conroe, Huntsville, Buffalo, and Corsicana—US and Lone Star flags lit up by the dozens along the way. Tension fell away with each passing mile, my focus interrupted at irregular intervals by the random sudden bites of a healing shoulder wound. Thoughts about Jess, Mom and CC, and the Ace of Spades held a potent allure. Rest and reconnoiter time made up priority one after the Townsend meeting. A meeting where fog ruled and a potential peek behind the curtains awaited.

  


   
    Chapter 34 

      

    It struck me how the two guys who stood outside the coffee shop near Langley, part of Townsend’s entourage, looked so like the guy in The Matrix. Black suit, white shirt, sunglasses, dour expression. Except these guys hid automatic submachine guns under their suit coats. I nodded in their direction. They did not return it. 

    The coffee shop—small and, I supposed, quaint—held a young couple, both with laptops open, one other guy also working on his laptop, and six more black-suited Company folks around Townsend’s back corner spot. One bent at the waist and exchanged hushed conversation with the world’s most powerful spy. She completed her instructions; he returned a deferential nod and then sat at his spot working a cell phone. Marilyn may have just ordered dinner. Or ordered a revolution to break out in Africa. Hard to say. I received plain black coffee from the barista and joined her after wading through the usual silent glares from the protection gang.   

    “A rather active forty-eight hours, I take it, Mr. Lee.” 

    “Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps a touch of excitement here and there.” 

    We both sipped coffees; she adjusted her seat so that it more faced me. I’d planted alongside her and assumed her same position—back to the wall. 

    “That was quite the ordeal at the border,” she said. “You may remember I had a bird’s-eye view.” 

    “You left the theater before the ending scene.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “After the plane took off, and you followed it for a while, cartel members captured a wounded Special Agent Julie Johnson and whisked her back across the border.” 

    “And?” 

    “And we went and got her.” 

    “What is her condition?” 

    The conversational back-and-forth held a hint of BS. Townsend may have already heard about the cartel kidnapping and JJ’s wounds from inside-the-FBI sources. She didn’t miss much. 

    “She’ll recover. A nasty wound, though, so it’ll take a while.” 

    “Was she abused?” 

    That part would not have filtered back to her, in part because they didn’t view it as operationally relevant in her world. So Townsend had opened the kimono a bit and asked a question with genuine concern. 

    “They hadn’t started on her. The electric sander sat close at hand, though.” 

    “Ah.” She nodded and sipped coffee. “May I assume her kidnappers were met with extreme prejudice?” 

    “Yeah. Someone proclaimed ‘clean house’ as our rescue approach.” 

    She cracked a wry smile and asked, “Then I take it Mr. Hernandez was a component of the assault team?” 

    She knew Catch all too well. 

    “And Bo, of course. And Marcus, who took one in the leg.” 

    That intel would hit home with her. She’d taken a bullet in the hip during a field ops years ago. Hence her cane. 

    “Mr. Johnson’s condition?” 

    “Back in Big Sky Country with a leg full of novocaine, although that’s worn off now. He’ll be alright.” 

     “Alright has diminishing returns with men your age. Not my opinion, Mr. Lee. Fact.” 

    “Yeah, well. Hey, thanks from us all for the big bang. It evened the odds.” 

    She nodded and sipped more coffee, as much acknowledgment as I’d get regarding the Hellfire missile. 

    “The Ranger’s fall added a poignant note,” she said. “I rather enjoyed the tales regarding his past interactions with the State Department.” 

    “It hurt losing him. As tough as they come, and a reminder from the past when certain lines weren’t crossed.” 

    “The same might be said of others I know,” she said, and moved on. “Describe your findings toward the contract’s subject.” 

    “Dirty. On the Chicom’s payroll.” 

    “You know this how?” 

    Thin ice. I wouldn’t reveal the listening bug in his vehicle. Such an act opened the door for future clandestine requests from the Company, and I wasn’t up for that. Better to remain on the rough-and-tumble side of the ledger, diminishing returns and all. Besides, Case Lee Inc. could hold on to a few private secrets. 

    “Physical and verbal impression when we met as well as connected dots.” 

    “Hmm.” 

    Aaron Brock’s death rendered the matter moot, at least in my book. Townsend would have appreciated more excavation on a turncoat FBI agent. I leaned against the rudder and changed course toward an area of keen interest. 

    “A wet-work specialist took him out during the SWAT team battle.” 

    Wet-work specialist—a stone-cold killer either on a clandestine payroll or a contractor. The Company had more than a few. Hell, every spy agency around the world had them, some better than others.  

    “Are you certain?” she asked. 

    “I’m certain.” 

    She sipped more coffee. I joined her. She wouldn’t hint at any knowledge about the professional assassin, and I didn’t expect her to. I gave it seventy-thirty that China’s MSS fired the shot. But the other thirty percent lingered—the Company might have performed the FBI’s house cleaning. I’d never know. But a personal aspect remained, not yet broached. 

    “My concern regarding the shooter resides upstream,” I said. “Any organizational orders pointed my way?” 

    “Not that I am aware of. I would suggest your Interpol friend is in greater danger. He appears quite loquacious, albeit only among law enforcement. I take it he heeded someone’s advice and avoided becoming a media maven.” She delivered a low chuckle and added, “He mentioned to the FBI, several times, an unknown fellow named Gabriel. Might that sound familiar?” 

    “It might. He’s a genuine piece of work.” 

    “You know that your Mr. Domaine and Interpol, through your Swiss client, asked for an asset of your ilk?” 

    “Suspected, but not known.” 

    A lie. I’d suspected an industrial competitor or hedge fund or the Company. Although Townsend’s contention didn’t remove the CIA as the initial client. Not by a long shot. She could have delivered the Interpol surprise as operational haze, spewed from her personal fog machine. 

    “Rachel Carter and Reza Hamid?” I asked. 

    “Disappeared.”  

    “Right.” 

    She finished her coffee, eyes closed with enjoyment. 

    “A satisfying engagement with a positive conclusion. The Company thanks you, Mr. Lee. Submit your expenses to the Swiss. There is no need for a report.” She halted and smiled. “We wouldn’t want word reaching our State Department. I understand they can be touchy about invading a foreign country without their involvement.” 

    “We were in hot pursuit.” 

    She chuckled and tapped her cane twice against the floor. Black suits rose. That was it. There’d be saber-rattling and sanctions and condemnation against the Iranians, at least in private. As for the plot’s puppet master, less so.  

    “What about repercussions for the Chicoms?” 

    She stood, gathered herself, turned my way, and locked eyes. 

    “You know it doesn’t work that way.” 

    She headed toward the door, surrounded with protection. Yeah, I knew it didn’t work that way, no tit for tat with them. But she’d plug the experience into a larger formulated plan and adjust chess pieces. Adjustments with global implications. Freakin’ spookville.

  


   
    Epilogue 

      

    The news cycle for the “possible terrorist threat” lasted less than two days. Since the shootout and explosion remained confined to a single house in a Houston neighborhood—without the general public endangered—the story faded fast. The events in West Texas were never mentioned, other than a brief and soon forgotten news blurb that a Texas Ranger had been killed at the border during a shootout with cartel members. 

    The Ace of Spades rumbled south toward Charleston with fall in full swing, leaves changing, summer long spent. I slept belowdecks, the foredeck hammock vulnerable to the night’s cold tinge. Rhythms along the Ditch changed, slowed, prepped for winter. And personal rhythms downshifted as I assessed past and future, both big and small picture. Musings prompted, catapulted to the front of the line, with the Texas job. 

    A rough ride over the years, tempered with love and family and brotherhood. Leaving Delta Force had led to marriage with Rae and a settled lifestyle in Savannah. Regular job, date nights, softball games. Packaged together, life rolled forward fine and satisfying and filled with gratitude. Until a bounty hunter murdered Rae, an event that sounded as the starter’s pistol for my current lifestyle. Would I turn the clock back given the opportunity? In a heartbeat. On the flip side, did I regret the years on board the Ace, mucking about with tangled dangerous jobs around the world? Nope. Not really. Yeah, I had enough self-awareness to understand how Rae’s death and the subsequent shattering of my life had kicked me into my current world, but life moved on, and I’d come to appreciate the old expression that getting knocked down was part of life, and getting back up was living. And I retained enough sense to understand that picking myself back up came with, and was due to, the open fire hydrants of love from Mom, CC, and my blood brothers. I was blessed, plain and simple, even given the heartbreak and agony and questions. Painful, soul-searching questions that would remain in the never-completely-answered category, but no longer gnawed. 

    What did gnaw, like a terrier on a chew toy, was involving my extended family—whether through request or their showing up as support. Not long ago, we’d each carried a bounty on our head. A situation terminated when I took a Hawaii job that, through massive struggle and danger, wiped out the bounty’s paymaster. The act released Bo, Marcus, Catch, and me from that dangling sword of Damocles. An event that ended the necessity for an isolated lifestyle cruising watery roads wrapped in obscurity. But I’d found solace and, yes, happiness along that path… unless loved ones became endangered, and the Texas gig had delivered that in spades. A strange pleasure came with hanging it on the line—an internal drive denied early on but now accepted as a small but core personal component. But my peculiar private fulfillment faded into a wade through anguished waters when it involved extended family. And getting shot up went a helluva lot farther than “involved.” 

    I checked on JJ and Marcus twice a day, until both informed me enough was enough. JJ delivered the message with appreciation and kindness. Marcus’s delivery, not surprising, less so. 

    “I’ve got one large, hairy, and ornery wet nurse lurking around my home,” he said. “I don’t require a second long-distance one. And do you have any idea how much Catch eats? Thank heaven I’m in the beef business.” 

    “He’s a growing boy. How’s the leg?” 

    “You have now asked the exact same question several days running, ad nauseam, with the same damn answer returned. It’s healing. It hurts.” 

    “You might consider the pain part and parcel of the healing process.” 

    “So says Dr. Lee. How does my evening bourbon therapy fit in with the good doctor’s recovery plan?” 

    “Don’t get snippy, or I’ll tell Bo you require more and improved personal assistance. He’s got a variety of homemade salves and unguents he’d be more than happy to apply.” 

    “That’s not funny. Half of them would contain weed, the other half peyote. Although high as a kite might make life with Catch more palatable.” 

    We chatted about more mundane matters, grounded conversation, until I began apologizing for getting him into his current situation. 

    “Don’t start that crap. I mean it,” he said. “The situation required active participants beyond your solo presence. A real and present threat dealt with. End of story.” 

    “I don’t want your story ending because of my actions, Marcus. Just saying.” 

    His tone tempered, heartfelt words spoken. 

    “Do you ever consider the possibility I relish shaking off the dust? I enjoy the cattle business and my spot up here. But let’s don’t ignore a hardwired element in the four of us that might not get much discussion, but it’s damn sure there.” 

    “Yeah, I know. And think about it.” 

    “On occasion, me, too. But don’t think about it too much, son. It is what it is, period. We live with it. And I’m more than okay with that.” 

    The JJ check-ins came across as calm and nurturing—from her toward me. She asked as much about my shoulder wound as I did about her injuries. The FBI flew her back to Albuquerque, and she convalesced first at a hospital, then home. Bo, of course, stuck with her like glue. 

    “He’s so loving,” she said. “And cooking up a storm. He creates these elaborate dishes I can only take a few bites of, then does it again the next meal. Maybe he was an Italian mother in a past life.” 

    “You sound so much better. Can you move around?” 

    “Not much. The doc says small steps forward. Listen, thank you again. The four of you. I had prepared for the worst.” 

    “It wasn’t an option, JJ. You’re part of the team.” 

    She chuckled. 

    “Well, this team member is now relegated to desk duty once I go back to work. I’m thinking I won’t mind it. For a while.” 

    “As always, you’ll be great at whatever they assign you.” 

    Her tone changed and became serious. 

    “Aaron Brock was killed in Houston.” 

    “So I understand.” 

    She let the subject hang in silence, waiting, perhaps, for more elaboration. It wouldn’t happen, and several seconds later she moved on. Whether she suspected my involvement or viewed me as a non-player in Brock’s demise—hard to say. 

    “Listen, Case. I know I’ve chewed on you plenty in the past about Bo’s involvement with your exploits. I’m coming to grips with acknowledging he’s built that way and it’s not you. I can’t say it’s a comfortable feeling, but it’s real. And I’ve become even more tuned to real the last few days.” 

    “If it’s any consolation, I worry about him, too. I’ve never met someone with such potent mojo. But mojo fades with time. At least I think it does, although the rules may not apply to Bo. Anyway, I’m very aware, moving forward, we all have a shelf life. If that helps.” 

    “It does. It really does. Tell me how your injuries are doing.” 

    After several minutes she handed the phone over to Bo. 

    “Hi-ho, goober. Where be ye?” 

    “On the Ace. I understand you’re performing recuperative cooking.” 

    “These less than idle hands now explore basil and tarragon’s potential. The former portends a wink and a smile when properly integrated. The latter, a pleasant earthiness. We have, spread before us, endless possibilities, courtesy of backyard terra-cotta pots and minor miracles.” 

    “You’re sounding downright domestic, bud.” 

    “For a while, for a while. But the mountains, freshly dusted with powder, hint from the distance. Once JJ’s back on her feet, I intend to heed their whispers.” 

    “How’s your grip on the tiller?” 

    Bo often claimed a loose hand on the tiller among cosmic currents was a sound policy. 

    “Less tremulous. My heart soars knowing she’ll focus on deskbound mental activities. At least in the near term.” 

    “A life change, but good and solid and right.” 

    “All a large TBD, my brother. As it should be. It rolls and it tumbles.” 

    Life. It did roll and tumble, and there’s not a great deal you can do about the sideswipes and roadblocks other than work around them. 

    Jess planned on remaining in NYC for another ten days, and my first call with her after the Texas job’s finale cast my relationship with her into a new and, perhaps, shaky phase. I’d danced around details about the last several jobs—the danger and death and destruction—always figuring it a deal breaker. I hadn’t been comfortable with the less than full reveal, so I opened up with the Texas job. It had a strange and reciprocal affect. 

    “Thank God none of you were killed.” 

    “Amen.” 

    “I’ll give JJ and Marcus a call. I like them both, a lot.” 

    “They’d appreciate a call.” 

    “How’s your shoulder?” 

    “A furrow more than a hole. Not a big deal.” 

    “Our mileages may vary on the not-a-big-deal thing. But I appreciate the openness, Case. The avoidance has hung out there too long.” 

    “Yeah. Yeah, it has.” 

    She expressed concern for me and her disquiet toward my endeavors. A candid discussion, welcomed with fingers crossed. 

    “How much longer will you take these jobs?” she asked. 

    “The foreseeable future. Long term, who knows?” 

    She sighed. Not a good thing. 

    “A legit answer and one I much prefer over question-dodging. One thing is clear—I’ll just have to accept that reality. I don’t want the alternative.” 

    “Me either,” I said with several truckloads of relief. 

    Then she shifted to details regarding her personal life. Details I hadn’t been privy to, details she had obfuscated, perhaps figuring they were deal breakers. Instead, her revelations fostered greater admiration. 

    “I’ve talked about, in passing, my dad and sister and niece.” 

    “Right.” 

    She had. They, too, lived in Charlotte, and my having never met them wasn’t a red flag. Until the wedding, Jess hadn’t met my family and extended family. 

    “I’ve presented a false picture. Well, maybe not false, but certainly incomplete.” 

    “Not a big deal, Jess.” 

    “The actual situation is a big deal. It’s a mess.” 

    “Okay.” 

    She hesitated, took a deep breath, and dived in. 

    “My sister is an addict. Heroin.” 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    I was. A brutal truth in far too many homes. 

    “It’s my reality. The thing is, my teenage niece, who’s a great kid, views me as a substitute mom, which I both love and enjoy fostering. Dad does his best filling in as a father figure since my sister’s ex bailed on the family. Dad also covers for me while I’m gone.” 

    “You stepped up to the plate. Good for you.” 

    “I mean, she’s a great kid.” 

    “I’m sure she is.” 

    “You’ll meet her, and Dad, soon. My sister, not so much.” 

    “I look forward to it.” 

    We moved on and addressed more mundane subjects. Our next rendezvous, winter in Charlotte, excellent restaurants. More than a satisfying chat. A reset, an air-cleaner, delivered with candor and faith and promise. According to the Beatles, we could work it out. 

    Two days later I made Charleston and, among other activities, I took long walks with CC and Tinker Juarez. Hardwoods displayed yellow, orange, and red leaves, the air was no longer sultry, and people donned light jackets. Several backyard firepits fired up, woodsmoke a smile-inducing addition for the season. 

    “Hot chocolate!” CC said. 

    “That’s right, my love. Hot chocolate.” 

    We ambled along, headed for a neighborhood coffee shop that offered the rich, warm drink. 

    “What about Tinker Juarez?” 

    “Dogs can’t eat chocolate. It is very bad for them. Remember?” 

    “Even chocolate you drink?” 

    “Even chocolate you drink. But we can also get a pastry treat. You can share that with him.” 

    “He likes treats,” she said, mollified.  

    Excluding Tinker from almost any activity made for a no-go zone. The coffee shop allowed dogs, and Tinker always exhibited sterling behavior around strangers. Tail wags, for sure, and a random tongue lick tossed at a select few. At the coffee shop’s counter, I guided CC toward a three-bite scone, an involved process. She would, for no apparent reason, become crushingly shy around some folks and in certain situations. A behavior that fell into the same mysterious bucket as Tinker’s air kisses tossed at select strangers. We stood at the glassed-in goodies, and she held my upper arm with both hands, pressed against me, and whispered possibilities. She settled on the small scone as it wouldn’t ruin her dinner—a concept Mom had taught her—and half-and-half between her and Tinker struck as a fair deal. A few folks stood behind us, quiet and smiling, as we held up the line. At her selection, an older gentleman offered with a gentle smile, “Mmm, a scone. Good choice.” She delivered a shy smile his way, face buried in my jacket. We sat outside, sipped hot chocolate—CC’s came with extra whipped cream—and watched the world pass by. 

    “I like dancing. Do dogs dance? I think they do.” 

    Wedding party remembrances. 

    “I think Tinker dances when he knows we’re going for a walk. And when you feed him.” 

    “Tinker Juarez.” 

    “Right. Tinker Juarez. We had a great time on the big boat, didn’t we?” 

    “The best, Case. The best. And we flew on an airplane. And I saw your friends again. I like them.” 

    “They like you, too, CC. A lot.” 

    “Is it okay to have a favorite?” 

    “Sure. I think we all do. You’re mine.” 

    She smiled and hummed a song snippet while feeding Tinker half the scone. 

    “I like Jessica. And JJ. Why do you call her Jess?” 

    “That’s what she likes to be called.” 

    “Mom calls her Jessica.” 

    “And that’s okay.” 

    “That is okay.” 

    She sipped chocolate and said, “Bo.” 

    “Your favorite?” 

    “Yes.” She adopted a serious face. “You cannot tell the others, Case.” 

    “I won’t. Promise.” 

    “Bo dances happy.” 

    “Yes, he does.” 

    Several folks, headed into the coffee shop, stopped and scratched Tinker, asking CC his name. She explained he was special and had two names, not an ounce of shyness on display. Go figure. 

    “Will you have a wedding?” she asked. “On a big boat?” 

    “Maybe someday.” 

    My first wedding with Rae had faded from her memory, due, perhaps, to Rae’s death. 

    “If you have a wedding, will you leave?” 

    “No, my love. I’ll always be close to you.” 

    Satisfied, she focused on the warm drink, introduced her dog to two more passersby, and we headed home. The recent pain and death faded, not forgotten, but tempered with the here and now. CC pointed out small miracles as we walked—a breeze created a miniature whirlwind with fallen leaves, a baby belted out laughter from a house as we passed, a large rosebush ceded flowers for globular rose hips. She called them “Christmas rose balls.” An overwhelming sense of gratitude took me, the immediate moments perfect, my spot on this good earth blessed. The next job, the next adventure, waited, and—heeding my best friend’s words—I’d address it with a loose hand on the tiller. 

    THE END
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    I live in Idaho, where wide-open spaces and soaring mountains give a person perspective and room to think. I relish great books, fine trout streams, family, old friends, good dogs, and interacting with my readers. 

      

    If you’d like to join my Readers Club with insights, updates, an insider’s look at story development, and other fun items, simply click below. 

    http://eepurl.com/cWP0iz 

      

    You can visit my Author Page on Amazon for a full list of the Case Lee novels. All are stand-alone. You can start anywhere and enjoy the ride. They are also available on Audiobook. 

    https://www.amazon.com/Vince-Milam/e/B00T6H12BO 

      

    As for the Case Lee settings—well, I’ve lived and worked all over the world, traipsing through places like the Amazon, West Africa, Papua New Guinea, Europe, the Middle East, etc. I have either lived and worked or visited every location incorporated into these novels. And I make a point of capturing unique sights, sounds, and personalities that weave through each of my novels. I want you, dear reader, to feel as though you’ve been there once you’ve finished the tale. 

      

    Thank you for joining me on these adventures! 

    All the best, Vince 
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