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ABOUT THE AUTHOR






 We sleep soundly in our beds because rough men stand ready in the night to visit violence on those who would do us harm.




  
Chapter 1
 Luke flashed bright-red betel-stained teeth as bullets cracked overhead. Tribal tattoos crinkled at the edges of wild eyes. He’d formulated an attack plan. With his machete. We remained low, hidden. Hungry leeches littered the ground at our feet, heads raised, seeking. I considered, for the umpteenth time, a career change.


  He waggled his weapon, good to go. I held no intention of doing anything but easing away from our spot. Depart the area, the bullets, and the bloodsuckers. I shook my head. Luke frowned and indicated he could circle behind our attackers. Bushwhack them. I shook my head a second time and hunkered low, moving through the jungle. Luke Mugumwup, with a snort of disgust, followed.


  The Russians’ gold camp was the third on a list of four. I’d seen enough to confirm their operations and draw basic conclusions. The armed element among them were former Spetsnaz. Special Forces. They owned the look and the movement. As a retired Delta Force operator, I would know.


  We’d arrived at the clearing’s perimeter unannounced. Tents spread among the trees. One large tarp protected the cooking area from tropical downpours. Wet rain forest wood smoldered in a pit, the smoke lingering across the cleared area. A single small concrete block structure occupied the camp’s center. The geologists’ work area. The assay office and focal point. The area showed no trappings of company logos or insignias. A Russian government or private company effort. With Russians, an often indistinguishable difference.


  Luke had tapped my side with the back of the machete blade and lifted his chin toward the concrete structure. “Why?” he’d asked, head cocked and voice low.


  These guys hauled those blocks with ATVs. Lots of blocks. Unnecessary, imprudent effort. Rain forest timber surrounded us. Wood aplenty.


  “They’re Russians.”


  Luke accepted the answer at face value. He would log the short explanation as a tribal curiosity. Russians. Russians prefer concrete. I wouldn’t have argued. The first bullets from their automatic weapons bee-buzzed overhead as we contemplated the camp. My goal—walk in, Glock pistol hidden, and gather information. Our camp hosts held other ideas. The small contingent of Russian muscle shifted position at our sighting with killing neither their intent nor aim. The gunfire sent a message: get the hell out of here. I was happy to oblige.


  Once away and the firing ceased, Luke led. He knew which plants to avoid brushing against in the jungles of PNG. Papua New Guinea. Which tiny vegetative spikes would swell your hand like a beach ball. A slight shiver accompanied satisfaction at getting away from those damn leeches. Hundreds of them. Once latched, they’d grow the size of your little finger.


  We moved fast, silent. Sweat soaked every square inch of clothing. A tropical steam bath. But the triple-canopy rain forest hid direct sun, and deep shadows were our friends. We avoided the hacked-out ATV trails spread across the area. Booby traps presented a real and present danger.


  I’d sussed two gold camps yesterday. The British and the Chinese. And now check the Russians off the list. One camp left and back aboard our boat, the Sally, nestled on the bank of a Fly River tributary.


  I’d taken this gig from my regular client—a murky Zurich outfit called Global Resolutions. It smelled like a lucrative slam-dunk job. Big Money wanted in on the gold game. They contacted my Zurich clients. Send someone. Go check out a massive PNG gold find. Ascertain the current players’ capabilities, strengths, and weaknesses. Simple enough, with one twist.


  Word had it the Indonesians, the last camp on the list, were underfunded. A Big Money investment—for a slice of the gold pie—and the Indonesian contingent could become a player. A big player. If they found gold. A big if.


  My contract included insinuating opportunity among the Indonesian contingent. Hint at wealthy backers. Establish contacts and measure their reaction. No big deal. Then out of here and homeward bound. With any luck, the Indonesians wouldn’t lay a Russian-style welcome mat.


  Luke halted, a palm held down. Wait. Be still. I peered into the shadows and sought movement. The fluorescent-blue head gave it away. A cassowary. A strange jungle ostrich creature. It cocked its head and neck, watching us. A large horned comb ran along the middle of its skull. The head and neck feathers cast bright reflections. Jurassic Park central casting stuff. The fact it wasn’t making tracks spoke to its temperament.


  Luke hissed, loud. The six-foot-tall bird locked on the noise and assessed. Seconds passed and it eased away, silent, fading into the foliage and dark shadows. Papua New Guinea. A strange otherworld land. Three hundred thousand square miles of isolated island, north of Australia. Mountain peaks reaching thirteen thousand feet. Nine hundred tribes, and nine hundred distinct languages. Tribal warfare the norm. Remnants of headhunters and cannibalism. The whole nine yards. One of the Rockefeller clan had visited in the early ’60s. His body was never found.


  I seldom perform my work with an accomplice, a guide. But PNG called for it. Too strange, too unknown. And so far, Luke was a blessing. I’d contracted Luke through a fixer in Port Moresby, PNG’s capital. I found the fixer through Jules. Jules of the Clubhouse.


  “Darkness, deception, and folly, dear boy,” she’d said when I visited her in Chesapeake, Virginia. An information-gathering visit, prior to giving Global Resolutions a firm commitment.


  “Nothing new there.”


  “Perhaps not.”


  “How’d the whole thing start?”


  She shrugged and puffed her cigar.


  “How does any of it ever start? A word, a whisper.”


  “Anything more concrete?”


  “A geologist, now disappeared. A serious man, taken seriously.”


  She slid two black balls down a rail of her abacus. A charge. Information sold.


  “Disappeared?”


  “So it would seem.”


  I left the Clubhouse with a basic impression—a standard gig with minimal danger. Jules sold me contact information and a bit of background. She’d acquired her background on the PNG gold discovery through never-to-be-known channels. Jules was a card-carrying member of Spookville. Clandestine organizations and players swapping facts, innuendo, and lies.


  My chartered plane had flown over the area before landing at the nearest town, Kiunga. I marked the camp locations with GPS. The jungle wilderness offered another day at the office for Case Lee Inc. And the Russians popping caps in my direction wasn’t unexpected. They played for keeps and didn’t sweat the public relations.


  One more camp, then back to Kiunga, forty miles downstream. Most of my ilk—private contractors with, well, special skills—would have parked it in that mudhole of a town. Gathered information among the players—both bit and real—as well as rumor and innuendo from hangers-on and wannabes. But checking the bush camps kept me in high demand. Go the extra mile. Find answers. Report out.


  This was my job, my current career. And—the moments of regret aside—no apologies. I’m good at it. The Delta Force background offered firm foundation and allowed setting my own rules. I don’t murder. If pushed, I’d kill. But I’d come to avoid most of the killing. It weighed heavy.


  Luke led through steep terrain, always wet, the footing treacherous. We’d sighted a Chinese ATV at the bottom of a five-hundred-foot ravine, crushed and littered across a small stream’s boulders. It was ten clicks—six miles—to the Indonesians. We moved fast. I avoided mucking around this jungle at night. We’d run across a taipan snake earlier. The world’s deadliest. Over five feet long and aggressive. I could do without one of them in the dark.


  I’d started with the Brits yesterday. Their camp was well set up, professional. They’d built huts from plastic sheeting and small forest tree trunks. Raised sidewalks constructed from jungle limbs wove through the work areas, keeping them above the mud and muck. Several former SAS operators provided their security. Again, I know one when I see one. Operators.


  Small-engine dredges/sifters worked nearby creeks. Several pieces of equipment displayed “BMC”—British Mining Concerns. A large outfit, global. My Glock stayed hidden as Luke and I approached.


  “Bad place to arrive unannounced,” said an armed member of their security force, stopping our progress.


  “Tried sending a postcard. You didn’t get it?”


  “Funny.”


  A large open tent held assay equipment. Three men working at a table glanced up.


  “We’re figuring out claims,” I said. “We may set up shop. Don’t want to encroach.”


  The former SAS member called over his shoulder. “The Yanks are here.”


  One of the three men from the assay tent walked over. No handshakes, no introductions. I repeated our intent.


  “You didn’t see the flagging? Plastic surveyor’s tape? Red and white. All over the place. Three-kilometer radius.”


  Luke and I shared shrugs. “Not a sign of it.”


  “Bloody tribesmen.” He instructed another nearby member of the security force to mark their claim again. “Every claim is flagged. Different colors,” he said, addressing me, hands on hips and eyes hooded.


  “All right. Surveyor’s flagging. Three-click radius. Got it.”


  Silence.


  “Any luck?” I asked, lifting my chin toward the assay tent.


  Again, silence.


  “Well, enjoy yourselves and all that.” Luke and I turned and walked away. The Brits would scale up if they found sufficient evidence of gold. Roads, runways, massive excavation equipment. In my experience, British mining interests—and BMC in particular—didn’t mess around.


  Next, the Chinese. Men worked on repairing a small dredge. Metal-on-metal clanging echoed through the forest. The camp bustled. Their security force converged on us at the camp’s edge. They didn’t speak English. I tried Spanish and French. Nothing registered. Automatic weaponry escorted us into a sea of tarps strung between trees, hammocks underneath. The largest tarp protected their kitchen from rain. The next largest held tables of equipment, maps, and a very upset geologist. He ran toward us, screaming at the guards. I spotted a mishmash of equipment, including military generators and communication equipment. A Chinese government effort. A short while later we were escorted from the camp. Half a dozen weapons pointed toward the deep jungle, the message clear: leave. We did.


  Three viable gold camps. Each with concerted efforts and commonalities. Housing for thirty-plus men. Rudimentary—tents and tarps and huts—but livable commitment. A kitchen and latrine area. Mechanics shop, geologist station, labor, and a security team. No helipads yet, so everything hand-carried from the river or piled on ATVs. Serious efforts.


  Each camp with a major backer, waiting. Waiting for word of a major find. The disappeared geologist’s find. His disappearance was a little weird, but gold does crazy things to people. And the rumor mill whispered—gold, gold worth billions. Once, and if, a discovery happened, then Katie bar the door. Claim jumping, killing, mayhem, and chaos. Whoever desired backing the Indonesian contingent best have deep pockets. And boatloads of hard mercenaries backing their play. But someone would come out on top. I wouldn’t be around for the show, because I didn’t care. The money interests and geopolitical chess matches failed registration on the Case Lee give-a-damn radar.


  I cared about my mom and mentally challenged sister, CC. I cared about my three retired Delta Force friends. My brothers. I cared about my home, the Ace of Spades, moored in Chesapeake, Virginia. I may have cared about Jules of the Clubhouse. Feelings toward her vacillated on an emotional razor’s edge.


  We maintained a quick, silent pace until Luke slowed and stopped. Rivulets of sweat painted the raised-skin tribal scarification patterns across his back. I approached alongside him, bothered I hadn’t seen the warrior as early as Luke.


  The object of our stares stepped from the recesses of a massive flared tree trunk. Five feet tall—maybe—the tribesman held a handful of arrows taller than himself and a single bow. He wore a penis sheath, a dried-out gourd lifting his privates, tied to a string around his waist. He wore no other clothing. Bits of surveyor’s flagging festooned his wooly hair, woven into his locks. Red, white, blue, yellow. This cat got around.


  They conversed in Tok Pisin, the national language, a weird amalgam of tribal, Dutch, and English words. Luke hailed from the Sepik area, on the other side of PNG. The tribes populating this area, the Fly River basin, constituted the enemy. The whole lot of them. And Luke’s voice filled with disdain for having to lower himself and communicate with them. The tribesman opposite us returned the attitude, indicating utter indifference at Luke’s words. While Luke talked, he’d look into the distance and scratch a body part.


  Several blunt exchanges later, Luke signaled. Let’s move on. Walking past the tribesman, I nodded and smiled. He returned a dead stare.


  “What was that about?” I asked. We picked up the pace, putting distance between us and the tribal warriors unseen.


  “We pass through his ground.”


  “Tribal ground?”


  “Yes.” Luke continued scanning the area as we moved.


  “Everything okay?”


  “No.”


  All righty, then. Good to know. There was little point discussing it further. Whatever Luke and the tribesman exchanged, I wouldn’t comprehend. Tribal nuances. Or tacit agreements. Or threats. The cultural chasm presented a leap too far. Luke and the tribesman communicated. Situations presented, subtleties of inflection and body language assessed. I stood outside the PNG cultural loop. Which led to acceptance and reliance on an old standby. Move. Move on and move fast.


  We did. Strange insects buzzed past, large and loud. More leech patches stepped through, and unseen birds called from above. I provided Luke Mugumwup a direction. He led. I kept a keen eye on our back trail.


  

  
Chapter 2
 The Indonesian contingent came across as a dangerous mess. No organization, little exhibited acumen regarding mineral extraction, and armed to the teeth. No company or government indicators. A chaotic environment, but with a peculiar intensity woven throughout their actions. Luke and I circled their camp at a distance, observing and absorbing.


  My Delta Force training had honed a sixth sense. The ability for capturing a group’s vibe. Body language, facial expressions, tenor of voice, and rapidity of movement. A dozen indicators collected and digested. Conclusions drawn. Not a precise measure, but drawn assumptions had saved our butts more than once.


  These Indonesians, a motley crew, lacked the camp structure required for organized mining efforts. But they were comfortable, at home, deep within the PNG rain forest. And full of zeal. I couldn’t ascertain the reason for their focused fervor and commitment. But the vibe was uncomfortable, threatening. 


  They held a confident wariness at our approach. A mixed bag of weaponry hung from waist belts—pistols and knives. Lots of knives. But each pointed a common weapon our way. New AK-47s. Automatic weapons, and nothing mixed bag about them.


  Camo tarps strung between trees provided rain protection. Several cook fires crackled, and shovels sounded from a nearby creek. Piles of gas cans, hoses snaked across the ground, a garbage pile smoldering. Wooden boxes and crates acted as chairs and tables. Amateur gold seekers, albeit well-armed ones. Whoever held ambitions of backing this gang best prepare a big-bucks investment. And prepare to watch their back.


  “Anyone speak English?” I asked. We’d stopped at the edge of their clearing, far enough from the sheltering jungle for an amicable presentation but deep shadows and hanging vines only a short distance away. One of the men stepped forward, a black bandana tied over his scalp and an AK-47 pointed in my direction.


  “I do.” Head cocked, he half smiled a gold-tooth display. A solid contingent of armed men backdropped his position.


  “I represent people who may want to help you.”


  “Help?” he asked.


  “Yes. With money and equipment.”


  He turned and translated for a gathering crowd. Several returned comments.


  “You are offering us money?”


  The scar running from his left eye to the corner of his mouth crinkled. His expression came across as a cruel smile. His English was excellent, and bowed legs lent an air of unyielding personality.


  “No. Not me. But others.”


  He turned and again addressed his camp mates, accepted feedback, and addressed me again.


  “Tell me about the money. Explain.”


  “Backers. Investors. People who would provide men and equipment. To help find gold.”


  I approached my infomercial limits. The gig didn’t call for negotiations. Make contact and confirm amenability.


  “I have enough men.”


  “But you may not have the right kind. Geologists. Mining engineers.”


  He remained silent.


  “And you clearly don’t have the equipment.”


  He turned and surveyed his kingdom, shrugging as he turned back. One of his men blurted a question. The leader barked a command for silence.


  “Why would these people give money? And equipment?”


  “For a percentage of the gold.”


  “What percentage?”


  “You’ll have to ask them.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  A solid question. “I was asked to meet you. And ask the question. Are you willing to consider a partner? For a percentage of the gold?”


  He looked me up and down, spat, and joined his comrades. A long and animated discussion followed. More men joined the crowd until over thirty Indonesians listened, gestured, and spoke over each other. One of the men became the most vociferous, arguing and yelling. The black-bandana leader—and he was a leader among this gang—argued back with short, explosive statements. They’d point in my direction and continue the heated discussion. I turned and spoke with my teammate.


  “Follow me.”


  Luke’s deadpan expression told me nothing, but he did follow. I walked a dozen paces away from the arguing crowd. We entered the rain forest, stopped, and turned. They could still see us, but we stood steps away from surrounding darkness and thick vegetation. When groups like this conducted crowd-driven animated conversation, a person in my position often became the object of their ire. I sought distance. Distance pressing us against the relative protection of deep rain forest. Where a man armed with a single Glock could be effective. Deadly effective.


  Shadows lengthened. Luke scratched his leg with the machete’s bladed tip. I smelled the barn. The final camp, contact made, an offer presented. Now, head home time. With one last stop. Kiunga. The miserable muddy town on the banks of the Fly River. With a gravel runway and decrepit docks, it offered a staging area for mining contingents. There, I’d gather information and compare against the realities of the bush camps. Kiunga would be BS city. Here in the jungle, reality reigned.


  The English-speaking man returned from the crowd, which followed on his heels. They began spreading around us. Jungle twigs snapped as they moved through the green. Here and now reality said exit, quick.


  “Come on, Luke.” I turned and grabbed his arm, ensuring he walked with me. I wasn’t allowing them to surround us. Not going to happen. Physical positioning translated into leverage, and I would maintain a strong neutral position. Not hostage-for-the-taking.


  “Wait.” The leader spoke toward my receding backside, fading from sight. He spoke Indonesian with the others. They stopped their forward movement and waited, armed, in a semicircle around us. I took another dozen paces, creating a further distance barrier, and turned, now a murky object lost among the dark greenery.


  “What percentage of the gold?” he asked.


  I remained silent, mental synapses firing in overdrive. Something wasn’t right. This guy had already asked the question. And he knew I wasn’t going to toss out a number.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Why do others wish to help us? This is strange. Most strange.”


  Realization flashed. His voice, inflection, and posture indicated I wasn’t the first to approach this gang with keys to the kingdom. Time to confirm my hunch.


  “What did the other group offer you? What percentage?”


  He smiled. In the dim light, gold teeth flashed.


  “I will not tell you this.”


  One final point of clarity, then gone, gone. “You have accepted another partner.” A flat statement. No inflection of a question.


  “Yes. A partner. But we control this.” His arm swept the surrounding jungle. “And control the gold.”


  Unseen birds called and fluttered overhead. I remained silent.


  “Can you offer better?” he asked.


  “Don’t know.”


  He nodded. I returned the same. The conversation was over. We’d left the door open for a higher bidder, and no point elaborating. Luke and I turned again and faded away. The thick brush, massive trees, and hanging vines enveloped us. I halted, listened. Footfalls and brushed-aside foliage indicated movement. Movement back toward their camp. A short while later, more loud arguing voices. This band reeked of bad news. The look in their eyes, their body language. A motivator other than gold drove their actions. And another outfit had already played “let’s make a deal” with them. I’d put it in the report. No skin off my retreating butt. The dank environment provided us security and a means of graceful exit. Five miles to the Sally. We’d make it in under ninety minutes.


  Two miles from our riverboat, the danger meter pegged. I sensed it before Luke. He continued for three paces and also stopped, picking up the atmosphere. We weren’t alone. I pulled the Glock.


  An arrow, aimed at Luke, flashed past his back and whistled into the surrounding green. Another followed, missing because the Sepik warrior roared forward. Machete held high, he screamed a battle cry, charging the unknown. I followed and sought targets. Visibility was poor, and black-green foliage whipped past as we ran.


  “We’re getting the hell out of here, Luke!”


  An obvious statement, but one required. Luke would stop and fight if he viewed the enemy. My goal was the Sally. Luke slowed and twirled, eyes wide and wild, seeking confrontation. A warrior’s pirouette, legs spread, turning and challenging. His bright-red teeth displayed with a battle grimace. I caught up with him and gripped his arm.


  “No! To the boat. Now!”


  He anchored my movement, yielding only when I yelled again. We picked up speed, sprinting. Leaves and branches and hanging vines slapped our bodies. I could see no one, no enemy. That’s when I caught the arrow.


  The mind’s eye slowed it. It blended with the background jungle, a linear flying shape. A few milliseconds warning prior to it striking. Enough time for a running torso shift. It struck my left pectoral, high and near the shoulder. It would have hit my heart.


  I skidded on the jungle floor litter and fired several shots ahead. Maybe the booming retorts would scare them away. Maybe. My free hand pressed around the flesh at the long arrow’s shaft.


  “Break it off!”


  I fired three more shots into the rain forest, one ahead and two to the sides.


  “Break the damn thing off, Luke!”


  He did, snapping the shaft and leaving the arrowhead buried. Six inches of splintered shaft protruded from my chest. Blood dribbled from the entry point. I held out my shirttail.


  “Cut it.”


  Luke’s machete sliced, and I stuffed the material around the shaft and into the wound.


  “Move. Now!”


  We jogged toward the Sally, one hand holding the shirt material against the wound, the other popping a round from the Glock at irregular intervals. The sounds boomed and reflected off the vegetation, incongruous among the rain forest environment. But it worked. No more arrows came our way.


  A new experience. Bullets, yes. Several times. Shrapnel? Sure. Even a few knife wounds. But never an arrow. Its tip was barbed—I’d noted such with the one tribesman’s arrows. It would require a painful extraction. But first get out of here.


  A weird sensation struck as we ran. One born of too many battles, too much killing. I didn’t hold any animosity toward the shooter. The archer. Or his fellow tribesmen who’d hunted us down. Would I have shot and killed had I seen them? Yeah, probably. But this was their turf. Property of New Guinea tribesmen. This was what they did. Fight.


  Luke continued casting worried looks my way. Bothersome as hell.


  “This thing poisonous?” I asked, figuring another mile to go.


  He didn’t reply. A half mile later, still running, I asked again.


  Luke slowed, and we locked eyes. “No. No poison.”


  “How do you know?”


  “You are not dead.”


  He’d waited before answering the first time. An unknown. Now he, and I, knew.


  We broke through onto the riverbank, the Sally, and Babe screaming at his customers.


  

  
Chapter 3
 The Sally was nudged up the riverbank, a land line tied around a nearby tree as an anchor. Forty feet long, fifteen wide, and a floating miracle. At least fifty years old and made of indeterminate wood. The Sally’s old diesel engine spent decades wallowing her along Fly River tributaries. A small wooden gangplank extended onto the muddy riverbank.


  At the top of the gangplank stood Babe Cox, toadlike and yelling.


  “Bugger off, ya wooly wankers! Go on!”


  A handful of villagers clustered at the base of the gangplank. Babe’s clientele. The Sally was a floating store, carrying sundries. Cheap Asian T-shirts with mistranslated English expressions. Low-end synthetic running shorts. Fishhooks, machetes, matches. And motrus cigarettes—sticky black tobacco rolled tight with newsprint and cut into ten-inch pieces.


  Babe traded these rivers for decades and accepted any legitimate currency. Or smoked balls of raw rubber, betel nut clusters, and live animals. At the moment, he wasn’t accepting anything. The store was closed.


  “I mean it. Get stuffed!” he said, gesturing toward the small crowd.


  Luke and I jogged past the cluster of locals and eased up the rickety gangplank. Babe stepped aside and cackled, “Picked up a souvenir, did ya?” He pointed at the embedded arrow tip and spit bright-red betel nut saliva into the river.


  He would know. His sole attire consisted of tattered cotton gym shorts. His skin displayed old wounds from knives, spears, and arrows. Mixed among them, remnants of one tropical skin disease or another. Along with fungal infections and festering insect bites. In his sixties, one eye displayed a permanent squint. His teeth and mouth flared bright red from the betel nut, and his few remaining wisps of hair lifted with the breeze.


  “Let’s head downriver, Babe.” I pulled my rucksack and fished out my medical kit.


  “Too late. The Sally doesn’t run at night.”


  He began wrestling with the gangplank, sliding it on board.


  “Get me a mile or two. Tie up on the other side.” The tributary we occupied indicated a tribal demarcation. Whoever occupied the other side may have been as hostile as the current crop of locals. But they hadn’t shot at me. Yet.


  “I’ve got no customers over there.” He whined the response, a pleading intonation of innocence and helplessness and poor-is-me. He was anything but.


  “I’ve put up with you stopping three times on a contracted nonstop trip here.”


  He whined again. “A man’s gotta make a living.”


  The adrenaline rush of combat and flight eased off. The pain ratcheted up.


  “Untie your tub. Get my butt downriver. Now.”


  He bitched and moaned and yelled at the locals to release the land line. I gathered myself and waited for the breathing and adrenaline to normalize. And prepared for surgery. Delta Force operators were trained for managing battlefield wounds. Gunshots, shrapnel, concussive injuries. The training didn’t include arrow removal. I was flying blind but knew enough not to pull it straight out. The arrowhead was embedded deep, and its barbs would rip flesh and cause physical havoc with a violent tugged removal. I’d cut it out. An open deck bench was my operating theater.


  Babe shoved a long pole against the bank, freeing the Sally. She began drifting backward. Babe moved about, securing a few loose items. His privates would dangle below his shorts when he bent over. I’d asked him on the upriver trip if it cost extra for the show. He didn’t reply.


  I laid out a small bottle of wound wash, gauze, antibiotic ointment, and butterfly bandages. Rolls of adhesive tape and a wrapped sterile scalpel. This would hurt. Big time. But delay wasn’t an option. Do it now, get it over and done.


  I stripped my shirt and eased the shirttail material from the wound. Fresh blood trickled down my chest. Babe’s pet jungle kangaroo, two feet tall, hopped nearby, waggled an ear, and watched. I squirted wound wash around and into the wound, then unwrapped the scalpel.


  “Whatya doing with that?” Babe asked, wandering past, wheelhouse bound.


  I didn’t respond.


  “Wait a bloody second. I’ve got experience with those buggers.” He referred to flesh-embedded arrowheads.


  Babe Cox wasn’t the type of person I took advice from. But in this case, there was no denying he’d dealt with this issue before. And slicing my own flesh fell low on the Case Lee bucket list. I waited. Luke sat down the bench from me and scooted the tiny roo away with his foot. The animal hopped away from the affront, stopped, and continued staring my way. The old engine fired and Babe navigated to the middle of the river and let the Sally drift, the engine idling. Diesel fumes mixed with the Sally’s resident unreal funk. Rotted wood, years of dried sweat, smoked rubber. An amalgam of use and decay and human detritus.


  Babe returned with a lit motrus dangling from this lips, a salt shaker, and three stubbies. Bottles of beer. The Sally held cases of beer, stowed deep in the hold. Babe didn’t sell it. A private stash. He handed Luke and me a warm one and sat next to me.


  “Let’s take care of those nasties first,” he said, lifting his chin at my backside.


  “What nasties?”


  He didn’t answer but sprinkled salt across my lower back. Two soft, wet plops followed. Between my legs and under the bench a pair of fat mottled-brown bloodsuckers writhed their death throes. My involuntary shudder brought a chuckle from Babe. Man, I hate leeches.


  “Righto. Now to business.” He spit bits of tobacco and took a deep swallow from the stubbie. “It’s a matter of extension, mate. Ya don’t want to be adding more to the wound.”


  His stubbie hand held two large wooden tongue depressors. Placing the beer on the deck, he held one in each hand, displayed for my benefit. The ten-inch newspaper-clad cigarette dangled from his lips, and smoke curled around his face. “These’ll do the trick.”


  I turned and checked with Luke. He nodded back, took a swig of beer, and asked for a smoke. Babe took another drag and passed him the cigarette across my torso. I leaned back as his forearm nearly brushed against the protruding arrow shaft.


  I was game. Zero personal expertise at such matters and Luke’s nonchalant response toward the suggested surgical procedure added weight to my decision. Which could have been a mistake. Luke passed his childhood tribal rite of passage when tossed from a dugout into a stream loaded with crocs. He was nonchalant about a lot of things.


  “Those clean?” I asked, pointing at the tongue depressors.


  “Been keeping them between my butt cheeks, Yank.”


  Luke laughed, stood, and wandered to the Sally’s railing. The wound throbbed, pounded. I squirted more wound wash along the embedded arrowhead.


  “Hold those out.” I lifted my chin, indicating the tongue depressors.


  Babe complied, and I washed them with more wound wash. Babe sighed.


  “Okay. What’s the procedure?”


  “Simple, mate.” Babe shifted the wooden depressors to one hand and plucked his stubbie from the deck for a drink. Three large swallows and he’d emptied it, belched, and tossed the glass bottle into the river. “I slide these down either side of the arrowhead.”


  “Into the wound?”


  “Where else? You can be a bit dense, ya know that?”


  “Then what?”


  “Why, stretch her out a bit. Press the flesh away from the bloody thing. She’ll come right out. It’s all about extension.”


  “Yeah. Extension.”


  “Easy peasy.”


  A long way from the magic of easy peasy. One of the wooden depressors could break off, creating a bigger mess. Pulling the barbed arrowhead straight out could tear more muscle and flesh. And the whole exercise would hurt like hell.


  “Let’s do it.”


  “Lean back. I’ve gotta see.”


  Twilight approached and light became an issue. Plus, I wasn’t too sure how well old Babe saw regardless of the lighting situation. But I leaned back and watched.


  He separated the wound edges and jammed one of the depressors deep, alongside the projectile. Molten fire would have hurt less. My toes curled, a leg kicked, teeth ground, and sweat popped across my face.


  “She stings a bit, don’t she?”


  I groaned.


  “This one’s a bit tricky,” he said, holding the remaining depressor.


  “Well there’s some good news, Babe,” I said between clenched teeth, snorting with pain.


  “Don’t get all snotty.”


  He pried apart the wound opposite the first depressor, alongside the arrowhead, and squinted hard into the hole. Sweat poured down my face, dripping on my chest and mixing with blood.


  With a surprising gentleness, he eased the second one in with steady pressure, stopping when satisfied. Luke wandered back over and watched, smoking. He finished his stubbie and it, too, went into the river.


  I squirted more wound wash down the hole. The screaming pain left the realm of here-and-now. It became an intense howling chunk of muscle and flesh, separate from me. Detached. Thank God.


  “All right. I’ll spread her a bit. Extension. Then you pluck the bloody thing out.”


  He twisted the small wooden slats, again with surprising gentleness. Blood poured and collected at my waist. My nostrils blew like a freight train.


  “Right. Pull it.”


  “You sure?”


  “Pull it.”


  Luke, weary of the procedure, reached down, grabbed the arrow shaft, and jerked it out. I contributed an explosive snort and groan. Sprinkles of tiny stars floated across my vision. Babe eased the two tongue depressors out. Fresh blood cascaded. Son of a bitch.


  “There. Right as rain.” Babe stood. He delivered rasping scratches to a patch of skin disease and headed for the wheelhouse and another stubbie. The little roo hopped after him. Luke wandered off and inspected the tribal arrowhead. I fought back puking.


  Right as rain, I washed the wound a final time and pressed clean gauze to stanch the bleeding. Babe kicked the Sally into gear and eased toward a large overhanging tree limb on the opposite side of the river. He killed the engine, tossed a bowline across the limb, and tied us off. We bobbed in the light current, twenty feet from the bank. The bleeding slowed; gobs of now-crimson gauze waded and pressed. I remained leaning back, staring into the big empty. And thought, again, of changing careers.


  Later I applied antibiotic cream and butterfly bandages. While my kit carried sutures, stitches weren’t an option. If this thing became infected, I wanted it to drain.


  My rucksack held another item—a stainless steel flask filled with Grey Goose vodka. The warm liquid washed down four ibuprofens and two antibiotics. The little roo peeked at me from the doorway of the wheelhouse, one ear flicking. Night fell.


  

  
Chapter 4
 I had a bunk belowdecks but opted to remain topside for a while. Babe’s snores resonated below. Luke joined him after our evening chat.


  “Finished?” he’d asked.


  “Yeah. Kiunga tomorrow. Ask a few questions. Port Moresby the day after.”


  “You will come back?”


  “No.”


  He mulled that over. He’d command top dollar as a guide in Kiunga, so I held no concern over him finding his next gig. I shifted and held back a groan.


  “Good team.”


  “Yeah. We make a good team.” The moonlight highlighted the tribal scar design looping from his back to crisscross his chest. We did make a good team. Luke was fearless and provided everything I needed from a guide. The cultural chasm left a few holes—I’d never understand PNG tribal interplay. But he knew these rugged jungles and, when given a mission, he carried out his duties. A good man. I’d miss him.


  “Where’d you get the name Luke?”


  “Missionaries.”


  “So you’re Christian?”


  “Most times.”


  I’d seen it before, the mix of belief systems. PNG tribesmen—and Luke was a proud member of a Sepik River tribe—were animists. They believed objects, places, rivers, and creatures possessed a spiritual essence. Somehow that belief system blended with Christianity—a belief system unique to each individual.


  “It gives me peace,” he added.


  I wasn’t ready to wrap my head around what constituted peace for a man ready to attack any perceived enemy with a machete. But I didn’t draw negative conclusions, either. It worked for Luke.


  The wound’s pain, salved with hefty doses of Grey Goose, became a dull ache. I’d be sore as hell tomorrow.


  “You?” he asked, pointing toward my lone tattoo—a small passion cross on my left shoulder. A remnant from a wandering relationship.


  “It’s complicated.” I’d received the tattoo during a spiritual high-water mark. A tide that rose and fell. A tide, perhaps, designed that way. I didn’t know.


  Luke accepted the answer at face value. Of course it was complicated. “Time for sleep,” he said, stretching.


  “I’ll be down soon.”


  He started toward the wheelhouse and the stairs taking him belowdecks.


  “You are a good man.”


  Seated, I shifted my gaze into his face. “You too, Luke Mugumwup. You too.”


  Bats whipped and skittered across the Sally’s bow. Watery scuffling sounds and violent splashes filled the night. I fired my small flashlight. Deep underneath the overhanging branches as far as my light could carry shined pairs of reflective eyes. Crocs. Over a dozen, jostling for position, waiting for prey.


  The blues eased open the door and slid inside. Understandable. I could try and paint a different reality—ease personal angst—but there was no denying my current situation. Middle-aged, sitting on a rotting tub at night in the New Guinea wilderness, and nursing an arrow wound. Babe was right. I’d picked up a souvenir, a marker. One I’d carry the rest of my life. And I slapped back the possibility Babe represented me, decades ahead. Yeah, I lived on a boat. I kept moving. But most times life was a joy. A good life. And I had family. Both blood and Delta.


  During the trip upriver, I’d asked Babe about family. Wife and kids.


  “Good wife. Two kids. All dead. Dead and gone.”


  A short conversation. It may have driven him to his current life. Hard to say and I didn’t pry. But unlike Babe, I held a deadly item to hang my lifestyle on. A large and ever-present item. Whether Babe and I shared psychological similarities weren’t part of my musings.


  The singular item—a bounty on my head. A million bucks. As did my retired Delta Force brothers. Marcus, Bo, and Catch. Sometime during our Delta days we’d pissed off deep pockets. Deep pockets with unyielding revenge on their mind. Marcus, our team leader, shrugged it off. He lived life among the vastness of Montana. A rancher. He didn’t hide, or run. And as a rare black rancher out there, he stood as an anomaly. But his neck of the woods offered wide, wide spaces and a degree of isolation. He had a good shot at spotting interlopers. Bounty hunters. Then he’d take his personal shot. With high-powered weaponry.


  Catch lived in the Pacific Northwest. Green, dripping Portland. Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez. The “Catch” moniker derived from Delta days. He lingered at the periphery during our violent fast-in, fast-out engagements and caught the unexpected. Covered our backs. While all of us were crack shots, Catch excelled. When he squeezed the trigger, someone died.


  Bo Dickerson moved to Portland at Catch’s invitation. Bo’s houseboat in Virginia’s Dismal Swamp had been shot up and burned down. A mercenary attack. His move to Portland was a natural stopover. He’d move on again. Maybe. With Bo, definitive never applied. And his worldview seldom made a whole lot of sense. But he was my closest brother. Wild and crazy and ensconced in an alternative reality.


  A fourth Delta brother, Angel, had gone bad. We’d killed him.


  A cry, human, came from across the river, a far distance away. It snapped me to attention, Glock at the ready. The movement set the wound off, sharp slices of squinting pain. I waited until nature’s night sounds reigned again, and half relaxed. Tribesmen could come after me in dugout canoes. But they’d invade Babe’s place in doing so. And I held a high confidence factor they didn’t want to mess with their sole source of trade goods. I shifted, the wound barked, and more bats flickered past my head, hunting.


  Rae. My murdered wife. I’d broken the bounty hunter’s neck. But he’d broken my life. Rae. Beautiful, lively, loving. My soul mate. After Delta, I’d wandered, lost. She found me and plugged holes I didn’t know I carried. Years later I still missed her. Every day. We settled in Savannah, my hometown. Until she was killed. Murdered. I moved Mom and CC to Charleston. Mom took back her maiden name after cancer took Dad. The change of location and name offered a degree of safety. The lion’s share of my revenue went to Mom. She and CC were taken care of. Except for the part about putting them in danger due to the bounty.


  My Delta brothers and I tried to find the funding source, the paymaster. No luck. Even Jules of the Clubhouse lacked success with the endeavor. And the bounty—ever present and washed with guilt due to Rae’s death—offered the rationale for living the Ace of Spades lifestyle. A day or two here, meander down the Intracoastal Waterway—the Ditch—and a short stay at the next stop. My brothers remained on my butt about settling. Marcus more than the others. But I enjoyed the lifestyle. To paraphrase a PNG warrior, it helped me find peace.


  But these gigs put me in uncomfortable physical and mental places. I could use another vocation. One allowing me to work from the Ace. But my skill sets mapped to these jobs. And these jobs fed my hardwired inherent desire for the occasional adrenaline rush. I’d denied that facet of my makeup since retiring from Delta. But the fire was resident, and I couldn’t stamp the freakin’ thing out.


  Violent thrashing erupted from a nearby treetop. There were no monkeys in PNG, so a couple of unknown tree critters scrapped. Or an arboreal creature became supper for a tree snake or night-hunting raptor.


  The bounty. Cutting off the head of the snake would change everything. Maybe. Flying solo held appeal, granted. No boss, my own rules. And few of those. I declined hit jobs and wouldn’t light any geopolitical fuses. The people on this planet created more than enough opportunity to kick off chaos and death. I refused to strike those matches.


  I ached for her. Rae. The large things, the whole person, laid the foundation for memories and longing. But the smallest remembrances shot their own pain-inducing arrows. The gleeful laugh at something she’d seen or heard. The hands-on-hips stance when she would get serious. The touch of fingernails sliding along my forearm, desultory and meaningful. Oh man.


  The last drop of Grey Goose found a home, and I used my pistol hand to push off, stand, tired and awash with melancholy. I wobbled and regained balance. And regained a grip on my physical situation and mental attitude. Yeah, certain aspects of life sucked. But I was here, alive, and working a gig. Enough wallowing in woe-is-me. Sleep called.


  One foot through the wheelhouse door, a whiff of the Sally’s shipboard funk hit hard. A pause, a sideways glance, upward and from the corner of my eye. Into the billion-star night and way, way beyond.


  “Could use a little help.”


  Down the stairs and onto a filthy bunk bed. I dreamt of vivid green surroundings and a hidden pitched keening, loud and lamenting and jungle bound.


  

  
Chapter 5
 Dawn. Babe popped open a stubbie once he’d fired the engine and untied us. Luke bummed a motrus from the Sally’s vast stock. I asked Babe if he possessed anything resembling coffee.


  “I do, mate. I do. Drive.”


  He walked away from the wheel and I steered us downriver as clatter and cussing rose from the bowels of the old boat. He bitched and moaned his way upstairs and handed me a small pot and an old jar of instant coffee. It would do.


  My left chest and shoulder delivered a deep ache but no lighting shards of pain. The wound hadn’t shown signs of infection. A big deal. Wounds in tropical settings festered with ease. I rotated my shoulder, slow and gentle, fighting back stiffness. While the water heated on a propane-fired single burner situated on what once was a wheelhouse map table, I bathed. A bucket dipped in the muddy river, body wash applied, and three days of jungle body stench scrubbed away. I drip-dried nude and drank something that could have passed as real coffee’s cousin. A distant cousin.


  Five hours to Kiunga. It had taken ten coming upriver. The Sally had been the sole available motor craft. The mining contingents brought in their own newer, faster boats.


  “They don’t want the old Sally,” Babe had lamented at his strange whining/pleading best when we’d met. “But she’ll get you there! Yes she will.” Then he tried to gouge me on the price.


  I set up shop on the back deck during the downriver run, utilizing satellite connectivity for both phone and Internet. Pricey, but worth every penny. I checked messages on the deep web, dark and obscure, using 128-bit encryption.


  The sole communiqués were from Mom and Jules of the Clubhouse. Mom wondered when I’d drop by Charleston. She intimated there was an available woman who passed the Mary Lola Wilson, mother of Case Lee, vetting process. I replied, Within the next couple of weeks. Love you. I did. A lot.


  The message from Jules—two cryptic words. Gears turn. Great. Gears turn. The whole Spookville thing irritated. She’d glommed onto something. A fine filament of her spider web tingled. She’d scuttled over and consumed the information. Something from the private sector, or CIA, or NSA, or a foreign clandestine organization. Sent as truth, rumor, or misdirection.


  But odds were high Jules wouldn’t have sent it unless it affected my current gig. Something or someone moved, took action. Gears turned. And she sent it as a calculated debt-reduction statement. I maintained a credit with her. The amount unknown—the abacus balls and Jules owned that accounting turf. And she wasn’t shy about expressing discomfort at the debt.


  I’d paid her hard cash—three large—for PNG intel and maintained my credit balance from the previous Global Resolutions engagement. When visiting her after that one, I’d fed her hot items, real and actionable. She hadn’t pushed using my credit with her for the PNG intel. The warm side of my heart intimated she’d use it as an excuse for interpersonal connectivity. The Jules version of bonhomie. The cold side accepted her taking my cash as a calculated move. Given my vocation, there stood a chance I’d get killed, her debt disappearing with my demise. A play-the-odds mind-set on her part. And I liked Jules. Which speaks volumes to my workaday world.


  The first river barge passed by our port side two hours into the trip. A seventy-footer, aluminum. High sided with a flat drop-down bow used for easing up to a riverbank and becoming a ramp. Loaded to the gunwales with material and equipment, it flew the Union Jack. Babe started screaming as it came around a bend in the river, a quarter mile away.


  “You’re going to rock the Sally, ya bastids! Rock her like she were nothing!”


  He meant the river barge’s wake. As it approached, the low growl of twin high-powered diesels echoed off the jungle walls. Babe continued to scream. The captain smiled and saluted as he passed. Babe grabbed his privates as response. The Sally did rock and roll but handled the large wake with aplomb. I almost patted her railing. Good girl.


  An hour later the Russians passed with a similar vessel, also loaded full. The crewmen maintained a dour expression as they passed. Babe didn’t deign to acknowledge them. The Chinese passed next. When spying a crewman’s large black telephoto lens, I ducked into the wheelhouse and stood behind Babe, blocking the camera’s view. Case Lee doesn’t do photographs.


  The Indonesian contingent didn’t make a showing on the river.


  Kiunga’s rickety docks hopped with activity and noise and dreams of riches. Corrugated tin warehouses pressed wall-to-wall. Some with cut timber frameworks, others using jungle poles. Several pole warehouses leaned, touching the adjacent building. Muddy roads became impassable, so jungle timber was laid perpendicular to the ruts as a road surface. Men and women hustled about. Kiunga locals, tribal members, Asians, Europeans—you name it, they were there. Another gold rush boomtown. It smelled of sawdust, human sweat, and cut-your-throat greed.


  “Thanks, Babe. Been a pleasure.”


  He took a break from yelling at dockworkers who committed one infraction or another securing the Sally.


  “You’ll be back?” he asked, taking my hand. I made a mental note to sanitize the hand ASAP. He’d been on a scratching binge.


  “Nope. Good luck. I hope everything works out.”


  “Oh, it will. It will.” He turned and delivered a blistering rant to a local who’d failed to meet his expectations performing a task. Addressing me as I slid over the railing with my rucksack, he said, “Look, mate, I never caught your name.”


  “That’s okay. Take care, Babe. Take care.” A final wave and smile and a mental declaration. That wasn’t me in thirty years. No sir, no way. Yeah, Babe was another river rat. A kindred spirit ninety degrees removed. But he held no joy, no appreciation, no love. I’d keep those fires stoked my entire life. Certainty and relief lay there.


  I’d kept our room at the lone hotel, using a fake name. Tim Jones. An English couple ran the place. It had modern amenities and an expansive covered veranda for gathering and meals and cocktails. An interesting backstory hid there somewhere, but I’d kept my brief conversations with the proprietor couple focused on current state of affairs. They had told me of Babe and the Sally.


  Luke and I worked through mud and standing water. I nodded at passing strangers. A few locals smiled back. The rest stared and looked away. Two men, sweat pouring, alternated blows with their sledgehammers, driving a piling. The rhythmic thwacks of steel on timber set a dull backbeat among the muck and mire and dreams for the milling workers, hustlers, and hangers-on. It began to rain.


  It was an hour or so before the hotel cocktail hour, when the top-echelon gold mining players would assemble. Corporate and government types, the overseers of field operations. An interesting cast. The hotel veranda represented the lone game in town, the foundation for the evening play. My information-gathering expectations remained low, but a dance across the stage was requisite. Finish the job. Report out. The bush camps told the real tale. The little hotel soirée—all smoke and mirrors and glares.


  Luke went for a walkabout. I hiked over to the gravel-strip airport, a half mile distant. It helped keep my shoulder loose, although the left chest muscle barked, loud. Clouds roiled overhead, rain alternated between drizzle and downpour. The corrugated tin shack alongside the runway contained a collection of material scheduled for the bush. And a young Australian pilot. He wore classic Aussie white knee socks, shorts, and a deep-blue aviation shirt with epaulets. Looking sharp. I inquired as to the next flight available for Port Moresby.


  “Got a morning milk run, mate,” he said. “It ends in Moresby.”


  It would do. I wasn’t thrilled about landing at every pissant grass strip on the way to Port Moresby, but empty seats to and from Kiunga became precious given the current situation.


  “How many hops?” I asked.


  “Three,” the pilot said. He reached behind his head and scratched at something inside his shirt. Three stops, unloading and loading God-knows-what and on to Moresby. It would have to do.


  “All right. Just me. Any issues?”


  “None at all. You can pay me direct. Saves a bit of paperwork.”


  I did. We’d leave at dawn. On the way back to the hotel the clouds broke, sun pierced, and sweat replaced raindrops. The butterfly bandage began sliding off the wound. People mingled, hustled, and bustled. Hammers pounded and voices called. Heavy equipment and manual labor moved logs across the muddy roads. New business signs—hand painted—sprung up across town. The New Guinea version of 1800s Deadwood during that gold rush. Strike it rich. Last Chance Inc. And no laws, restrictions, constraints. Just do it. Although I don’t think the Nike folks had this in mind.


  I showered, treated the wound, and donned fresh clothes. Luke walked in as I finished. I tossed him a clean towel and he rubbed down, keeping on his shorts and jungle boots. Luke Mugumwup, good to go. Case Lee, less so. Fatigue settled. The arrow wound throbbed. Kiunga to Port Moresby to Sydney to San Francisco to Portland started early in the morning. Twenty-eight travel hours. At least I was headed home. But first a game of you lie to me and I’ll reciprocate on the hotel’s veranda. Part of the job, sure, but wearing. Tedious.


  “You okay?” Luke asked, facial tattoos crinkled with concern.


  “Yeah. Okay. Let’s go meet these people.”


  “Bring this?” He held up his machete.


  I smiled and laughed. “Absolutely. It may help make this a short evening.”


  

  
Chapter 6
 We strolled onto the enormous veranda. It served as bar and eating area with over twenty tables spread about. Three servers worked the crowd. Many of the assembled players sat and huddled, elbows on table. Conversations low and speculative. Others milled, making contacts, setting up deals.


  We situated at a small corner table. Landscape vegetation brushed against the railing at my back. Dozens of small lizards scuttled about the overhead ceiling, upside down. A good thing. The lizard herd would keep the crawling insect population under control.


  Luke laid his machete across the table. The Glock remained hidden under my shirttail. I ordered Luke a beer and asked, “Any Grey Goose available?”


  “Smirnoff. Would that do?” the waiter asked.


  “It will do fine. On the rocks. Thanks.”


  I’d settle in, observe. Ascertain which groups held the four gold camp honchos. Conduct my own personal veranda walkabout, ask a few questions, and discover little. Put a ribbon on this engagement. The drinks arrived, followed by a man with pressed khaki shorts and shirt, cocktail in hand.


  “American?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, here’s the thing.” He bent over, earnest, carrying a benign smile. His accent held a strange amalgam of Dutch and British. “We generally keep the tribal chaps out of here.” He straightened and swirled his ice cubes.


  “Okay.”


  “So I think it best your friend here leaves.”


  He’d failed even a glance at my friend during his social strictures sermon. I couldn’t help but crack a half smile, shared with Luke. He shrugged back. No doubt, a shirtless tribal warrior, with facial tattoos and tribal scar patterns, looked a bit out of place in this setting. I widened my smile and addressed the social cop.


  “I’m sorry you misunderstood.”


  “Misunderstood what?”


  “You clearly misunderstood me as someone who gives a rat’s ass what you think.”


  The ice stopped twirling. With raised eyebrows he turned and strolled back to his table, shared with a PNG local dressed in official government trappings. The government official smiled my way, his teeth and lips bright red. Another betel nut chewer. I smiled back. Mr. Khaki joined him at the table and whispered in his ear. The guy had glommed onto the sole government official in this area and acted in an advisory capacity. And not from the goodness of his heart. He, and the government official, were positioned as gold skimmers. More advisors would pour from the woodwork with the actual discovery of a large deposit.


  PNG officially banned firearms of any stripe. Clearly Kiunga’s veranda cast hadn’t gotten the memo. Several open-carried, others more discreet. But this staged as a pack-your-own-heat setting, and it caulked every crack among the surrounding players. The glue that binds. Everyone packing. Rain reappeared, driving, and wet pounding added to the multilanguage murmurings under the veranda’s tin roof.


  The Russians occupied a large circular table across the room. Three of them laid their semiautomatic pistols on the table within easy reach. A statement, and a legitimate one. Spetsnaz operators were tough cookies. The government-private industry combination of Russian commercial ventures explained their presence. Whose payroll they now occupied mattered little. They were here to protect Russia’s interests. Fair enough. My last Global Resolutions engagement in South America held strong Russian connections. It hadn’t ended well for them. But this was the other side of a big, wide world. So I started with comrade central, the Chinese and Brits and Indonesians to follow.


  “Stay here,” I said, an unblinking stare toward Luke. He nodded but stood when I did, machete in hand. I held a palm down. Chill. He frowned and turned a chair around so it faced the crowd. Message delivered. Mess with me and you get to meet Luke.


  The Russian table fell silent at my approach. Stone-cold stares lacked any evidence of welcome. Fine and no worries—plow ahead, do my job, and head home.


  “How’s it going?” Delivered with a light smile and goofy, curious expression. Play it light. Friendly.


  My question brought sideways glances on surly countenances. But one of them, the lone player among them with a smile, spoke.


  “How was your trip to our little camp?”


  Satellite phones. They’d all have them. And my brief visits to each camp communicated back to the Kiunga handlers. But something else tripped alarm bells.


  “Like visiting a Club Med.”


  “I’m so glad. What was your favorite part?” Impeccable English—a flat Midwestern US accent. FSB. Current or former, hard to say. But a pro. Big time.


  “The fireworks display.” Head klaxons ratcheted up. This was a bad scene. There wasn’t a helluva lot of reason for clandestine efforts here. But there he sat, polished and professional and deadly.


  “We tend to present those on an as-needed basis.” His smile remained, and his eyes registered an acknowledgment. Something about me set off his radar. He recognized an American operator. Another pro. My puppy-dog American bit hadn’t passed his sniff test. Oh well. I never claimed Actors Studio status.


  “Do you have a name?” he asked.


  “I do. Jones.”


  “And I’m Sokolov. Join me.”


  I did. We sipped our drinks. Rain hammered overhead and another small lizard shimmied up a pillar behind the Russians. I watched its ascent and joining with its brethren, scooting about overhead. Someone at a nearby table ordered supper.


  “How’s diggings?” I asked.


  “Diggings?”


  “Yeah. Any luck?” A BS question laid so I could receive a BS answer and move on. A Russian spook, smack in the middle of this gold fever effort. My gut knotted.


  “I’m afraid you’ve misconstrued our intent, friend.”


  They called themselves the FSB now. Federal Security Bureau. But Vladimir Putin—himself a former KGB agent—pulled the pieces back together and re-created the old KGB in everything but name. And not one of them was ever my friend.


  “Is that right?”


  “That is right. As an American, surely you can recognize an ecotourism endeavor when you see one. A retreat, deep in the New Guinea jungle.” He laughed. I didn’t.


  “Needs a little infrastructure improvement.”


  “Oh, we’re working on it,” he said.


  “I bet you are.”


  We both lifted glasses, a salute to BS.


  “We were wondering if and when you people would show,” Sokolov said.


  “Person. Singular. Performing due diligence.” True enough, and sufficient cover for a few more questions. My veranda expectation of mining engineers, managers, muscle, and deal makers now held the added spice of spooks. An unwanted addition.


  “I see. Lay of the land and such.”


  “Yeah. So why are the hills alive with the sound of digging? I thought this gold bonanza had already been identified?” A mental burr under my saddle. A general area for discovery, a wide swath of jungle. Geologists didn’t work like that.


  He ignored my question. “We’re with SRG. Strategic Resource Group. Moscow based.”


  “Building ecotourism facilities.”


  “Exactly. This due diligence of yours. Would it be for a company I might know?”


  “Likely. Big mining outfit. Been around for years. All I can say about it.”


  “Of course. Care to have dinner with us?”


  I cast a quick glance around the table at hostile faces and smiled. “Rain check, Sokolov. See you around.”


  I moved on, headed for the Chinese contingent. The Brits after them. There were no Indonesian handlers evident. It didn’t mean they weren’t there. I’d failed to spot them. Moving through the cast of players, a salesman sideswiped me. He smiled and held both palms outward, a millennia-old signal for “I mean you no harm.” An appropriate approach given the weaponry bristling among us. He introduced himself and his outfit. A logistics company from Cairns, a midsize city on Australia’s north coast.


  “Billy Wilson. We’ll get what you need where you need it. Every time. Guaranteed.” He pressed his business card toward me. “American, right?”


  I took it and feigned interest, asking a few questions.


  “Yeah. How’s your fuel supply line?”


  “Fuel of every stripe. Absolutely,” he answered. “Diesel, gasoline, aviation fuel. You people bringing planes? Helicopters? I’ll build your own refuel station if you want it, mate.”


  “And you’re in Cairns?” An earnest guy. Doing what any self-respecting businessperson would do. Follow the money. Or at least the potential of money.


  “Only a thousand clicks from here,” he said.


  A thousand kilometers. Six hundred miles. For the Pacific region, six hundred miles constituted an “only.”


  “You got a name?” he continued.


  “Yeah. Jones. Let me ask you something. Where are the Indonesian folks? Here in Kiunga?”


  “They don’t stay here. When their camp needs something, they send their small boat downriver. Outboard motor. They have a little warehouse on the docks. Then right back upriver.”


  “Not much of an operation,” I said, opening the door for his further elaboration.


  “No it isn’t. They keep to themselves. Tough bunch. But I supply them, too. Not a lot of business, mind you. So what’s your company’s name?”


  “Not allowed to say. Yet. But I appreciate it when someone like you is available.”


  “Day or night, mate. Day or night.”


  “I’ll keep your card. We may be in touch.”


  We shook hands, and I wished him well. Slid his business card into my left shirt pocket. The wound barked back. A pretty young server slid past, and I ordered another drink.


  The Chinese group contained a collection of Communist Party functionaries. Released from their in-China restraints, these guys took delight showcasing a firearm. Their favorite choice—massive American revolvers holstered in Western-style leather. Yippee kai ay. But sprinkled among them were several steel-eyed individuals. Pros of some sort. Their weaponry remained hidden.


  “Hi, guys.” I waved and smiled and stood near their table.


  Several functionaries shifted, the leather holsters creaking. Otherwise, silence for several seconds.


  “We have a request.” It came from a slender young man with a deadpan expression.


  “Okay.”


  “We would request you not visit our location again.”


  “Your camp?”


  “Yes. Our camp. It is not appreciated.”


  His accent was minimal. He looked, and spoke, like a UCLA grad.


  “Okay. Sorry about that. Checking the lay of the land.”


  “Who do you represent?”


  This young man wasn’t beating around the bush. He wasn’t a businessperson, with an air of bonhomie and shared struggles. For the Chinese contingent to have clandestine players wasn’t unexpected. A Communist country, after all. But coming on the heels of the Russian encounter it was disturbing. Discordant.


  “I’m not at liberty to say. Sorry.”


  “Yet you felt at liberty to invade our camp.”


  “Hardly an invasion.”


  “Do not visit our location again.”


  “Got you the first time, scooter.” I raised my glass. “Cheers, comrades.” Walking away, I chalked myself off their Christmas list. There are worse things in life. But another Kiunga spook. Well, it would go in the report, and my client could sweat the issue. Not my problem.


  The young server, New Guinean, handed me a fresh drink and asked if Luke and I would be dining. Pointing at a nearby table of folks eating a rice dish, I said, “We’ll have the same as them.”


  A table of Brits leaned together in earnest conversation, sidelong glances my way. I lifted my fresh drink in their direction. Several of them reciprocated. I sidled over.


  They played a different game. More open, with clear quid pro quo expectations.


  “Just getting started, I’m afraid. Nothing to report,” one of their people replied to my greeting and initial enquiry. He was tall, thin, and carried the demeanor of someone who could deliver a university commencement speech. Right after the necessary offing of some poor bastard whose time had come. Affable stainless steel. “So you’re the American contingent? We’d wondered when you chaps would show.”


  Now alarms rang loud, clear, and urgent. The urgency derived from a deep and strong desire to create distance. Out of PNG. Back on the Ace of Spades. This guy was MI6. He might as well have worn a conventioneer’s name tag stating so. Another spook. What the hell? Muscle, I understood. Former Special Forces operators. Protect the claims, ensure the security of any gold finds. But sipping a vodka rocks in the middle of a cleared-jungle mudhole while it rained spooks—no way. Bad wrong. Every bit of it.


  “No contingent. Just me and my friend.”


  “I see. Solo artists, then?”


  Still, I had to hand it to him. He pressed with aplomb, the words parsed and well chosen. And the guy was well groomed. Blond hair combed tight, clean shaven, clothes pressed.


  “Representing a client. Checking things out.”


  “Someone I might know?”


  “Someone I don’t even know.”


  “Ah.” He smiled.


  Truth cards, laid faceup. It allowed me several degrees of separation from the immediate shadow-game surroundings. A sound tactic. And the “ah” response indicated no further questions down the “who’s your client” rabbit hole. This guy got it.


  “Well and good,” he continued. “Join us for a drink, why don’t you? Ask your friend over. I’m Chambers. And you are Mister . . . ?”


  “Jones. Thanks. We’ll pass. But something strikes me as peculiar.”


  He cocked his head, a tight smile and faked sincere curiosity displayed.


  “It’s a pretty large area you folks are digging around in,” I continued. “You’d think a major find would be better pinpointed.”


  “Quite so. Yet our interests, our contingent from BMC, appeared rather late to the game. Perhaps one of our competitors,” he said, pausing and waving a hand across the outdoor deck. “Perhaps one of them has the inside key. As it is, we’re simply mucking about. Hoping for good fortune and all that.” A pleasant, good-neighbor smile finished the statement.


  Mucking about. Total BS. The disappeared geologist was British. Perhaps working for BMC. British Mining Concerns. We’d exchanged sufficient information.


  “Well, good luck,” I said, waving a hand at the table and turning.


  “One last thing,” the Brit said. “Those Indonesian lads. Did you visit them?”


  “Indonesian?”


  A contrite frown accompanied, “Perhaps you missed them. I was curious as to how they were getting along.”


  “Indonesian. Doesn’t ring a bell. But, again, good luck and thanks for the drink offer.”


  On my way to speak with Mr. Khaki and the red-toothed government official, I signaled Luke to join me. If the government official didn’t speak English, I’d ask Luke to talk with him. No need for Mr. Khaki to interpret. And now having waded into Spookville in the middle of freakin’ nowhere, backup couldn’t hurt.


  The government official stood and extended his hand. It was soft, clammy.


  “Are you the man we’d contact about filing a mining claim?” I asked. A last bit of legitimate due diligence.


  “We are who you would contact,” Mr. Khaki said. I ignored him.


  “Sir?” I asked again toward the smiling government official.


  Luke spoke behind my shoulder in Tok Pisin. It came as harsh, demanding. The government official returned the same. Disgust with each other’s cultural standing or a combination of PNG signals. I’d never know. But the government man did address me in English.


  “Yes. Yes, you will contact me.”


  Enough. I’d met the players, learned their human and equipment assets. Obtained a grip on the lay of the land in the bush. While here in Kiunga, someone had lit a fuse. A clandestine fuse with geopolitical intrigue on the menu. Everything a mystery, a façade.


  I was out of their world. But behind the spy-city motif spread across this veranda, people pulled strings. Turned gears. Jules’s message resounded. It was too strange, too convoluted for a simple mining evaluation. And the white-hot warning spark I held inside on every engagement flared. I was being played.


  

  
Chapter 7



  We spent the night with the door locked and a chair against the door handle. The Glock rested at my side. Luke and I said goodbye before dawn.


  “Take care, Luke. Thank you for your help. It’s been a pleasure.”


  He returned a true smile. “Maybe not such a pleasure.” He pointed to my left chest, tugged my extended hand, and stepped face-to-face. He spoke into my ear. “But some excitement. A good thing.” He chuckled. I placed a hand on his shoulder and wished him well. He’d be remembered.


  This engagement was over. I’d done my job, gone the extra mile. The Indonesian gang already negotiating with a sponsor provided a nice informational nugget. Plus I’d been shot with an arrow, hunkered with leeches, and put up with Babe Cox. It was over. But the clandestine atmosphere yesterday smelled rotten. A simple gig, turned sideways.


  I made it to the gravel-strip airport as the eastern horizon showed signs of light, senses on high alert. Kiunga had transformed into enemy turf. The unknown nature of my client—a given, and accepted in the past—now stood shardlike on what should have been a celebratory trip home. Someone or some organization had contacted the Zurich gnomes and asked for a specific individual. Case Lee. The needed spice in whatever exotic gamesmanship gumbo simmered. I felt it in my bones.


  Time to zip back to the States and disappear once again. But answers satisfying “why me?” and “what was going down?” gnawed at my gut and tainted the vanishing act. 


  The pilot appeared at dawn and began loading his cargo. Sheets of corrugated tin and bags of rice. Tins of meat, mosquito netting, tools. Sundries and medicines and boxes of nails. He’d take off before the day heated and begin his milk run. The Islander aircraft sat nine. Five seats removed and, voila, a cargo plane.


  Global Resolutions wouldn’t hand out my name. Ever. They would never dangle my identity and expertise for a potential client. Unless there was an operational leak. A possibility. But the Swiss tended to run a tight ship, and the rules were simple. Interested clients contacted Zurich. The gnomes contacted me. No exchange of names or identities in either direction. Clean, efficient.


  We took off at a roaring lumber, clawing air, gaining small bites of altitude.


  “First stop just a short hop,” the pilot said.


  “Roger.” I sat in the copilot’s seat. We flew over the PNG rain-forested hills, valleys, and mountains. No roads, no electrical lines, no cell towers. The shimmer of rivers and streams would flash below and disappear. Wild, isolated, rugged jungle for hundreds of miles. Our target was a runway hacked from the rain forest.


  Who would have asked for me by name? A small pool of possibilities. CIA, NSA, military intelligence. It was also conceivable the British MI6 or Israeli Mossad had requested yours truly. It made sense if they didn’t want their fingerprints anywhere near the operation. But I’d met the MI6 guy. Not that it meant anything. Smoke and mirrors. The clandestine world. Helluva way to live.


  The pilot set the flaps and we dropped to treetop level and flared as a runway appeared. The Islander slammed down. At the end of the grass runway stood a cluster of villagers and two outsiders. Smart money would bet on them as a husband and wife missionary pair. With the engines cut, the pilot crawled out to help unload. I waved and smiled from the copilot seat. They returned the gestures.


  A request for me could have been someone from Delta Force days. Someone who knew I worked through Zurich. Other than my blood brothers—Bo, Catch, and Marcus—I’d never spilt beans regarding my livelihood to anyone. Still, someone played the Case card.


  I always disliked these takeoffs. At the short grass runway’s end, facing us, a wall of jungle. Tall trees, thick and unyielding. The pilot goosed the throttles and stood on the brakes. The Islander pressed against the restraint and edged forward. Brakes released, we shot past the villagers, missionaries, and pressing jungle. At the last possible second, the pilot pulled back on the wheel, and we lifted off, clearing the wall of timber ahead by a good ten feet. Less than my favorite way to fly. I’d done plenty of gnarly things in aircraft before, but with Special Forces pilots. Not a kid from Australia racking up air hours so he could transfer to a better gig back in Oz.


  I kept scratching the “being played” itch. And considered Jules. I didn’t want to go there. Jules knew of my destination, my engagement, because she’d provided me salient intel prior to my departure. Good and valued stuff. In the past, she’d indicated a liking for me. A preference for me over others she dealt with. But she was Jules. Jules of the Clubhouse. No one on this good earth knew what she thought or what information she passed. But I couldn’t bring myself to think of her as the culprit. Or figure why she’d initiate such an activity.


  We made another landing, unloaded, and headed for our final stop prior to Port Moresby. We flew over the Owen Stanley Range, a series of mountain peaks running along PNG’s heart. They weren’t trivial peaks. Several over twelve thousand feet, the tallest over thirteen thousand. Isolated, jungle covered. Wild, wild turf.


  “This one’s a bit hairy.” The pilot’s voice crackled over the headphone speakers.


  Not what I wanted to hear. He put on a false smile as reassurance. It didn’t help.


  “How’s that?” I asked.


  “Box canyon. Halfway up the mountain.”  


  “You done it before?” A legitimate question. A yes raised the confidence factor half a notch. Both his and mine. A no meant my ass would grip the seat cushion.


  “Couple of times. The good news is the runway slopes uphill. Helps stop us.”


  “What’s the bad news?”


  “She lacks much of a runway. Takeoff is a bugger.”


  We weaved through mountain peaks. Clouds clung to jungle ridges. We bounced among the varying air currents. A sharp left turn and it appeared. A three-sided walled runway. At the upper end, a thousand-foot vertical wall of sheer rock and vines. At the lower end, where our wheels would first touch, a several-thousand-foot dead drop.


  The landing wasn’t bad. We roared into the canyon and landed up a ten-degree slope, stopping thirty yards from the mountain wall. The pilot wheeled the plane around and shut it down. He patted my leg as he left the cockpit to unload. A pat of victory.


  Freight removed, there were handshakes, goodbyes, and shared “Godspeed.” The empty Islander fired. The pilot squeezed his headset on and rolled his shoulders.


  “Can’t jack it too much on this end.” His voice came across the headset as tinny, tight.


  “Understood.” We faced downhill. Too much of a “give it gas and brakes at the same time” would plow us into the runway, nose first.


  “All right. Hold on. And don’t touch a bloody thing, mate. Not a bloody thing.”


  I held a pilot’s license and flew enough hours to keep it current. I paled in experience next to this guy, but I knew what he meant. We would soon fall off a cliff. Grabbing something, anything, was a natural reaction.


  I also knew we had one shot. When we hit the end of the runway we’d still be on wheels. And enter dead space. The natural tendency—pull the wheel back and try and gain altitude. A death sentence. We’d stall, tumble, and become another three-sentence news item in Australian papers.


  The lone solution—airspeed. And to gain airspeed, we’d have to point the nose into the canyon below. A couple of thousand feet down and gain speed. Then pull up, under control. And experience aside, if the pilot freaked and started to nose up too early, I damn sure was going to touch something. Namely the controls.


  Sweat pouring across his face, the pilot eased off the brakes and shoved the throttles forward. The Islander roared, bounced, and accelerated. Mountaintops, jagged ridges, and drifting foglike clouds waited. We fell off the end of the grass runway. The pilot pressed the wheel forward. The Islander dive-bombed for one, two, three, four, five seconds—gaining speed. And we pulled up. Seven tight circles and we topped out of the surrounding peaks. I patted his leg.


  “Well done.”


  “She’s a scrotum-tightner, for sure.”


  “Well done. Let’s get to Moresby.”


  We did. There are times when I looked forward to concrete. Concrete roads, bridges. And runways. Port Moresby’s airport appeared, and I appreciated the firmament.


  The Port Moresby layover offered sufficient time to file a report on the deep web. The final act. The report took an hour and a half. I prefaced it with an email.


  Was I specifically asked for with this engagement?


  Short and sweet and direct. No point asking the client’s identity. Wasted breath. A reply returned within an hour.


  “Job well done. Solid report. Payment made by usual means.”


  A typical Global Resolutions response. Job over, money transferred into my Swiss account. And “we know nothing.” Freakin’ gnomes.


  But Jules had heard something. Somewhere out in the fog and mist, word filtered through. Word affecting me. Whether she knew more or scooped wafting bits and pieces of disconnected information, I’d never know.


  On the third Grey Goose, I made a decision and shunted aside personal curiosity. Outside my world, the game of geopolitical chess. Every time bright, earnest spooks started whiteboarding scenarios behind triple-sealed doors, you could count on one thing—it would go sideways once the rubber met the road. Innocent people affected, ruined, killed. Probability matrices adjusted back at headquarters. New vignettes envisioned. More attempts made.


  I knew. Delta Force often filled the role of hammer for US clandestine operations. And at least half the time we’d wade through the BS tossed on the table until a definitive mission was uncovered. Real and deliverable outcomes. Some flavor of violence assured—but quick, short, and final. In and out, mission accomplished. We didn’t overthink things in Delta. We were similar to SEAL teams. But with a difference.


  Delta Force doesn’t officially exist. The operators work hard avoiding attention. Civilian clothing, beards, long hair. We worked deep in the shadows. A big fat downside of doing so was that’s where our clandestine services also lived. Elbow to elbow, missions accomplished. One side gamed, predicted, and sought big-picture rationale. Not Delta. We did our job. We took out the human garbage. And we were the best.


  So yeah, I’d scoot away and quit scratching that itch. I’d check in with Jules before I made it back to the Ace of Spades. Give her an update. And download whatever she might tell me. Call it good and disappear again.


  Then Abbie Rice walked into the open-air bar at the Port Moresby airport. Abbie Rice of the CIA.


  

  
Chapter 8
 We had first met at another airport. In Washington, DC. And we’d chatted several times since. She still owned the pixie haircut and owlish glasses, and still walked with a jock’s tight confidence. Martial arts, triathlons. A master’s degree from the Harvard Kennedy School in international and global affairs. Under other circumstances I would have appreciated seeing her. But not here. Not now.


  Answers tumbled into place. The curtain behind the clandestine Kabuki theater opened up. My paranoia-driven instincts were now justified. A secret agency—the CIA—requested me. Played me. And the Company emissary—Abbie Rice—was someone I trusted. Or used to trust.


  Yeah, gears turn, Jules. Turn and spit out Company puppeteers with Case Lee dangling from unseen strings. PNG was a straightforward clandestine ops campaign. End of story.


  She slid into a chair across the table and cast hard glances around the room. Tradecraft, on the job.


  “Can’t say I’m glad to see you,” I said.


  Her eyes widened. “Really?”


  “Yeah, really.”


  “Then there’s something you don’t understand.”


  “Oh, I understand, Abbie. Believe me. I understand.”


  Rising anger met her quizzical silence. Affection for her acted as a governor, a restraint, on my outrage throttle. I’d even hit on her when we first met and asked for a date. Later she revealed she had a girlfriend. Those signals were presented during our initial conversation. I’d ignored the interpersonal road signs because she was cute. Still was.


  She scoped the room again. A dozen other people occupied the bar, most of European stock. Aussies, Kiwis, Brits, you name it. I’d sussed them out when I first entered, sitting with my back to a wall. Standard operating procedure. Since I’d entered, the cast had changed little.


  “Well, I thought you’d be excited to see me. The opportunity for a new engagement.”


  “You thought wrong.”


  “And the opportunity to work together.”


  The Abbie Rice career path, right out of the chute. She’d been all over me to partner when we first met. Her grand plan. Leave the CIA and hang a shingle with Case Lee, Esq. Her neck showed the remnants of a bullet graze from a previous CIA operation. Due to such a close call, the Company pulled her from the field and sat her at a desk. She would have none of it. Hence the plan to partner with me in the private sector. And I would have none of that.


  “We’re not going to work together.”


  “I know. Understood. But things have changed.”


  “I can see that. You’re back in the field.”


  “Yes! Meaning we can work together under a different framework.”


  “So let me tell you how I see this.” I took a deep breath, calmed the internal violent seas, and spoke with absolute candor. “You used me to get you back in the field.”


  Her mouth opened, shut, and forehead furrowed. “No. Absolutely not. You can’t view it that way. No. You were the best person, the best fit for this ops.”


  I remained silent.


  “Yes, we did ask for you personally.”


  “Yeah, I get it now.” A heart-to-heart conversation with Global Resolutions loomed. No more assignments from spooks. Period.


  “Yes, I pushed you. Laid out your experience. And attributes. The team thought you a perfect match.”


  “The team.” Her perspective found bedrock in Company operations, Company missions.


  “Well, yes, the Company team. And we’re talking big-time stuff.”


  Always big-time stuff. The Company could assemble enough enthusiasm in one meeting room to find a stubbed toe big-time stuff. A collective Delta Force eye roll was a regular occurrence during those meetings.


  She did a classic look left, look right, and get closer thing. She leaned so far across the table her butt must have lifted from the chair. Eyes blinked once behind those large, round glasses.


  “We’re talking JI. I’m not kidding.”


  Jemaah Islamiyah. JI. A militant terror group with ties to Al Qaeda and ISIS. Dedicated to the establishment of a Southeast Asia Islamic State. They occupied operational bases across Indonesia, with a stronghold in Central Sulawesi’s mountainous jungles. Their largest operational issue—cash. Funding.


  It clicked with crystalline clarity. The Indonesian gold camp. Men comfortable, at home, in those surroundings. Men challenging and wary of outside contact. Well, I guess they would be, representing a Southeast Asia terrorist organization. Yeah, a little wary. Man, I was an idiot.


  “So I’m clear on this, you asked for me. Personally. Sold me to the Company as the guy for the job.”


  “Yes. Exactly.” Her eyes excited and her voice low but animated. The tabletop prevented her from inching closer.


  “And the grand plan included sending my sorry butt into an Islamist terrorist camp.”


  “Yes.”


  “Without telling me.”


  “We both know it works best that way. No preconceived notions to signal your knowledge.”


  She was right. Classic spook methodology. Unaware worked best. Which did nothing to lid my simmering anger.


  “And have a little chat with said terrorist group. Make an offer. Perhaps a spot of tea.”


  I released the table’s edge, controlled my fury. The arrow wound had lit up at the exertion.


  “Come on. Don’t act like it wasn’t a good plan.”


  “You played me.” There, slapped on the table. I’d thought of her as a friend. She’d even made a commitment to sniff around the Company and try and find the source, the paymaster, for our bounty. But friends don’t play you. Ever.


  I could visualize the top-secret conference room at Langley. Word arrived from an Indonesian source—an on-the-payroll source. A collection of JI members from Sulawesi headed for the gold strike. Papua New Guinea—part of the Southeast Asia neighborhood. Find gold. Fund their operations. PNG presented one of the few places on earth they’d be comfortable pulling this off.


  In the Langley conference room, excitement as hands gesticulated and plans sketched on the whiteboard. A collection of JI terrorists would have been easy enough to take out. Delta handled such things with great efficiency. No muss, no fuss, no media.


  But no. No, the Company had other ideas. They would work these guys. Swim upstream. Learn their associations with other terrorist groups around the world. Create a spider web of connections. Slap it on the whiteboard, boys. Make it clean, sure, flowing. PowerPoint to follow.


  And JI required playing ball before being worked. And who better playing them than yours truly, as per the Company and Abbie Rice. Write Case’s name into the flow diagram. Nothing to it. Traipse into their camp and become bosom buddies. Reach out. Share.


  “No! No, Case. Not played. Ops. Field ops. Come on! This is you, me, and the bad guys,” she said, delivered with an adamant head shake.


  Sincerity shone through her denials. She considered it utilization of a high-value asset. Me. This was normal CIA operations and tradecraft. Part of their grand plan. My anger and sense of betrayal eased off. She didn’t understand the bond. The personal glue required to work together. It was understandable. Such glue, as evidenced in Delta Force, was a rare commodity. And absent that glue, career desires and buy-in to a new field operation pushed personal considerations aside. Abbie was a hard charger, and young. But the trust factor, the connectivity between us, would never be the same.


  “All right. I get it,” I said, and left it at that.


  She puffed her cheeks and exhaled. We both reset our immediate situation. And it pained me, scraped a bit of my heart, placing her in a new and different category. Acquaintance. Spook.


  The deck cleared, our conversation reset, she came again at full bore.


  “It’s a solid mission. You don’t know the details.”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  Her brow furrowed. She blinked again and settled back into the chair. The bartender drifted over. I ordered another Grey Goose. She ordered a diet soda, followed with, “I don’t get it. Did someone contact you?”


  “No one contacted me. It’s not rocket science. JI headed here. PNG. Their neighborhood and their kind of turf. And if they found gold, they could fund their operations for years.”


  She nodded and focused on every word.


  “So the Company got wind of it. And crafted a brilliant plan. Offer them money, men, equipment. For a cut of the gold. Make sure and sprinkle on legitimacy. Which tells me you have a middleman somewhere.”


  She was crestfallen. “In Sydney. A mining and extraction company. More of a consulting company, really, but they present solid cover.”


  “Fine. So send the moron Case Lee and have him make initial contact. Report the findings. Enroll him to head back with a firm offer. And start working them.”


  Now she sat deadpan, still. “You have talked to someone.”


  I ignored her comment. “But someone already presented them with a similar offer. You haven’t read my report.”


  “You already filed it?”


  “Let me fill you in. Another team from Spookville Central—the town formerly known as Kiunga—beat you to the punch.”


  “Who?”


  “Plenty of options. Early money on the Brits.” I recalled the MI6 question regarding the Indonesians. “Or the Chinese, the Russians. Could even be Mossad. Or MIVD. The Dutch secret service. They mucked around here for a century or two. Take your pick. And I mean that literally. Because I’m washing my hands.”


  She stared at the tabletop, lips pursed. Our drinks arrived.


  “I’m through with all this, Abbie.”


  “What do you mean all this?” she asked, looking up. “You’re retiring?”


  “A consistent consideration. But I am through with clandestine gamesmanship. I’m out.”


  “Really?”


  “You should’ve known. I’d made it pretty clear when we last talked. Or at least I thought I had.”


  She pushed forward and focused on her team’s mission. “But we’ve never had such an opportunity. To get this close to JI. Find who and what they are. Learn their associations with ISIS and Al Qaeda.”


  “Not part of your ‘we,’ Abbie. Do us both a favor and internalize that reality.”


  She chewed her lower lip, cocked her head. She’d made a mistake and assumed I’d be game. An honest mistake, but washed and tainted with career considerations. Not friendship, trust.


  A realization and an understanding of the Company’s inner workings lowered my blood to low simmer instead of boil. Yeah, I’d been played so I could go play JI. Then shift into working them through a mining company out of Sydney, Australia. A terrorist organization the Indonesian government—who would have shot them on sight—couldn’t find. Get them to reveal their contacts and communication paths with ISIS and Al Qaeda. And Case Lee, man of mystery and intrigue, neck deep in the whole mess. Why, what could go wrong with that little stream of CIA consciousness?


  And now, another clandestine organization with their own harebrained idea beat them to the punch. Instead of stepping back and taking the first and most appropriate measure—take the bastards out—the Company would draft plan B.


  What a bunch of mullets. It drove me crazy. A considerable handful of Company people remained smart and focused and understood clean and simple was the most effective approach. But the herd ran them over. The Herd of Great Ideas.


  “I have another hour to kill. Let’s change venues.”


  She glanced at the room’s occupants again. I continued.


  “Let’s go find a coffee. Step outside. This isn’t the right setting.”


  It revealed a crack in her tradecraft. Lonely, obscure airport lounges in undeveloped countries represented havens. Havens for the weary traveler, the tourist, the tired businessman. And spooks. Add the fact an even more obscure part of PNG—Kiunga—held more spies and special operators than you could shake a stick at. An element of that would lap on the shores of Port Moresby.



  

  
Chapter 9
 We walked downstairs and found a tiny kiosk near baggage claim. We both bought coffees, black, and walked outside, avoiding the bright-red spittle splayed across the ground.


  “So I have sound advice. Shut this ops down. Now.”


  “No can do. But it’s disheartening you figured it out. Presents the mission as too transparent.”


  “Not a matter of transparency. A matter of my experience. Experience gained through not getting killed. You may want to give that a thought.”


  “I’m not worried about me.”


  “Maybe. But others are. Your partner, for example.”


  We found shade under a large tree near the airport parking lot. “It’s a good plan,” she said.


  “No it’s not.”


  Here came the Abbie express. She stepped into my personal space, ignored everything I said, and pressed forward.


  “Let’s start with the fact these are the bad guys.”


  “I know.”


  “And a great opportunity.”


  “Take them out. Send Delta. We were designed for this type of operation.”


  “It was considered. Believe me. But let’s talk big picture.”


  “No. The big picture in your world—the Company’s world—involves global chess playing, pulling strings, lighting fuses.”


  “So?”


  “So that isn’t what the real world is like. Folks by and large try to get along. Take care of themselves and their families. They want to be left the hell alone.”


  “But this is JI. Terrorists. Have you seen the photos? The aftermath of their bombing in Jakarta, in Kuala Lumpur, in Bali. The blown-apart bodies? Or maybe you don’t keep up on current events.”


  Her excitement-driven anger manifested as snark. Fine. But she and I were trained in different worlds. Hers—considerations and probabilities and gamesmanship. Delta taught distillation. Winnow things to their essence. Occam’s razor. Go with the simplest solution.


  “Take them out, Abbie. Just take them out.”


  “Maybe later. But not yet.”


  “Fine. Stay on the train wreck express.”


  “So you’re not going to help?” she asked, locking eyes.


  “No. Send Delta.”


  “And we aren’t going to work together on this project?”


  “No.”


  She chewed her lower lip and stared at the ground. Several cars and taxis flowed past. Even in the shade, we carried a sweat sheen. While Abbie cogitated, rubbing the tip of a pointed ear, I scanned the area. And there he stood. One of the upstairs bar patrons, near the kiosk where we bought our coffee. Dark glasses, head turning as if looking for, waiting for, somebody. His ride. But head movement didn’t mean those eyes weren’t locked on us behind tinted shades. European. Or Russian. Or American. For all I knew, he worked for the Chinese. Or maybe I was too paranoid. Too on edge among my fellow travelers on this earth. A million-dollar bounty will do that.


  She’d taken a step back to think but edged into Case space to talk. “So who do you think got to them? I’m serious. Let’s work the problem.”


  “We’d best go find a whiteboard, Case Officer Rice. I’m lost without one.”


  “Little bit of attitude there, James Bond.”


  I smiled. She’d made a sincere request. I’d help her out.


  “Don’t have a clue. And I’m serious,” I said. “Early suspicion of the Brits. But who knows?” As accurate as I could get. The clandestine world, where nothing was as it seemed. “One thing for sure. JI’s partner came bearing gifts. New AK-47s. It’s in the report.”


  She digested that tidbit. “Could be the Chinese,” she said. “But they don’t have a major issue with terrorists. Closed state and iron fist. But they’d work with a terrorist group if it fitted their plans.”


  “Maybe they want the gold. They double their odds teaming with JI’s claim. Plus keep a friendly terrorist group in their back pocket.”


  “So you think it’s them?”


  “No. And I only say so because the gentleman who followed us from the bar, now standing near the coffee kiosk, doesn’t look Asian.”


  She put on a big smile, erupted with laughter, and stretched both arms over her head. While still smiling and laughing at some clever thing I must have said, she performed a complete circle as part of her stretch. And took a hard look at the man at the kiosk. Helluva move on her part. Well done.


  “So you think it’s either the Russians or the Brits?” she asked as she turned to face me, still smiling.


  “Or us.”


  “Us?”


  “How do you know a second ops isn’t going on? From our side?”


  “Like military intelligence?”


  “Or another operational group you and I don’t know about.”


  “Seems unlikely. Now what about the guy in the sunglasses. Sweating his ‘where’s my ride’ tail off.”


  “Keep an eye on him. Watch your back, Abbie.”


  “He’d better watch his.” She tugged her ear again and plowed ahead. “What’s in it for the Brits?”


  Man, she was a pit bull. She’d taken a grip on the operational bone and wouldn’t release it.


  “Maybe they also have a room full of bright, earnest, and committed spooks. Same whiteboard. Tea instead of coffee scattered about the conference table. And scones instead of the day-old doughnuts someone plopped on your team’s table.”


  She chewed a lip and stared up the shade tree.


  “Plus the gold. They don’t have your budget,” I added.


  “And the Russians?”


  “Different motivators. The Russians have no problem working with terrorist groups when it suits them. When it meets their global aspirations. You know that. Plus the gold. Our buddy Vladimir is big on gold. You know that, too.”


  “We have to go back into the bush. Meet with JI again.”


  I sighed. She’d contact the Langley team lead, and a gaggle of earnest spies would craft plan B. Another horn honked, and voices called in Tok Pisin from across the road. Sunglasses dude still stood there, waiting for his ride, sweating. Or waiting for Abbie and me to finish.


  “Call it off,” I said. “Call it off or someone’s going to get killed. One of ours.”


  “We have to go back in.”


  “You’re not demonstrating tremendous listening skills at the moment. Call it off.”


  “It’s too big an opportunity.”


  “Fine. I’m through butting heads with you over this. The Company will do what it wants. But promise me this.”


  She cocked her head. “What?”


  “Promise me you won’t try to take my place.”


  “Fundamentalist Islamists. They won’t negotiate with a woman. I’m not that stupid.”


  Her anger flared. I pressed. “Make this as close as you get. Port Moresby. And this may be too close.”


  “I can take care of myself.” She raised and lowered on the balls of her feet.


  My turn to invade personal space. Nose-to-nose, I said, “We are a long way from whiteboards and donut crumbs. Those were hitters in Kiunga. Heavy hitters. A combination of special operators and spooks.”


  “I get it.”


  “Then get this. It’s a toxic mix. People die with that brew. I speak from experience.”


  “I’ll talk with the team lead. Figure a path forward.” She’d moved on, disregarding the requested promise.


  I’d tried. The wound ached and a throb started behind my eyes. “I’ve got to get going. You head back to Langley. If you can’t make yourself do that, go to Sydney. Hang with your mining company. Give yourself a layer of cover. And think long and hard about the very real possibility this one didn’t pan out. Someone beat you to the punch. It’s over.”


  She cracked a wide grin, exuberance on display. “To quote the famous Yogi Berra, it ain’t over till it’s over.”


  I backed off. Home turf called, pulled. I fired a final salvo, weak and tired and filled to the brim with enough. “Innocent people are going to die if the right fuse gets lit. It’s not worth it. You know the best solution.” We headed toward the terminal. A sadness, a loss, tainted my departure. I’d lost Abbie as a true friend. My final comment rang hollow.


  “Call me sometime. Next time I’m in DC I still owe you and your partner a bottle of good wine. Take care, Abbie. And I mean it from the bottom of my heart.”


  We walked past Mr. Sunglasses. I locked eyes with my reflection in his Ray-Bans. His head wasn’t pointed my way, but his eyes were. I’d bet good money. I’d bet my life.


  Waiting to board, I canceled the last leg. The San Francisco to Portland leg. A long added drive. So be it. I’d planned on visiting Bo and Catch in Portland. And now I’d rent a car in San Francisco and weave about, ensuring no one tailed me. Hit lonely roads, Pacific Northwest bound. I wasn’t dragging any remnants of this mess into my blood brothers’ backyard.


  

  
Chapter 10
 Home turf. I used a fake driver’s license and associated credit card—tied to a Cayman Islands account. Selected the most benign rental car available. Four-door sedan, dull silver, low profile. Once away from San Francisco the road opened up, heading north. I took the long way and let Catch know I wouldn’t show until tomorrow.


  “Taking back roads. East side of the mountains. Dry out.” Soon after entering Oregon, the main highway entered the long green stretch between the coastal range and the Cascades. Where it rained. A lot.


  “Rent a sports car. Live large,” Catch said.


  “Four-door Toyota.”


  “You wuss. Then stomp the accelerator. Pedal hard. And get your ass here.”


  “Vistas, bud. Country where I can see more than fifty feet.”


  And lose anyone tailing me. East of the Cascades, Oregon consisted of high desert. Rolling hills, sagebrush, and shades of nut brown and hazel. Big country, few people, and fewer gas stations. Where no one hid behind the trunk of a vine-covered jungle tree.


  “You all right?” Catch asked, delivered with his best “tell me what’s going on” intonation. He’d glommed onto my tone, my verbal demeanor.


  “Fine as kind.”


  “You hurt?”


  “Nah. Caught an arrow. Upper chest. So no bear hugs.”


  “Clean?” Catch asked if it started healing.


  “As your mama’s kitchen. You still sporting that mess of a beard?”


  “You hate me because I’m beautiful. In oh so many ways.”


  “True and well put.”


  “Now stop being a wuss and get here.”


  “What’s the weather?” Early spring in Portland. I knew the answer.


  “Touch of liquid sunshine. You sure you’re all right?”


  “Tell Willa dinner’s on me tomorrow. Her choice.” Willa Johansson. Catch’s girlfriend, lover, partner.


  “The bottle of Grey Goose I bought isn’t going to drink itself.”


  I laughed. “Roger on that. Tomorrow. How’s Bo?”


  “Being Bo. Full-time job.”


  Man it was fine and good and cleansing having Catch’s voice fill me. Native turf. Home turf.


  “I’ll give a shout when I get there.”


  “We might be at work. You have the address.”


  “Do indeed. See you tomorrow. And take a bath.”


  “Washes off the pheromones. I may get randy tonight.”


  “It’s the insect life occupying your beard that has me worried.” Catch had gone full-on Portland. Big beard. Short-cropped hair. Plaid shirts. He called the look lumbersexual.


  We signed off after I reiterated again it was Willa’s choice for dinner the next day. And received more assurances he, Willa, and Bo were in fine fettle. Windows lowered, I flew along the interstate. Reset the mind and calibrated the soul. The weather, fine. Five hours later Klamath Falls, Oregon, where I hung a right and headed east. The aroma of sagebrush and wide open rushed through the windows. Wagontire and Riley, where I bought road food. Coke and peanuts and Slim Jims. Hampton to Brothers to Bend. Eleven delicious hours of tires on asphalt and sparse population. I’d paid for satellite radio and cranked it up. Lyle Lovett sang about bears, Gillian Welch mourned Elvis. Ol’ Case croaked personal renditions, the sound whisked away by dry, rushing wind. Cruising. And mulling ideas and thoughts and emotions wrapped like a tetherball around a central fact—all in all, life was pretty fine.


  I stayed the night in Bend after visiting a gun shop and acquiring another Glock. And called Mom, letting her know an approximate itinerary for a Charleston visit.


  “Where is the prodigal son at the moment?” Mary Lola Wilson asked.


  “Out west. Going to visit Catch and Willa and Bo.” No definitive locations. Mom knew the drill.


  “Right there is proof positive.”


  “Of what?”


  “Proof there is someone for every man. If that unknown and long-suffering woman can put up with, much less love that large, gnarly piece of work, then hope springs eternal, son of mine. Hope for you.” She loved Catch. And in the past told him, several times, how she prayed for him. Prayed for his transformation into something other than wild and blunt and bullheaded. “Heavy lifting for the Lord, admittedly,” she’d told him. “But miracles happen, Juan. Yes they do.”


  She slurped coffee and loaded another round of her recipe for the happiness of Case Lee. After Rae’s murder, Mom waited eighteen months before slipping into matchmaker mode. A Charleston visit guaranteed a blind date with a lady deemed appropriate after Mary Lola’s vetting process. A process unclear and variable, but the dates were pleasant and uneventful and ended with no follow-up action. It drove Mom crazy. I changed the subject.


  “How’s CC?” My younger sister. Given name Cecile, but she wouldn’t respond to it. Born with an intellectual disability, she was capable of simple health and safety skills and participating in activities. She was also my polestar and inspiration and source of grounded wonder. When I skimmed over the minor miracles, she embraced them. And ensured I shared. My special CC.


  “She’s better.”


  A worrisome answer.


  “Better? What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “Tinker Juarez had to go to the vet.” Tinker Juarez. CC’s dog. A rescue mutt, now woven into Mom and CC’s life. CC’s protector and friend and constant companion.


  “Uh-oh.”


  “Simple ear infection. But she didn’t take it well.”


  “She handy?”


  CC came on the line full of energy and concern.


  “Case! When are you coming?”


  Knife through my heart. I dropped into Charleston once or twice a month, always staying for a couple of days. Longer stays presented danger. Danger to Mom and CC. The bounty.


  “A couple of weeks, my love.”


  “Are you close?”


  “Not too close.”


  Her voice dropped to a whisper, indicating troubles. “We had a problem.”


  “With Tinker Juarez?”


  “Yes! With Tinker Juarez. He was sick.”


  “But now he’s better.”


  “Yes. Now. But we had a problem.”


  “I’m so, so sorry, my love. How is Tinker now?”


  “Oh, he’s still a dog.”


  “A great dog?”


  She laughed; the joy and exultation of a great dog and best friend lit her answer with neon. “You know he is!”


  I joined her laughter. And fought back a rip, a tear, with instant thoughts of the day Tinker Juarez waited at the Rainbow Bridge. And how CC would take it. “Yes, I know he is. I do know.”


  “He’s better now.”


  “Are you helping Mom? You and Tinker?”


  Her voice lowered again, this time expressing secrecy. “Mom has a man.”


  “A man?”


  “A nice man. I like him. Peter. Tinker Juarez likes him, too.”


  I waited for the passing roar of a semi rolling past my motel room. The room was comfortable, clean, and tucked away on the outskirts of Bend.


  “As long as you like him, my love. And Mom likes him. And he’s a good man.”


  We chatted about wonders and miracles surrounding her daily life. A windstorm. New garden blooms. A fat bumblebee landing on a sleeping dog’s head.


  “Let me talk with Mom again, CC.”


  “Are you coming?”


  “A couple of weeks. Remember I love you.”


  “I do, Case. I do!”


  She found Mom and handed her the phone.


  “Mary Lola Wilson. You’ve been keeping secrets from your only son.” The tease came through even though I fought it.


  “Oh mercy. Didn’t think CC would go there.”


  “So you’ve plucked one of your suiters from the pile and now hold him to your tender breast.”


  “Hush.”


  “Tell me about Peter. Peter of the plucked pile.”


  “Hush and I’m not telling you anything. Except he’s a lovely man. There. That’s it.”


  “Do we need to have the talk?”


  “What talk?” She slurped coffee, wary.


  “Senior intimacy, Mary Lola.”


  “Hush! Hush or I’ll flat wring your neck and don’t think I won’t. The notion!”


  We signed off with love and affection and a final warning from Mom to behave. Particularly regarding Peter when I met him. The world’s greatest mom, bar none.


  Midmorning the next day I made it to The Dalles, pressed against the mighty Columbia River. Wide, cobalt blue, and the western US’s Mississippi. Lewis and Clark turf. Salmon runs. Log booms. I arrived where winds howled down the Columbia gorge, a mecca for kite boarders. Pulled off the highway at Hood River and took a break with a sandwich and beer, sitting at an outside table. I watched and relished the ingenuity of us human critters.


  A kite, similar to a parasail, and pick your color. Long nylon cords from the sail attached to a harness wrapped around the midsection. Strap your feet onto a small surfboard. And get your mind right, as you would soon be part and parcel of the Columbia River Gorge’s howling winds. A show, a display of rainbow-colored wild abandonment and athleticism. Ride the wind, skim the water. Take thirty-foot leaps and twist and turn and splash back down, only to be snatched again and whip across the whitecaps. I loved it and finger-tipped the arrow wound with the promise of someday making it back here. The day warmed, sunshine danced across the river’s wave tops, and life was fine and good. Until I spotted them.


  

  
Chapter 11
 They turned off the Hood River exit, several hundred yards behind me. Traffic was light, and I did my usual slow-down and let them get close, to be sure. Two men with neat haircuts and Ray-Bans. They drove another indistinct sedan. A couple of businessmen, maybe. Government law enforcement, possibly. Or bounty hunters.


  I headed for the shore cafés and they turned at a side street, losing me. I eased off the anxiety a bit. If they were government, my rental car was tracked with its internal GPS. Standard for a car rental company. And if they felt the desire, standard for US law enforcement to tap into that feed. Meaning my eastern Oregon high desert meanderings, with no one for miles, was a futile exercise. The big bird in the sky tracked me, and these guys were sent from Portland. Intercept and follow.


  Far-fetched, and I lowered the paranoia dial another notch. As for bounty hunters, the odds were slim they would suddenly appear on the interstate and discover my presence. Still.


  The sandwich and beer, excellent, were exceeded by the kite boarder show displayed across the wide Columbia. And then they showed. Pulled into a street parking spot fifty yards away. Where they sat, staring in my direction while the human kite show played out on their right. A mistake. People don’t do that. You pull off the road for a purpose. Not sit in a car and stare. Unless it was to watch the watery show. They weren’t.


  The outside table offered an excuse for sunglasses. And a view of both the kite boarders and their vehicle. Whoever they were, I was certain the interior of their sedan held an atmosphere of surety and cover. Wrong.


  I took my time, enjoyed the food and drink. Smiled at the occasional wind-driven acrobatics—leaps and twirls and landings of kite boarders, while casting glances their way behind my sunglasses. By appearances, unaware of their presence. One of them, the driver, exited the vehicle and said something to his partner. Then headed my way. This wasn’t going to happen on public, neutral, turf. My rules. My setting.


  A sitting stretch and I drained the beer, waggling the bottle. A man contemplating another brew. The stranger continued approaching. Several of the outdoor tables around me held lively conversations. I stood and strolled inside, toting my empty beer bottle. A man going for another brew or to take a leak or both. The bottle went in the recycle bin as I passed through the small café, clinking as it joined others. I lifted a cloth napkin from a just-emptied table. Down a narrow hallway, the bathrooms. An exit door at the end. Passing the men’s room, I closed the bathroom door and slipped out the back exit.


  Outside, a small parking lot, full of cars. And a chain-link fence circling a dumpster. The fence held plastic green strips woven through it, a visual barrier around the trash bin. Perfect. The Glock moved into a front pocket, and I waited next to the exit door. Back against the concrete café wall, a man in repose, relaxing. There were no other people around. My quarry would now have entered the café. Stood at the center of the room, assuming I occupied the bathroom. It wouldn’t last long. He’d peek out this back door soon enough. And meet Mr. Lee.


  Sixty seconds passed. I mulled the options and settled on simple. No showdown, no talking. Just take the guy down. Drag him into the tight fenced dumpster area. Check his pockets for ID. A sign—any sign—he was a bounty hunter allowed no room for mercy. I’d kill him. Then kill his partner.


  Senses tingled this was a government guy. The look, the walk, the cold watchful face through the windshield of their car. If true, he’d live. Wake up hugging a Hood River dumpster, sure. But alive. Then I’d have a little chat with his partner.


  The heavy steel door swung open. I positioned against the back side, hidden, and wrapped the cloth napkin around my right fist. The guy must have scoped the area on his right, out of my sight. I waited. Laughter and chatter and the clang of dishes drifted from the inside. He took a half step and looked left, exposing his head.


  It’s a clean sound. A distinct pop. When done right, the opponent’s head snaps so violently it causes brain trauma, leaving the recipient unconscious. A common prizefight occurrence. Two points on the jaw are vulnerable to knockouts—the extended sides of the chin and where the jaw attaches to the skull. I chose the latter. To be sure. The Ray-Bans flew and he dropped like a rock.


  As he collapsed I grabbed the neck of his shirt and pulled him through the open door. It closed with a metallic click. Dragged him into the fenced trash area and closed the small gate. Then checked his pockets. A wallet. And a leather ID holder. Government. CIA.


  No right. They had no right on domestic turf. The CIA is limited to overseas operations. Period. No right tapping into the rental car company’s systems and tracking my vehicle. No right to tail me. No right doing anything here. Home turf. My turf. I’d explain as much to his partner.


  The partner sat craning his head from the passenger seat. He attempted a look inside the windowed café down the street. I approached from the rear. Sidled alongside the parked cars behind him. His and his buddy’s windows were open. Approaching, I opened the CIA ID holder and folded the cover back.


  In one motion, I sailed the ID through the driver-side open window where it plopped on the empty seat. And pulled my Glock, leaning through the window. A guy chatting with a friend, bent through the driver’s window. The partner caught a glimpse of the ID as it landed and reached for his sidearm. My Glock drew his attention. He stared at the business end of a .40 caliber and stopped scrambling for his gun. Our little vignette, frozen, as chatter and calls drifted from the kite boarder beach.


  “You kill him?” he asked.


  “He’s resting.”


  Calls continued from the Columbia’s beach as kite boarders fixed gear and took off. A dog barked and a car passed behind me.


  “We just want to talk, Lee.”


  I cocked my head, waited.


  “Deliver a message. Someone way up the food chain wants a chat with you. That’s it.”


  “Not in the mood. And you’re out of your playground here. Land of the free, bozo.”


  He smirked. I held back the urge to pop him.


  “Apparently you’re a hard man to find,” he said. “But opportunity struck.”


  “And now there’s an opportunity to kick your ass.”


  He looked around, delivered a half smile. “Right, Rambo.”


  I started opening the door. Thump the SOB inside his own car. Short, sweet, and send that smirk back to Langley. On the balls of my feet, common sense flooded. The arrow wound yelped and helped drive the decision. I backed down and reigned it in. A bit.


  “What’s the message?”


  He held up both hands, a sign of calm, and used thumb and forefinger to retrieve his wallet. Opening it, he pulled a business card.


  “My card. In case you want a dance sometime.” He thought himself a hard-ass. Right. “The number to call is on the back.”


  “Need a name. Or it won’t happen. Might not happen anyway.”


  “Can’t do that.”


  “Fine. Keep your card.” I stood, sliding the Glock into my waistband. “And as for you and I dancing, sorry. I let others do my light work for me.”


  I started a turn back toward my approach path. We were through.


  “Deputy director of operations.” His voice carried through the open window, mixed with the stiff breeze.


  Marilyn Townsend. I knew her. The head spook. The Company’s clandestine big dog. Ran the Directorate of Operations. Her identity was known by a select few in the Company. Congress couldn’t name her, nor the media. The world’s top spy. She and I met once, during Delta days when she wasn’t as high up the ladder. Her ascent in the organization was clear—several of us in Delta surmised her selection as head of clandestine operations.


  “Toss it on the seat.”


  He did. “Turn your head.”


  “Gimme a break, Lee.”


  “Pick a bone you don’t mind having broken or turn your head.”


  I kept him in a vulnerable position and plucked the card off the seat. The phone number was written by hand, blue ink.


  “Don’t tail me again. That’s a threat, in case you weren’t taught about those in spook school.”


  “We’ve delivered the message. Job done.”


  “And tell your partner it was fun while it lasted.”


  His goodbye consisted of a middle finger extension. Bosom buddies.


  They’d continue tracking me, so I altered plans. Drop the car off at the Portland airport and disappear again. Take trains, buses, and taxis while in Portland. If I called Marilyn Townsend—a big if—number one on the conversational punch list was leave me the hell alone.


  The sole impetus for calling Townsend was based on a simple reality. I respected her. Among the Company’s clandestine players Delta Force dealt with, she stood as a rare find. Smart, insightful, tough. An understanding of the mission chasm between the Company and Delta. We stripped away nuance, subtleties. The Company players swam in them. Townsend understood us and messaged her understanding during operational endeavors. But this whole little exercise—tailing me, contacting me—was a message in itself. We can find you, Mr. Lee. We’re the Company. Well, to hell with that noise, Marilyn Townsend.


  Heading west the gorge narrowed and the weather changed. Clouds and drizzle. Trees along the road displayed moss. Dripping moss, dripping rain. I wasn’t followed and rolled into Portland. I always liked the town. Nestled against the Columbia, defined by rivers. The Willamette River split it in two prior to joining the Columbia and heading for the Pacific Ocean. And bridges. Lots of bridges. I hadn’t visited Portland in quite a few years, and during my absence the city gained the reputation as eclectic and weird and unique. But remnants of the old town remained. One of its nicknames was Stumptown, gained during the long period of harvesting timber. Remnants of such time and place remained. Gorgeous old neighborhoods where the timber barons once lived. High curbs, built as mud control when the mules dragged massive logs through the streets. And more than a small dose of Paul Bunyan ethos drifted in the air. Yet as certain as the sun rising, a couple of things here remained steady and resolute. Catch and Bo.


  

  
Chapter 12
 The warehouselike shop declared “Bella Forme,” written large with flowing longhand. The written medium consisted of one-inch iron rods heated, bent, and welded. Below the company name and with the same technique, the words “An Artisanal Machine Shop” hung. Moss grew on the roof.


  I paid the cabbie, cash. Below the sign, double sliding doors, half-opened. Inside, a collection of machine-shop tools arrayed against the near wall. Several machinists worked away at drill presses, lathes, and grinding machines. Noise and sparks and bits of metal flew. The rest of the shop contained rows of tables and standing dividers. Tools of all sort and projects of wild imagination were strewn across the area.


  Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez always was a “can’t miss him.” Catch stood at one of the tables, legs spread and hands on hips. Jeans, work boots, plaid flannel shirt. And a beard thick, black, and hanging past his neck. A bear of a man who, at the moment, displayed a crinkled nose and frown of abject disgust toward a young man gesturing, making a point. It wasn’t sticking.


  “Can I help you?” An attractive robust woman approached, her hair a tight bun and wearing Carhartt bib overalls over a long-sleeved T-shirt.


  “Willa?”


  “Case?”


  Two wide grins sealed the introduction.


  “A hug? Catch said you’d been injured.”


  “If we can pull it off easy-like.”


  We did. She smelled of jasmine and machine oil. A gentle release and she gripped my head with both hands and delivered a loud smack on the lips.


  “That lying SOB said you were pretty. Why, you’re nothing but a handsome son of a gun.”


  Her openness and warmth and energy combined and shouted instant friend.


  “And the lying SOB appears to be applying his usual tact over there,” I said.


  She whipped her head, eaglelike, and said, “Oh sweet Jesus. Hold on.”


  She took two steps, spun, and returned and delivered another hard kiss, patting my cheek. Followed with long, quick strides across the cavernous work floor. She inserted herself between Catch and his young male victim. It was her turn to stand legs spread, hands on hips, a no-nonsense facial expression pegging the meter. She edged nose-to-nose with my brother. Catch broke into a grin; white teeth shone between a sea of coal-black facial hair. Willa clearly commenced reiterating, for the hundredth time, the ways of both the world and her machine shop. Catch glowed. He loved her. Clear as day, he loved her. And I got it. He’d met his soul mate.


  In the midst of her law of the land statements, she pointed my way. Catch and I locked eyes, my grin so wide it hurt. Head thrown back, he roared, loud and—if you didn’t know him—disturbing. The young man near them scooted for the other side of his worktable. A barrier.


  And here he came, rolling and rumbling and belting out expletives that defined every conceivable fault of mine. Arms wide, he froze at my upraised hands, unsure of a physical greeting.


  “Can I grab you?” he asked, head cocked.


  “No. You may not. I’ll take a hug, delivered with the utmost tenderness. Out of consideration for my traumatic wound.”


  “Man, you’re turning into a wuss. Come here.”


  It was like hugging a tree trunk. Willa wandered back over.


  “I see you’re busy critiquing people’s artistic endeavors,” I said to Catch.


  “That idiot?” he asked, throwing a thumb toward his former shop floor position.


  “He’s an artist,” Willa said.


  “He’s a pissant dweeb.”


  Willa gripped my arm and said, “Remember this the next time you feel burdened.”


  We laughed and joked and they both touched my body with rubs and pats. And they touched my soul. Willa explained the machine shop as a natural offshoot of her upbringing. Her father operated a Fresno, California, machine shop and she grew up among the magic of working metal. She strove shoulder-to-shoulder with five brothers and at the age of twenty made master machinist, kissed her family goodbye, and headed for the Pacific Northwest.


  “It tugged,” she said. “Hard explaining. But the pull, the draw, is real.”


  Her business grew and, as she put it, “It was time to open the doors wider.” Her brainchild consisted of renting, at cut-rate, metalwork space for artists, dreamers, and dabblers. The core business kept the cash flow steady, but her passion turned toward the artistic side of things. Bella Forme. Pretty Forms. An Artisanal Machine Shop.


  “And how does Mr. Nuance fit into this?” I asked, indicating Catch.


  “The commercial side,” she said. “He’s not half-bad with big metal. Cutting, welding.”


  “Let me see the arrow wound.” He plucked at my shirt.


  “Leave me the hell alone. So do you also send him to meet customers? Sales calls?” I asked her, attempting a clarification of Catch’s role at the shop.


  “Are you nuts? I still have to maintain revenue.”


  “Come on. Let me see it,” Catch said.


  He wouldn’t relent, so I unbuttoned the top of my shirt. He, and Willa, leaned close.


  “Cool,” he said. “It’ll make a nice scar.”


  “Poor thing. You seen a doctor?”


  “Can I poke it?” Catch asked.


  “No. And it’s healing well, Willa. Thanks for asking.”


  Willa enquired of its origin, and I dodged the answer. No point wading those waters. “Is Bo at your place? I’d like to settle if it’s okay.”


  “You have the address. Bo’s out back,” Catch said.


  “Lives in a van,” Willa added. “Up a tree.”


  “Of course he does.” I explained dinner tonight was my treat as long as Willa chose the place.


  “How about dancing after?” she asked. “Are you okay with that or do you need rest?”


  “Whatever you want. I’ll make a video of Catch busting moves. Post it on YouTube. Million hits, easy.”


  “As the riffraff learn from a master,” he said. “You know, you’re not as pretty as you once were. Wussification taking its toll.”


  Willa whacked him across his arm. He grinned large, tried kissing her as she punched his chest. Their love—tangible and real and grounded—shone bright.


  I waited for my cab outside. Several people came and went through the hard drizzle. They wore rain jackets. A few used the jacket hoods; others wore ball caps. No one carried an umbrella. A part of life, the rain, and you moved through it with acceptance. Everything was green. A different green than a tropical rain forest. Emerald. Grander, less threatening, more inviting. Massive fir trees lent a cathedral-like atmosphere. The Pacific Northwest.


  They owned a couple of acres at the edge of town. A tight two-story Victorian wooden house sat near the street, painted blue, the roof mossy. Using the key Catch gave me, I let myself in and tossed the rucksack into a spare bedroom. And sought Bo.


  The kitchen window provided a grand view of the backyard acreage. Douglas fir trees—tall and stately and dripping—covered the area. It took a second to spot. An old VW Bus, without tires or, likely, an engine, was suspended thirty feet off the ground. A rusty large-linked logging chain held it against the tree trunk. A couple of massive limbs were cut away, making room. The old VW nestled there, hidden by adjoining branches. It emitted wood smoke from a homemade chimney pipe. Remnants of tread tracks remained where a crane had maneuvered across the back lot, the old bus dangling, and lifted it into place. Willa could not have been pleased last fall when the grand estate of Bo Dickerson was installed. Or maybe she thought it cool. Hard to say.


  I squished across the thick grass. Bo hadn’t built a ladder. Access was attained through climbing branches. As I approached the bus shifted, the sliding side door flew open, and a mass of wild red hair appeared. Bo extruded through the opening, held on to the inside ceiling, and leaned over the thirty-foot drop. Buck naked.


  “Hi ho said the ’shroom to the sun. I sensed your arrival. But wait, my brother. Wait!” He disappeared back inside.


  My blood brother and dearest friend. Man, I missed him.


  “Uh, Bo. You haven’t primed any welcome wagons have you?” Trip wires, traps, explosives. Bo liked protecting his position.


  Red hair jutted from the opening, long enough for a reply. “Mother Nature. She whispers warnings. Enough, enough if we listen.” His eyes sparkled, the toothy grin classic and a joy. Unlike Catch, Bo’s scraggly beard lacked definition or grooming. He disappeared again. The logging chain creaked as the rusted bus shifted against the tree trunk.


  “You are at less than full capacity.” His voice drifted from the bus’s interior. “Otherwise I’d ask you to join me. The climb, the ascent. Too much?” His head shot out again, waiting for an answer. He’d donned a few articles of clothing.


  “I’d prefer not to.” The shoulder and chest had progressed toward severe tenderness. It was healing. “But if that’s what it takes, move your Okie butt aside.”


  He grinned, laughed, started to disappear, and popped out again. We locked eyes.


  “Slings and arrows aside, you appear hale and hearty, my cretinous Georgia peach. And I missed you.”


  “And I missed you, Bo. Big time.”


  “To understand and to be understood. You and me. Seneca was right.”


  “Amen.”


  It would appear weird, two grown men staring, one thirty feet above the other. But the love and bond and connectivity was as real as life itself. And I washed in it.


  Bo didn’t climb down. He walked. Each step onto a thick lower limb—a three- or four-foot drop—taken with acrobatic aplomb. He spiraled around the broad trunk as he descended, turned, and spiraled back. The moss draped across the limbs showed irregular wear.


  “Is there any point suggesting you take a customary path down this honking tree?” I asked, and marveled at his balance.


  “A customary path.” He halted, one foot suspended for the next limb drop. “Been mulling that over. From a metaphysical perspective.”


  “Okay.” I couldn’t stop grinning.


  He stopped the descent and squatted, perched on a near-ground limb, and extended his arms. Easing through the foliage, I came face-to-face. We placed hands on shoulders until he pulled my head forward.


  “You happy, old son?” he asked. He smelled of ginger and curry. Drips of water from the conifer needles plopped on our faces.


  “Yeah. Yeah, pretty happy. You?”


  “Continuous and always in pursuit. With grinding bumps. Part of the package. I missed you.”


  “You too.”


  He gripped my nape and pulled me away. A crow landed well above us and croaked a call. Another answered in the distance.


  “The flight of an arrow can be transformative,” he said.


  “Or kill you.”


  “Yet here you are. Allow me.” He tugged at my top shirt button.


  Spend enough time in Delta Force and you will collect scars. Battle scars, both physical and emotional. The physical ones acted as totems, benchmarks, a tale to be told. A few were merit badges and others reminders of horrors. The emotional ones—folded, tucked away. Sitting silent, neither denied nor mulled over or analyzed. Part of your fabric, good or bad.


  Bo, like Catch, requested a view of Case Lee’s latest landscape change. They both carried plenty themselves. Four buttons later, he inspected my wound with great gravity.


  “It’ll make an excellent scar.”


  “So I’ve been told.”


  Sliding the last several feet, he landed and guided me toward the street.


  “Let’s walk and talk and go visit my favorite budtender. A celebratory endeavor. My missing piece, a sight for sore eyes, has appeared.”


  “Budtender?”


  “Herbalist.”


  “You’re taking me to a pot shop.”


  “Aye. Tell me a tale, bucko. It’s been several months.”


  

  
Chapter 13
 Marijuana shops sprinkled Portland. Common and advertised and now part of the city’s culture. No one blinked an eye, and life continued. We passed homeowner’s vehicles parked along the street—a ubiquitous Portland trait—and chatted and laughed and kidded. My PNG engagement remained a back burner item. A simmering stew, waiting to be stirred, tasted, and assessed when it was quiet. When the three of us were alone together. A team.


  Tranquil Waters Dispensary appeared, discreet and, I supposed, welcoming.


  “You packing?” I asked. The bounties on Bo, Catch, myself, and Marcus ensured we remained prepared. Always. The Glock rubbed against the small of my back, tucked into the jean’s waist.


  “Several. But none of your apparent new favorites.”


  “New favorites?”


  “It’s hard hiding bows and arrows this day and age without a cloak. But that’s always an option.”


  “Funny. Wonder how Tranquil Waters would take the knowledge of our hidden high-powered armament?”


  “False boundaries, Robin Hood.” He swung the shop’s door open for me. “Not a bad name for a rock band. False Boundaries.”


  Several patrons perused the selection. An extensive array of varying marijuana grades and attributes. A young lady, hair woven into a long ponytail, smiled large and slid from behind the counter. Her floor-length granny dress, blue paisley, lent the impression of her floating toward us. She carried a beatific countenance, either through spiritual wellness or a great buzz. She lifted both arms around Bo’s neck and they kissed. A deep, passionate kiss—full frontal and more than a little awkward watching.


  “Not yet,” she said, stroking his unruly hair.


  “I understand. Meet Case. Blood brother. Case, this is Rainbow.”


  Rainbow. Of course. She released Bo and drifted my way, head cocked. “I sense pain.”


  “Minor injury. Nice meeting you.” She wafted past my extended a hand, laying her head against my chest, hands at my waist. She smelled of cedar incense.


  “Spiritual pain. You’ve come to the right place.”


  “Good to know.”


  She took my hand and led us to an empty spot at the immaculate counter. The place held a mellow pharmacy vibe. Portland had changed.


  “I’m thinking a celebratory bud,” Bo said.


  “Mellow or encouraging?”


  “Encouraging. With a dash of heroic times past.” He turned and rubbed my head. “And glorious adventure ahead.”


  Rainbow—quite serious—nodded, turned, and contemplated Tranquil Water’s selection.


  “Bo.”


  “Speak, my wandering pilgrim.”


  “Portland suits you.”


  “For the moment. The path stretches ahead, lost within the glorious fog of uncertainty.”


  “Okay.” My jaw ached from the nonstop grin.


  Rainbow offered a blend appropriate to Bo’s desires. They discussed attributes, the connoisseur and sommelier. He paid cash. As we began exiting, Rainbow approached again. She wished me well and touched my cheek. She kissed her fingers and placed them on Bo’s lips. He closed his eyes in reciprocity.


  Back on the sidewalk I asked, “What’s with the ‘not yet’? Rainbow?”


  “Her path, at the moment, is avoidance of physical intimacy. Will you try this?” he asked, displaying the pot container.


  “No. But it’s clear you two have connected in the past.”


  “When the alignment is right.”


  “And how’s the alignment thirty feet up a tree?”


  “There’s an organic quality to it. And the chain squeaks. Willa has commented about this.”


  “Do tell.”


  “I believe she appreciates, in her own way, the juxtaposition of metal and anatomy.”


  “It’s artisanal.”


  “Precisely. Where, pray tell, are we dining tonight?”


  “Willa’s call.”


  Willa chose a small neighborhood place. The Spinning Rock—A Sustainable Eatery. We passed dozens of hole-in-the-wall restaurants during the drive. Portland was a foodie’s dream.


  Willa donned yoga pants and a thigh-length loose blouse, belted. Her vibrant blue tats peeked at openings in the material. Hair down, earrings dangling, she glowed fine and full of life.


  Offered a table near the center of the room, we asked for a corner spot. Backs against a wall. Habit. An eclectic crowd, black the dominant clothing color of choice. The men wore tight-legged pants with high-water cuffs. You’d be hard-pressed hiding a Glock in those britches. The women, attractive, sported a range of tats and piercings unlike anywhere I’d seen stateside. Animated, they discussed and laughed and engaged. The men appeared focused on maintaining a look. A benign crowd, nonthreatening.


  Willa ordered for us. I asked her to toss the kitchen sink on our table. Provide the Spinning Rock an opportunity and give it their best shot. Our conversation remained light, fun. The craft beer, outstanding. The mood was joyous and celebratory and loving.


  “You’ve made this home,” I said, addressing Catch. “Good for you.” I meant it.


  “I’ve gotten into it,” Catch said. “Opportunity abounds.”


  “Opportunity to irritate the locals,” Willa said.


  “I’m a local.”


  “No, you’re not,” she said. “Eastern Oregon. High desert. Cowboys, guns, and wing nuts galore.”


  “You speak of my people.”


  She turned to me. I raised a hand, palm out, smiling. “Got no dog in this fight.”


  Willa plowed ahead. “Last year’s annual World Naked Bike Ride, as an example.”


  “I’m unfamiliar with this event,” I said. Unfamiliar, but not surprised. Man, Portland had changed.


  “Ten thousand Portlandians,” Catch said, excited.


  “Portlanders,” Willa said.


  “On bikes. Naked as jaybirds.” Catch smiled large. “Me and Willa right in the middle of the pack.”


  The waiter brought appetizers—delicious, fresh, and exceptional. Willa asked for another Oregon pinot noir. Catch and I ordered another round of craft beer. Bo asked for iced tea.


  “Ginger or thyme infused?”


  “Ginger. With carrot honey, please.”


  After the waiter left I asked Bo, “What has gotten into you?”


  “He’s bitten bad,” Catch said. “Gone native. Full immersion, baby.”


  Bo only smiled. Bo—the wildest warrior any of us had ever met. Our Delta spearhead. Fearless. First in, with his own brand of madness and deadly effectiveness. Now ordering ginger tea with carrot honey.


  “Leave my Bo alone,” Willa said. “He belongs.” She patted his hand and plucked a grilled mushroom swimming in a garlic sauce on the way back.


  “So, ten thousand people?” I asked.


  “Naked,” Catch confirmed.


  “Is there a theme? Other than the obvious.”


  “We celebrate body positivity,” Willa said. “And encourage renewable energy.”


  “Okay.”


  “And we encourage individuals to celebrate their own causes. With body paint on our backs. Individual expression.”


  “Okay.”


  “Last year mine said ‘Celebrate Metal.’ Written with glitter paint. A blend of bright blue and metallic silver.”


  “And you participated?” I asked Catch. This required confirmation. Catch, prone to exhibit wild behavior, didn’t dabble in the realm of weird. Most of the time. Still, it was Catch.


  “Hell yes!”


  “And what celebratory statement did you display across your backside?”


  Willa groaned and shook her head. Bo laughed, teeth flashing. Catch was serious.


  “A profound message. Large letters.”


  “I’m doubting Willa helped paint it.”


  “You’ve got that right,” she said.


  “Found a bum,” Catch said.


  “Homeless person,” Willa corrected.


  “Found a bum figuring how to take a dump in Starbucks. Customers only.”


  “A street artist,” I said.


  “Don’t encourage him,” Willa said, plucking a corn chip smeared with wasabi caviar and crunching it.


  “Gave him two bucks. Enough for coffee. So he could take a dump.”


  “And the large lettered message displayed across your ugly back?” I asked, already laughing.


  “There’s room for all God’s creatures. Right next to my mashed potatoes.”


  I couldn’t stop laughing and asked, wiping tears, “What, exactly, does this message celebrate, oh brother of mine?”


  “This good earth’s bounty!”


  “Bet you were a big hit.”


  “I’d say so. Got lots of comments.”


  Willa shook her head and offered me the wooden board containing our ham flight. It, too, was delicious. “It is so fine getting to know you, Case. I feel like I already did, but this fills the gaps. Rounds it out.”


  “You too. You folks make quite the pair. And it’s a joy to see.”


  “We’re a team,” Catch said, rubbing Willa’s back.


  “And I’ve discovered Bo’s found love as well,” I said, winking toward my tree dwelling friend.


  “Love resounds,” Bo said. “And I’ve loved staying here among the dripping conifers. I’ve internalized the experience. Part of me, embedded forever. Yet the time draws near.”


  Catch and I exchanged glances. Bo would move on. To where—anyone’s guess. I’d caught it in his eyes earlier. And failed broaching the subject because it would have dampened my joy. And because the timing of the call was his prerogative. When he lived deep within the Dismal Swamp, Bo was master of his domain. A watery snake- and gator-infested domain, but his turf. Now he visited. Hung from a tree, an observer. He’d seek his own turf again.


  “Time for what?” Catch asked.


  “The next phase.”


  “What does that mean?” Catch threw his wadded-up napkin at Bo, who returned an angelic smile.


  “Oh no. My Bo is leaving,” Willa said, standing. She passed behind Catch, rubbed his head, and positioned behind Bo, bent at the waist. She wrapped him in her arms, head nestled against his neck. “Leaving, leaving, and I feel it and sense the heartache.”


  “No heartache,” Bo said. “Flow. A natural flow.”


  “Heartache,” she insisted. “Barreling my way like a runaway train.”


  “Where to?” Catch asked. We’d been together too long for wasted breath regarding Bo. He’d made up his mind, and that was all she wrote.


  “Big earth, my brothers.”


  “Stop the new age crap. Where you going?” Catch asked again.


  “Don’t bark at my Bo,” Willa said. The bright blue of her forearm tats stood against the wild red hair she swam in.


  “Plenty of room on the Ace,” I said. Futile, but you never knew with Bo. I’d love him with me, cruising the Ditch.


  “Astringent environs call. Severe turf.”


  “Arizona?” I asked. “Canyonlands desert?”


  “Perhaps Mexico,” Bo said. “Perhaps other parcels of this grand blue ball.”


  “You don’t want Mexico, dumbass,” Catch said, shaking his head. “You forgotten?”


  “Don’t be mean to my Bo.”


  “Catch is right,” I said. “You won’t blend down there. And certain parts of that place will sure remember you.”



  

  
Chapter 14
 Mexico—the setting for one our Delta Force missions. Five young people, college students, kidnapped as part of a drug lord inter-rivalry in the state of Chiapas, Mexico. Near Guatemala.


  Delta Force excels at hostage rescue—one of our prime purposes. Hostage rescue is a tricky business. If a mission goes sideways, the hostages die. Pinpoint focus, stealth, and an executioner’s intent toward the hostage takers a primary requirement. Delta fits the bill.


  One of the Chiapas drug lords—Manuel Ortiz—had kidnapped the five kids vacationing in Mexico with the plan of blame shift toward a rival drug lord. One Canadian, four Americans. The Canadian and one of the Americans had well-connected parents. Ortiz figured if his rival were fingered as the culprit, the US and Mexican governments would come down hard and remove his competition. Satellite surveillance had exposed his grand plan. We knew the location of the kids. Ortiz the idiot allowed them to meander outside, in his compound’s courtyard.


  The well-connected part was a major irritant. Because two of the kids’ parents were politically connected, rescue options flared. A total BS driver for any ops. Innocent kids kidnapped should be the sole criteria. But the world doesn’t work like that.


  Our Delta team arrived for a preliminary briefing at CIA headquarters in Langley. We wore civilian clothing—just a handful of normal guys. Pegged-out dangerous normal guys. Marcus Johnson, our team leader, provided Delta Force perspective. In attendance—the CIA and State Department.


  “I’ll need twenty-four hours,” Marcus said. “Scour satellite data of the house and the area. Look for repeatable movement on the bad guys’ part. Floor plan if possible. We’ll develop an operational plan. Adjust the plan during transit if needed. What are our in-area assets?”


  He referred to civilian, covert, and military assets either on the ground in Chiapas or nearby.


  “Hold it,” State said. “Before we invade a sovereign country, our neighbor, there are considerations.”


  “No, there aren’t,” Marcus said.


  The blunt statement sat for a few seconds as Delta met Diplomacy.


  “Well, there are,” State repeated.


  Marcus eyeballed the three CIA resources. “You people haven’t explained to this gentleman what we do?”


  “Oh, we understand exactly what you do,” State said. “Which is why we must consider the implications.”


  “No, we don’t. You want us to rescue those kids, fine. But we don’t operate under anything but our ROE.” Rules of engagement. Delta formulates the plan and executes it. Our rules. We don’t go in burdened with “considerations and implications.” We accomplish the mission. The best in the world.


  “First we require engagement with the Mexican government.”


  “You’ll get those kids killed. And put my team in danger.”


  “And the Canadian government,” State continued.


  “No. We’ll deliver the Canadian. Engage the Canadian government after the fact.”


  “What if people get hurt?”


  “People will get hurt. Guaranteed. Our job is to make sure it’s not those kids.”


  One of the CIA case officers cleared his throat. “Let’s look at alternative action.”


  The three spooks clearly devised additional possibilities outside the core mission if we were sent. They have a word for it—mission creep. And Marcus would have none of it.


  “No alternative action.” He looked at his Delta teammates and back to the cadre of CIA case officers. “You want us to leave until you people and State decide what you want?”


  State cleared his throat and took a sip of water. “We want to rescue those young people. With a minimal amount of fuss.”


  “Fuss?” Marcus asked.


  “Dead bodies,” State said.


  “Still one too many qualifiers.”


  One of the CIA case officers sighed, hands spread on the conference table. “We have to rescue those young people. Lots of upstairs pressure.”


  The translation, not required in that room, was applied pressure from connected people. The well-off American and Canadian’s parents. Political connections. The rich folks had called in political fund-raising chits. I couldn’t blame them. Whatever it took. Still, the well-connected bit grated.


  “Then make it clean,” Marcus said. Have one objective, one defined goal. These extractions were challenging enough without added political interference. He and the CIA case officer locked eyes, silent. Several seconds later, the CIA nodded the affirmative.


  “Well, we need coordination . . .” State started, cut off by the CIA case officer.


  “Go get them. Period,” CIA said, eyes still locked with Marcus.


  “He on board with that?” Marcus asked, pointing at State.


  “He’s on board.” CIA shifted his gaze and raised an eyebrow at State. State made a big deal of wiping his hands against each other. Wiping his and the State Department’s hands of the whole deal.


  We boarded an unmarked government jet the next afternoon. A four-hour flight to Tuxtla Gutiérrez, the capital of Chiapas. Land early evening. A night operation. Darkness would cover our approach, but action—hostage rescue—would take place inside a well-lit hacienda. The CIA feared the kids would be moved at any moment, so waiting for an optimum opportunity was off the table.


  The CIA had a Sikorsky S-76 helicopter in neighboring Guatemala. Close enough—it would meet us at the Tuxtla airport and transport us to a landing zone thirty miles away in the highlands of Chiapas.


  During the flight we checked and triple checked our equipment. Fully suppressed HK416 carbines. With suppressors they still “banged” when fired, but with a much smaller sound signature. We also carried fully silenced .45 semiautomatic pistols. With subsonic ammo, they made less noise than a finger snap. A tight “snick” in the night. Each of us carried night-vision goggles, although the half-moon—if it remained a clear night—would provide adequate lighting.


  Satellite imagery had identified fifteen to twenty armed guards roaming the grounds of the palatial single-story hacienda. A large courtyard dominated the back of the house. Each of us absorbed the photos of the five kids as well as the drug lord, Ortiz, and his lieutenants. One of them was known as the Butcher. Well deserved, no doubt. Ortiz wasn’t married, no children, and surrounded himself with his muscle. Good. Family, young children, added an element of complication we could do without.


  There was no intel, no insights on the whereabouts of the hostages inside the hacienda. Five of us would go in. Bo, as always, the spear point. I followed Bo. Marcus, close behind, led and coordinated. Angel would cover our flanks. Catch would linger and greet any surprises with finality.


  The jet landed at Tuxtla early evening and taxied near the Sikorsky helicopter. As we walked toward the chopper, game on, several Mexican officials approached. As four of us boarded the chopper, Bo turned toward the officials, stopped, and displayed his assault weapon. With a discernable metallic click, he chambered a round and grinned. The officials shared glances and opted for short-term blindness as five well-armed men transferred from a just-landed jet to a waiting helicopter.


  We flew low, lights out. Worked the steep valleys, our rotor and engine noise muffled from the surrounding plateaus. A small field, a half mile away from our target and well below its elevation, became the drop-off and pick-up point. We hunkered as the chopper departed. Then alone in the still of a Chiapas highlands night, we covered the uphill half mile at a jog and stopped at the edge of the hacienda’s well-groomed grounds. Stationed, hidden, we assessed. The pre-engagement adrenaline edged up and the mind cleared of white noise and irrelevant thoughts. Focus—keen and remorseless—ruled the night.


  Multiple rooms displayed lights. Each window was scoped, investigated. No sign of the hostages. We’d enter with a fifty-fifty shot picking the correct side of the sprawling house. The entry goal—find the hostages without alerting the guards or Ortiz. A razor’s-edge approach, with silence and stealth and fatal intensity the means. Our noise-suppressed weapons would remove entrance obstacles. Armed guards. If one of them fired, alerting others—everything changed. Stealth would shift to full-bore Delta assault. The core mission—find, protect, extract the hostages—wouldn’t change. But our approach, modified on a second’s notice, would. Hot lead would fill the night, and Delta doesn’t miss what it aims for.


  Marcus made the call and hand-signaled instructions. We’d enter the east side. Angel to the west, cover our flanks. Catch held back to intercept the unexpected. Three of the drug lord’s armed guards meandered near our entry point. They wielded full-automatic weapons. The west side, with a cavalcade of parked luxury cars, held half a dozen more guards. There would be others at the back of the house.


  The grass held a sheen of evening dampness. The smell of rich highland earth mingled with the sweet scent of nearby landscape roses. We waited two minutes for Angel’s positioning. Movement of people showed through several of the open room windows. Still no discernable faces, identities. Voices from within the hacienda drifted across the manicured grounds, mixed with insect calls. Marcus nodded toward Bo. Do it.


  Bo possessed an innate skill the rest of us could never match. We were all trained on the art of approach. Quiet, stealth, sunlight or shadow—the ability to move close by an individual without their awareness. Tap them on the shoulder in benign settings. A bullet to their head during operations. But Bo was remarkable. Do a slow and continuous turn, aware and mindful of your immediate environs. On high alert. Yet somehow Bo would find a way. Approach without you spotting him. We’d kid him about it and ask where he kept his cloak of invisibility. He’d return a secret smile.


  And now the three guards near our entry point collapsed, one after the other. Poleaxed. Bo’s silenced .45 remained unheard. Marcus signaled. Go. We dashed after Bo, dragged the bodies away from the house, and nestled among the landscape plants at the corner of the east side, under an open window. Bo rose, scoped the room, and indicated it empty. Marcus signaled we’d use it as our insertion point. Again, go.


  Voices. Two more armed guards turned the back corner of the house and approached our position. We hid, prepared to eliminate them as they neared. Seven paces from us, both collapsed, haloed mists of blood evident in the moonlit night. Head shots. Catch.


  Bo entered. Marcus and I followed. The room’s door cracked, voices drifted along hallways. We covered Bo’s movements as he entered the next room, and the next. He signaled empty. Silent steps led toward a third room. We were running out of options, left with two choices. Continue toward the center of the hacienda, deeper into enemy turf. Continue relying on stealth. Move farther from our planned entry and exit point. Or withdraw, circle to the west side of the house, reenter. We paused and awaited Marcus’s instructions. The gurgle of the large courtyard fountain drifted through open doors and windows.


  The third and now only option roared its choice. Cacophonous bangs of automatic gunfire rang across the grounds, voices yelled. Someone had stumbled across one, or all, of the five dead guards sprawled across the grounds and fired warning shots. We were made. And retreat wasn’t an option.


  Marcus chose a back hallway toward the center of the house. Bo attacked. We followed. Five guards flew through the double doors from the courtyard, weapons at the ready. Bo took out two, Marcus one. I raised my rifle and, while dashing toward them, delivered double taps to the other two. Chest shots. Two bullets for each man in rapid succession. To be sure.


  The kitchen staff screamed and dishes dropped as Bo entered, assessed, and signaled “no threats.” The smell of cumin entered the arena. We dashed forward, the tiled floor reflecting our footfalls. Outside, a shooting gallery, with Angel and Catch eliminating threats before they could enter the house. Past the kitchen, running footsteps, moving away. We followed.


  We infiltrated the west side of the house. Another guard turned a corner and sprayed lead down our hallway as the three of us dropped low. Bo’s pistol whispered twice. Double tap. We stepped over the body, halted. Another hallway led left and right. Voices—English—called, protested. To the left.


  “Grenade!” Marcus yelled. He and I ducked into adjoining rooms, sought walled protection. Not Bo. I caught him leaping over the hallway-tossed grenade and sliding on his butt around the corner. Toward the source of the tossed grenade. The blast, shattering and earsplitting, covered the snicking sound of Bo’s deadly delivery. Marcus and I exited our protective position. A hallway cast-iron chandelier dangled from its electrical wires, the thick stucco walls gouged and peppered with grenade fragments.


  We charged and caught up with Bo, halting outside a thick door. The English voices continued, frightened and pleading and near hysterical. Marcus took the lead, signaled Bo to open the door. Bo flung it open and Marcus stepped through, Bo and I on his heels.


  Ortiz the drug lord held a pistol against the temple of one of the kids. He used the young man’s body as a shield, half of his face visible from behind the kid’s head. The other four hostages huddled in a corner.


  In the movies, this would be the moment for a pregnant pause, a standoff, with pithy and threatening conversation. This wasn’t the movies.


  Ortiz began speaking. Marcus, rifle shouldered, blew away the visible half of Ortiz’s head. Blood exploded across the kid’s head and shoulders. Ortiz’s blood. The kid was unharmed.


  Exit time. “Objective in hand,” Marcus said into his microphone. “Exiting the front.” Catch and Angel would position, cover our departure through the front doors of the hacienda. “All of you. Come. Now,” he said to the five hostages. The four clustered together, wide-eyed, stood and approached. The fifth, Ortiz’s shield, remained frozen. Marcus signaled me to get him. Gripping his arm, I towed him toward the door and placed him among the others. Shock, stares, and frantic glances their common glue. Couldn’t blame them. The cavalry had showed up, delivered retribution and death, and the next agenda item unknown.


  “You’re going to be okay,” I said, nodding in their direction. Several nodded back, unsure.


  Bo led our exit. Marcus led the group of hostages. They slouched and flung frightened glances. I covered the rear.


  Bo flew through the wrought iron–studded wooden front door and slammed the brakes. Made himself a target prior to our exit with the hostages. Drew the attention of potential attackers. He relied on personal mojo and the utter surety somewhere in the night both Catch and Angel covered him. A full five seconds and he raised his pistol, long silencer extended toward the sky, and used the weapon to gesture “move forward, all clear.” We hustled the kids through the door and took off at a dead run. At the edge of the lawn, fifty yards straight ahead, two bright flashes. Catch. Eliminating threats at our rear.


  We hit the brush at the edge of the estate’s plateau. Catch met us, nodded, and moved toward the hacienda, now our rear concern. Angel appeared and signaled the all clear. Marcus radioed the chopper. Pick-up in ten minutes.


  “Status,” Marcus said, demanding the state of our personal well-being.


  “Good,” came back three times. Bo remained silent.


  “Talk to me, Bo.”


  “A wee dram of leakage. No worries.”


  Bo had been hit.


  “Tell me. Now.” Marcus captured current state, good or bad, and adjusted plans accordingly.


  “Upper arm. No issue.”


  “Wrap it.”


  I did. A quick field wrap stanched the bleeding. We jogged toward the pick-up zone. One of the hostages, a young lady, asked, “What now? Where are we going?”


  “Home,” Marcus said.


  We kept a rapid downhill pace. Catch caught up with us and remained at the rear. The kid who was Ortiz’s human shield—a well-connected son it turned out—started a running soliloquy. He expressed displeasure at having his life risked with a pistol pressed against his head and what would have happened if Marcus missed and Dad would hear about this.


  Catch overheard and sped up. He positioned alongside the young man. And had a chat.


  Catch explained the young man should shut his trap. Be happy his ungrateful butt was safe. And think long and hard before mouthing any displeasure. Because the armed men currently saving his ungrateful butt lived in the States, and knew where he lived, and would be most displeased if he complained about the rescue methodology. And a late-night visit from any one of us five—at any of the well-connected kid’s houses—an ever-present possibility if the kid chose unwisely to piss off any of us. Next—and here Catch was quite graphic—the slicing and dicing the kid would endure were detailed.


  “Now, have I left anything unclear, shithead?” Catch asked. The young man remained silent from that point forward, including the four-hour flight back to DC.


  The chopper touched down at our pick-up point and, once we boarded, barreled through the valleys of Chiapas’s highlands, headed for Tuxtla. Catch held the flashlight as I removed the blood-soaked field wrap and inspected Bo’s wound. Upper left arm, clean entrance and exit. A nasty wound, but not debilitating. For a member of Delta. I cleaned and wrapped the bullet damage while Bo observed, detached from the procedure.


  “You read C. S. Lewis?” he asked.


  “A little. Hold still.”


  “Each day we become a creature of splendid glory,” he said over the helicopter’s engine noise.


  “Okay. Hold still.” Focused, I applied dressing and bandages sufficient for the chopper ride. The DC flight offered time for more thorough treatment.


  “Or a creature of unthinkable horror.”


  “Okay, Bo. Okay.”


  The final act involved a quick transfer to our waiting jet and the flight home. A substantial force of Mexican State Police greeted us on the tarmac as we transferred the hostages from the helicopter. They aimed automatic weaponry in our direction. A semicircle of cop cars, headlights bright, illuminated our movement. Bo pulled a grenade from my front vest webbing and added it to his two. Wounded, adrenaline-driven, and the sheer act of being Bo showcased the scene.


  As we hustled the five young people aboard the jet, he approached the bristling contingent of armed cops and officials. Legs spread, wild red hair lifting with the breeze, he began juggling the three grenades. And mimicked the siren of an ambulance, loud and howling and filling the night. He was the last to board. Mission accomplished. Delta Force blended back into the shadows.


  

  
Chapter 15
 “Plenty of those Mexican officials will remember you,” Catch pointed out. “And no doubt took photos. Of your circus act.”


  “And let’s face it, Bo. You don’t exactly blend in,” I said.


  “I don’t want talk of the past among you three,” Willa said. “It’s just that. The past.”


  She straightened, rubbed Bo’s temples, and spoke toward the top of his head. “Why don’t you stay the summer? No rain. It’s gorgeous and glorious. We’ll rent a place on the coast. You can bring Rainbow.”


  Bo leaned his head back and pressed against Willa’s midsection. “Try as I might, it still unfolds. Unfolds and rolls and tumbles.”


  “Tumble with Catch and me. Hang.”


  Bo, eyes closed, sang and hummed a few bars from an old Beatles song.


  “Stop it,” Willa said. “You’re making me sad.”


  He gripped her forearms overhead and smiled. “Then let’s shake it don’t break it, madam. Work this fine meal off.”


  And so we did. The Bent. Willa’s shake-a-leg club choice. It occupied the corner of an old Portland building. The establishment presented a well-heeled crowd along a 1950s bar, tables pressed against walls, and a DJ spinning mellow hits. I have no inherent problem with dancing as long as others did it. I’ll work my way through the slower songs, shuffle a two-step, and toss in the occasional spin. But pounding modern music and Case Lee don’t mix on the dance floor. The few times I summoned the courage to participate, I feared an observer might reach for their cell phone and dial 911. Let the emergency operator know a man in the midst of a neurological fit needed help.


  At first glance Willa’s choice presented a more sedate setting than I’d anticipated. But I was wrong. She slid through the crowd and signaled us to follow. In a far corner, near the restrooms, a steep stairway led to the basement. At the bottom a doorman collected cover fees. Past a heavy old cellar door, house music poured over us. Minimal illumination and concrete walls plastered with an artist’s graffiti. Tiny round tables placed against the back wall. And bodies packed, dancing. House music pounded, reverberated, echoed, and moved.


  Willa, Catch, and Bo weren’t burdened with self-conscious dance panic. And Willa could dance. Her hair, released from its workaday tight bun, flung about as she twisted and twirled and shook. Catch gyrated right with her, busting move after move. A jacked-up bear flinging himself about with wild abandon. Bo moved in the midst of the crowd and showcased cosmic gyrations. I envied them from one of the back tables, ordered us drinks, and enjoyed their movement and physical joy.


  The music dropped, slowed, the beat signature and volume reduced. A brief breather for the crowd. And an opportunity for Willa to drag me onto the floor. She offered no option, snatching my hand and pulling me upright. Catch demanded I participate, threatened to kick my ass if I didn’t start having fun, and asked if I’d stolen sips of his beer.


  “Deep house,” Willa said, dragging me. “This is slower tempo.”


  “Okay. Better.”


  “So where do you think Bo will go?” She seized my extended hand and placed it on her waist.


  “Only Bo knows.”


  The other dancers moved in place. I led Willa through the crowd, a two-step shuffle.


  “I’ll miss that man. An emotional loss. Real and true.”


  I pressed her waist and initiated a slow spin.


  “You don’t suck at this as much as you think, Case.”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “And what about you?” she asked. “Tell me about Mr. Lee.”


  “I’ll visit Marcus on the way back home. The Ace of Spades. Home again, home again.”


  “I didn’t ask about locales. I asked about life.”


  Willa proved a solid and loving individual. Soul mate for Catch. And a raw, gentle honesty translating into real emotional connection.


  “Life’s good. Can’t complain.”


  “Don’t make me smack you on the head. Or punch your wound.”


  I laughed and smiled. “So what do you want to know?”


  “Will you find a woman? Stop the Captain America BS? People want to know.”


  “I don’t consider it BS. At least not most of the time.”


  “Get your hackles down, cowboy.” She smacked a kiss on my cheek. “I’m saying finding a partner will be tough with your lifestyle.”


  “Point taken.”


  “And you’d like to fix the price-on-my-head business first.”


  “Big part of it.”


  “Sounds like an excuse.” She showed a sardonic smile, a teasing intonation in her voice. “In the meantime, you could at least try.”


  “It’s a matter of finding the right woman, I suppose.”


  True enough, although other factors played a heavy hand. We continued our two-step shuffle, working through other dancers.


  “Catch told me about Rae. Horrible. Absolutely horrible.”


  “Yeah. Yeah it was.”


  “But it’s time to move on,” she said. “Women don’t dig morose.” She winked, grinned, and I spun her again. We laughed at the incongruity of our movement among the house music dancers.


  “I keep a happy face painted and an eye open.”


  “You gotta do a lot more than keep an eye open, bub. You gotta try.”


  “You sound like my mom.”


  “I sound like someone who cares for you. Stop the wandering around. Settle.”


  “I can’t argue.”


  “But you can find excuses.”


  “You’re pretty feisty when you dance, Willa.”


  She threw back her head and laughed, filled to the brim with life and candor and affection. A conversational break presented; I embraced it and changed the subject.


  “Tell me about you and Catch. What’s the allure between you two? The glue.”


  “You’re asking why I love him.”


  “Well?”


  She slowed our movement and pressed close. “Catch may be the only honest man I’ve ever met.”


  “He is every bit of that.”


  “And he’d lay down his life for me. He’d die for me. Think about the impact of that reality.”


  “It’s one big stone cold fact.”


  “And I know millions of guys say they would. For their partner. But there’s one huge difference. Catch means it. I can’t tell you the effect that has on me.”


  There was nothing to add. The guy owned two settings. On. And off. And the switch was set full-hammer “On” regarding Willa. We shuffled in silence until she pulled at the nape of my neck and we went forehead to forehead, movement slow.


  “Let’s get serious for a minute. About Catch.”


  “Okay.”


  It came out of the blue. Tears welled and she began speaking but paused to clear her throat, choked up.


  “I know he’s a handful,” I said. An attempt at comfort, but I’d headed the wrong direction.


  “It’s not that. No.” She shook her head, rubbing against my forehead. “I can deal with that part.”


  “I’m sure you can.”


  She pulled her head back. Staring into my eyes, she spoke from a well of deep concern. Of fear for the path ahead. But not fear for herself.


  “He’s not invincible,” she whispered, just audible above the beat.


  “I know.”


  “The dumbass thinks he is.”


  “I know.”


  “The Lone Ranger.”


  I stopped our movement. Lifted her chin and thumb-wiped a tear.


  “No. There’s always a hidden curtain behind him, and he knows it. A helluva lot different than stand-alone.”


  “Hidden curtain?”


  “Where his brothers wait. Ready. Twenty-four seven.”


  We ceased all movement, frozen in place.


  “I need to know that.”


  “Know it’s real.”


  She delivered a slow nod and worked a half smile.


  “And when he rings the alarm—when he needs us—a quick and sure tornado steps through the curtain and enters the scene.” I bore into her eyes. “Then we take care of business, Willa. Know that as well.”


  We moved again, dancing until the respite from the pounding beat ended.


  “Weirdly comforting, Case. It helps. A lot.”


  A final forehead bump, remnants of tears wiped away, and she smiled. “You’re not half bad slow dancing. How about a fast one?” The house beat continued ramping up.


  “Can I lick the floor clean instead?”


  She and I shared a loving laugh and drifted back toward the table. The night rolled and sweated and moved. Bo joined Catch and Willa, dancing. A joined cluster of movement, and they signaled me, adamant. Sufficient beer and a yearning for tribal movement pushed me onto the floor. It was glorious. The beat intensified, pounding off the concrete walls. Animated movement, connected exuberance, and a total and complete lack of judging glued us together. Our small contingent, our tribe, could have circled a fire pit anywhere from ancient times. Movement and looks and primal yelps connected us—moving, sweating, bound through times past, times future, and unbridled joy.


  

  
Chapter 16
 Three glorious days, bittersweet wrapped. I reveled in the company of Bo, Catch, and Willa. A calm respite, companionship, a brotherhood offering comfort and recovery. One ending far too quickly. And recaptured God only knows when.


  On the third and final day, Catch took off work and the three hombres drove over the coastal range, headed for the Pacific. Windshield wipers beat time, accompanying the wet whine of tires on asphalt. The rain increased as we headed toward the coast.


  A good drive, comfortable. We talked PNG. They digested and added their own insights. I appreciated it. My brothers knew the game. A review of recent events with them lent credence to my views. And posed questions sliding into the uncomfortable zone.


  “What was the texture?” Bo asked. He meant the feel and sense of PNG.


  “Thick, rugged, isolated. Another world. Unknown.”


  “Sensation?”


  “Dangerous growth and decay. Forest floor littered with ‘leave now’ signs. Unknown flora and fauna. Millennia-old isolation. An uninviting place.”


  “So you thought it a bright idea walking right into hostile gold-fever turf,” Catch stated. “Russians, Chinese, Indonesians, Brits. And tribesmen. Brilliant. Freaking brilliant.”


  I smiled. “It’s what I do, bud.”


  “What you do doesn’t make a lick of sense. You’re not twenty-five anymore.”


  “But experience leavens the aches and pains of chronological aging,” Bo said, and squeezed my shoulder from the back seat. “Our driver has limited perspective.”


  “And what experience does catching an arrow fit into, you mullet?”


  “A totem-gathering experience,” Bo said.


  We wound through the hills and mountains, crested, and started our descent toward the coast. I reviewed my PNG impressions and experiences. They listened, nodding. The rain increased. Windshield wipers slapped and Catch reached between his legs onto the floor, producing two bags of pork rinds. He poured several handfuls across his lap and passed it across, tossing the second bag back at Bo. He asked me to check the center console for hot sauce. I pulled three varieties. One, according to the label, contained sustainable heirloom peppers.


  “Tunes?” Bo asked.


  “You’d be disappointed,” Catch said. “Because I forgot my Andean flute music collection to satisfy your listening habits.”


  “A missing musical component of your mental makeup,” Bo said. “But we can develop that. I’m here to help.”


  “Wish I found that comforting. Pass the rinds.”


  Bo cracked his window. The scent of Pacific rain and wet conifers blew in. “So you had a brief dalliance with the Company,” he said. “Hardly a surprise given the nature of the beast. Or gig. Take your choice.”


  “Getting played was a surprise.”


  I mentioned the two CIA officers who’d tailed me into Hood River. Provided a few details. Catch went ballistic.


  “You could have broken a few bones. At least.”


  “A thought never far from consideration,” I said.


  “You’re home. They have no jurisdiction. None.”


  “Part of a bigger message.”


  We discussed our years of work with the CIA. The irritations, mind-sets, and attitudes of our two tribes.


  “They’re not all that clever,” Catch said. “Although you’d have a hell of a time convincing them of that.”


  Marilyn Townsend balanced on the cusp of receiving a pass from the three of us. Even Catch held grudging respect toward her.


  “I’d suggest you call her,” Bo said. “With a purely Machiavellian focus. An approach she would appreciate.”


  “For help with the bankroller of our bounty?” I asked. “Already got Abbie Rice on that.”


  “The same Abbie Rice who played you? Yeah, she’s on our side,” Catch said.


  We toothpicked Abbie’s motives.


  “She had a fantasy of working with me. Dynamic duo.”


  “From what you’ve told me, I dig her,” Bo said. “Full of verve and fire. Toss her some credit.”


  Bo had drilled into the heart of my conflicted feelings toward Abbie. She hadn’t seen her actions involving me as anything but mission oriented. And I got that, to a degree.


  “She’s a spook,” Catch said, thumping a large period at the end of the Abbie Rice discussion.


  The miles rolled, the rain pelted. We digested, thought, relaxed.


  “Those Indonesians are desperate for cash.” Catch opened one of the hot sauce bottles with his teeth and sprinkled drops across a fistful of rinds. “Those new AKs were only a sweetener. From their new partner.”


  “So promises made, gifts exchanged?” I asked, trying a few drops of habanero sauce on a fat pork rind. “Not sure supplying JI with armament falls under sound reasoning.”


  “We’ve done dumber things.”


  “It’s not linear,” Bo said. “No, my brother. It’s a spatial game. Have you forgotten?”


  “Our redheaded lunatic speaks truth.” Catch paused and sprinkled green hot sauce on another handful of rinds. “Don’t know why you think everything makes sense in their world of BS central.”


  Bo popped the cap off a local beer. “A fine brew. Artisanal.”


  “I’m waiting for the appearance of artisanal toilet paper,” Catch said. “Thin rolls of shaved wood.”


  “Allow the consumer to pick their brand of tree,” I said, laughing.


  “Sustainable and organic and, perhaps, less than pleasing for the tail end of the end user,” Bo said, chuckling. “But sacrifices must be made!”


  We laughed, pork rinds circulated, and hot sauce critique flowed.


  “Back to your little New Guinea soiree,” Bo said. “I have a premise.”


  “Does it reside in the realm of reality?” Catch asked. “Just asking a qualifier.”


  “Our chauffer is a deeply flawed individual. Ignore him.”


  “I’m not your chauffer, hippie boy.”


  “I do enjoy a surly minion. Now to the premise. Your current occupation will continue placing you in these situations. It is inevitable.”


  “Okay.”


  “How best to traverse this path then becomes the question.”


  “Okay.”


  “I would suggest a touch of ecumenical spice.”


  “Bo, I’m all ears.”


  “Be in it. But not of it.”


  Well, he had a point. My current path did create inevitable brushes with the clandestine world. And his suggestion held merit. In it, not of it. A mind-set adjustment, but worth a shot.


  A comfortable silence as we wove downhill, hitting the narrow coastal plain and the Pacific. Tillamook, Oceanside, Cape Meares. Bo hummed a Green Day song. We stopped for more pork rinds and a bag of peanuts, then parked past the Cape Meares lighthouse and walked along the beach. Each wore rain gear, jacket and pants, but none of us covered our heads. Intense rain passed through. A hard wind-blown shower, a pause, then another. Our heads dripped, the feeling fine and elemental.


  “So you’re leaving tomorrow?” Catch asked.


  “Yeah.”


  The gravel-like sand crunched underfoot. There were no other wayfarers in sight.


  “And you, tree dweller, are also leaving sometime soon?”


  “We all leave.”


  “Stop the metaphysical BS. You’re moving on, right?” Catch asked.


  “A pull, a tug. Ill-defined at the moment.”


  A gust kicked up sea foam, the water gunmetal gray.


  “Both events depress me,” Catch said. “Depress the hell out of me.”


  Jutting rocks the size of substantial buildings squatted amid the near-shore waves, mute and inhospitable. Gray sky met gray water. Tree-topped cliffs hemmed us against the ocean.


  “You’re going big sky?” Catch asked.


  Our former Delta team leader, now a Montana rancher. Marcus Johnson. I hadn’t visited him since fall.


  “Yeah. Been a while.”


  “Why not come back here afterward?”


  “Mom and CC.”


  “Move them here. And your old tub. The Ace. Park it on the Willamette.”


  “I like the concept,” Bo said. “It rings of wholeness.”


  Catch produced a flask of peach brandy. We stood together and took pulls of the fiery sweet liquid. Bo’s wild hair dripped from the flyaway ends. Catch’s beard collected rain and funneled onto his rain-geared chest. Gusts of wind carried salt water and dark, unknowable life. Three warriors, brothers, alone. No one for miles. And alone in another sense.


  “I’ll miss you guys,” I said. “As always. Don’t know why we’ve ended up where we are.”


  “Separate paths, my brother. The cosmos is wide, opportunistic, and occasionally brutish.”


  “We know a big reason,” Catch said. “There’s three million dollars huddled around this flask.”


  The bounty. The ugly backdrop to our lives. “We’ll find the source. The paymaster. Eventually.”


  “The sooner the better,” Catch said. “I’m settling down.”


  “A fine woman,” I said.


  “The best. But my name isn’t on anything. Fake driver’s license. No utility bills or credit cards or online presence. I’m tired of that. Willa is, too.”


  We turned and faced the ocean, huddled. Bo inhaled deep, head back. Catch extended an arm and gripped Bo’s shoulder, squeezed, released.


  “You set the stage, Case,” he said, and paused for a slug of brandy. “The first of us. Found a great woman. A partner. You settled down. Showed us how it could happen.”


  I didn’t want Rae with us now. The environment too elemental, too gray, too weighted. She had dragged me, saved me, from a lost existence. Too painful.


  “Hope you’ve dropped the hair shirt,” Bo said, referencing my guilt and remorse. “And have committed.”


  “To what?”


  “Another go at it, oh stunted one. True happiness. A devotion toward such endeavors.” We circled again, the flask passed. “We’ve reviewed this. Multiple times. Most recently in the Dismal.”


  “I know.” Subject change time. “Tell us about Willa, Catch.”


  His eyes drilled holes, brooding, as he gauged my pain. Dark eyebrows collected center forehead, but he respected ending the Rae path of conversation.


  “Yes. Tell us of love, hairy one,” Bo said. “The great mystery of your joining with another on the banks of the Willamette.”


  “Reach out,” I said.


  “Share,” Bo added.


  We laughed, the flask passed again. A flop of Bo’s wet hair raised and lowered with the wind gusts.


  “I love her. Plain and simple. She’s real. No artifice.” He took a long peach brandy pull. “And she puts up with me. Rumor has it that’s no minor thing.”


  “What about those console doodads?” I asked. When fishing for hot sauce in the SUV’s center console, I’d run across a variety of knickknacks. Handmade earrings, carved hair berets, assorted essential oils—local and organic. He’d bought a handmade wooden coaster at the Tillamook store stop and added it to the collection, the ultimate recipient clear.


  “I write Willa a love letter every week. Put one of those with it.”


  It was too serious, too impactful, for laughter or ribbing or any sort of hard time. He was in love, and—with quintessential Catch style—pedal-to-the-metal in love. And he wouldn’t relent. Not Catch.


  We faced the ocean again. Waves struck offshore rock shoals; foam and sheets of Pacific slid up the beach. Nature spoke. We remained silent.


  “About the bounty,” I said, rubbing the wound. It had entered a serious healing phase and vacillated between small shards of “here I am” and itching. “The paymaster. We’re going to find him. Sooner or later. And I want to talk about it.”


  “You can forget about the solo crap,” Catch said.


  “I second the sentiment, my brother,” Bo added. “We all go. Finish it.”


  They’d glommed onto my plan prior to vocalizing it. I’d take the SOB out. Somewhere on this good earth, I’d find and eliminate the threat and we could move on. Catch was settled. Bo off being Bo. I’d finish it. No worries.


  “You ugly bastards didn’t let me talk about it.”


  “’Cause we knew where you were headed. Bo’s right. We all go. Clean house.”


  There was no point arguing. A commitment woven in each individual’s cloth, and within the fabric of our collective connection. It brought warmth to an isolated, cold beach. The declarative statements brought us back to a circle. The flask passed around.


  “The killing. All of it over the years.” I tossed it on the wind, let it swirl.


  “Another discussion you and I have had,” Bo said. “Several times. It’s tedious.” He took a swig of brandy. “The universe drives. We buckle up and ride. A part of nature and cosmic disorder.”


  “I think about it,” Catch said. “Yeah, it bugs me. Not the here part. Later.”


  He spoke of judgment. Bo and I both understood.


  “’Bout the only damn thing I fear,” he added.


  “Yeah. Me too,” I said.


  Bo wrapped an arm around both our necks and pulled us close. Waves, wind, rain, and isolation. But far from alone. “It may surprise you two lower elevation thinkers,” Bo said as he bumped foreheads with both of us. Our heads dripped; salty drops lingered along facial creases. “But I do consider such things. And float in awe of the possibility. But we did right. Took out the bad guys. We cannot wallow among the yesterdays.”


  “There’ll be more,” I whispered. “Killing. We all know it.”


  A lone gull called, circling. A wet gust pressed, passed.


  “Yeah. I do know it,” Catch said, addressing the sand at our feet. “Willa does, too. Although she’s never mentioned it.”


  “We move forward,” Bo said. “And allow room to reminisce. And swallow a teaspoon or two of angst. And revel in love. We will love, my brothers. We will love.”


  It burned white hot at that moment, still and real and aching. And we each drew from it, drank deep. Because whatever lay ahead—fear, trauma, horror—the fury and love of blood brothers would abide.


  

  
Chapter 17
 Marcus Johnson. Tango Bravo Bravo—his Delta Force call sign. It stood for tough black bastard. He was every bit of that, and an excellent leader.


  He stood outside the security area at the Billings, Montana, airport. Stately, I suppose. Rock solid, without doubt. One of the few black ranchers in this neck of the woods, and he dressed the part. A well-used felt Stetson, ranch coat, jeans, and scuffed boots. Hints of gray hair peeked below the Stetson’s brim. He also wore a side-of-the-mouth grin as I approached, with a constant nod, assessing.


  “You look good,” he said, shaking hands. “Been too long.”


  “Well, now it’s spring, Marcus. Sort of. For Montana.”


  I’d last seen him late fall and had reiterated a general lack of enthusiasm for Montana winters.


  “And you’re looking well yourself,” I said, tossing my rucksack over a shoulder. The wrong shoulder, and the wound kicked off a grimace.


  “You hurt?”


  “Minor stuff.”


  “Thought you James Bond types always dodged the bullets. And got the girl.”


  The sliding doors of the small airport opened. A strong breeze blew, the air crisp. Snow remained in shady spots along the north side of buildings.


  “Failed to dodge an arrow.”


  He sighed. Long strides led toward the parking lot. “An arrow. Great.”


  “And not much luck in the girl area, either.”


  He turned and patted my back. “You’ll be happy knowing I’ve decided not to waste my breath on the talk.”


  The talk consisted of the usual admonitions. Move here. Share his house until I found employment and a place of my own. Settle.


  I smiled. It was fine and good and fulfilling seeing him again. “What are the odds that’ll last?” I asked.


  “Damn poor. But I’ll spare you today.”


  He popped open the back of his SUV. I tossed my rucksack and he handed over an HK45 semiautomatic pistol. “I know you prefer the Glock. But this is a better weapon.”


  I slid the pistol into the back of my jeans, grinning. Marcus was renowned for definitive statements.


  His wirehaired bird dog, Jake, took the opportunity for a leap from the back seat, into the rear area, and out the back. He slammed into me with joyous leaps. Marcus ordered him to behave. He ignored the command, peed on a nearby pickup’s tire, dashed around, and ended up leaning against my leg. I scratched him behind an ear.


  “You may note the other items,” Marcus said.


  A variety of semiautomatic weapons were displayed, aligned and neat, across the back area of the SUV. He readjusted one Jake had kicked. “If your paranoia switch fires again, come select one of these. Pick your comfort blanket.” He waited for a nod of approval. It came, with a heartfelt smile.


  He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Tempus fugit, Case.”


  “Does indeed.” I patted his ribs. “Evidenced by your gray hair showing.”


  “It’s called distinguished.”


  “It’s called Just for Men. Should we stop and get you some?”


  We laughed as he shook his head. The large hatch door stood open, an array of weaponry evident, and a bird dog hanging with the guys. At an airport parking lot, thirty yards from the terminal. Welcome to the West.


  Marcus handed me a beer and we headed down the highway. I already missed Bo, Catch, and Willa but warmed with the deep glow of Marcus’s friendship. Plus I was making my way east. A Montana detour, sure, but the Ace of Spades waited. I was headed home.


  “Where you been?” he asked. “I take it the Zurich gnomes didn’t send you to Saint-Tropez.”


  “Papua New Guinea. PNG.”


  “Where you picked up the souvenir.” He sounded like Babe Cox.


  “Yeah. Upper left chest. It’s doing well.”


  “You may consider having a long and hard chat with your travel agent.”


  “Here we go. Haven’t even made it out of Billings.” A teasing reference to the talk.


  He lifted both hands from the steering wheel. Surrender. “Fine. Fine. So talk to me. Tell me what happened.”


  I did. And included Bo and Catch’s interpretations of PNG’s events. As well as parts played by Jules of the Clubhouse, Abbie Rice, and Marilyn Townsend.


  “Gears turn? Classic. Just classic.” He didn’t say so with a positive note.


  “Jules. What can I say?”


  “You could say you’ll remove that witch from your social circles.”


  “Wish you could learn to make more definitive statements. Quit being so wishy-washy.”


  He started to pop me with the back of his hand against my chest. Marcus is quick, an athlete. But I’m quicker and caught his hand before it could strike the wound area.


  A sidelong glance and “Sorry. Forgot about the souvenir.”


  “Old-age forgetfulness. I understand.”


  “Shut up. And Miriam’s coming over for dinner tonight.”


  “Good. Love seeing her.”


  Miriam—Marcus’s on-again, off-again girlfriend. She lived in Livingston, a hundred miles from Marcus’s place. A short Montana hop. I liked her. Salty, down to earth. And she balanced Marcus’s taciturn demeanor.


  “And I invited Irene. I understand you two have continued communicating.”


  “Yeah. It’ll be good seeing her as well.”


  “There any fire there?”


  “Why no, Mom. Not at the moment.”


  “You’ll have a hard time convincing a woman like her to live on a leaky wooden vessel.”


  “The Ace doesn’t leak. Much.”


  “Traipsing up and down the Intracoastal Waterway.”


  “We hit the city limits yet? Trying to get a feel for frequency,” I said, alluding again to the talk.


  He chuckled. “Got it. And I was just saying.”


  “Yeah. Understood. So you reckon she won’t like the Ace? Should I call off the wedding plans?”


  “You’ve grown sassy. That’s what happens when you miss a Montana winter.”


  “I’ll take sassy.”


  I’d maintained semiregular contact with Irene Collins. We’d met last fall at Marcus’s place. She’d inherited the adjacent ranch from her grandfather. We’d chatted several times over the winter—friendly talks, touching base. A vast improvement over our initial encounter.


  She had earned a biochemistry PhD from UCLA. Studied the chemical processes related to living organisms. Her conversational framework reflected an acute analytical mind. And it rubbed wrong the first time we met. Married once, divorced, no kids. Moved to Montana after her last failed relationship.


  And she appealed to me, big-time. Part of it was her incessant objectiveness. Her questioning. It kept me on my toes. I was ill prepared for it during our first encounter. Subsequent phone chats tempered those early challenged feelings. Very much along the lines of “How you doing?” with benign conversational strings of Montana winter weather and life on the Ace of Spades. And she was, by and large, a positive person. That was a biggie. And she was a looker. Jet-black hair, with facial components far from movie star status but aligned, formed in a manner best described as striking.


  We rode forty interstate miles and turned onto a seldom-used hardtop toward the tiny town of Fishtail, thirty miles distant. Marcus’s ranch lay another ten miles of gravel road southwest of the tiny crossroads. High-country sagebrush, bunchgrass, and remnant ground snow. Herds of pronghorns waggled ears as we passed. Massive mountains, sheet-white in places, loomed with our approach. The Beartooth and Absaroka Ranges, miles distant. We saw three other vehicles as we made our way to Fishtail.


  Visitor country. Native Americans, French trappers, mountain men. All visitors in the untamed craggy world of wilderness mountains. Where other elements reigned. Blizzards, grizzlies, and avalanches. Arctic cold, mountain lions, wolves. Through the ages we visited, wary. Then left, driven out by isolation and weather and indomitable turf. The vast mountain ranges soared stunningly beautiful, breathtaking. And daunting. They cast a jaundiced, skeptical eye toward us lowland travelers.


  “Call her,” Marcus said. We’d driven in comfortable silence for fifteen minutes. Marcus sang along with Johnny Cash. A Nine Inch Nails song. There’s an amalgam for the ages.


  “Townsend?” He’d clearly mulled over my recent activities.


  “Yes. You owe her. And before you say you don’t owe her squat, yeah, you do. Respect.”


  “Yoda speaks.”


  “You know I’m right. You don’t call her, you’re running away.”


  “I am running away.”


  “Not from obligations.”


  Damn. He was right. As usual. Five more minutes passed. Sagebrush bent with the wind. Blue sky peaked through gray clouds. We approached Fishtail.


  “You ever get tired of being right?”


  “A burden, my son. One I’ve learned to bear.”


  “I’ll tell that to Miriam.”


  We both laughed, loud, and pulled into the Dead Solid Perfect. Locals termed it the Solid. The lone Fishtail establishment. Two ranch pickup trucks, well used, represented the Solid’s happy hour crowd.


  Marcus tossed a “Howdy” as we entered and introduced me. They knew each other, and a lively discussion of cattle, hay, and transporting heavy equipment during spring muck season followed. We ordered beers.


  “Sit outside?” Marcus asked.


  “Absolutely not.” I lifted a chin toward a corner potbellied stove, red-and-yellow flames evident through the door slots.


  Marcus shook his head and announced to the barkeep, “I’ll fire up a cigar in the corner.”


  “You worried I’m gonna call the DEQ?” The Montana Department of Environmental Quality. The barkeep and two other customers laughed, as did Marcus.


  “Hey,” the barkeep continued. “Band this Wednesday.” Take it when you can get it in Fishtail. If traveling troubadours could manage a stopover on a Wednesday, so be it.


  “I’ll keep it in mind,” Marcus said.


  We pulled chairs close to the stove. Spring or not, the weather chilled. Marcus stretched his legs, lit the cigar, and said, “We’ve got a situation.”


  Alarms clanged. “You have cancer?” It was all I could think of. He would introduce such a subject with “We’ve got a situation.” Oh man.


  “No. I don’t have cancer. What’s wrong with you?”


  “You said situation.”


  “Which is what we’ve got. And it requires review before dinner.”


  “Okay.”


  “And that drives me nuts. Stop it.”


  He referenced my well-used “okay” responses.


  “It never means a thing other than you heard me,” he continued. “It does not mean you agree, or accept, or even half-ass understand.”


  “Okay.” I smiled.


  “I can still kick your rear.”


  “It would muss your gray locks.”


  “You’re worse than Catch.”


  He puffed, blew smoke at the ceiling, and added, “All right. No one is worse than Catch. But we have a situation.”


  “I’m listening, Obi Wan.”


  “And it needs airing before Miriam and Irene arrive. Because they’re going to talk about it.”


  “Where do I purchase tickets to hear the rest of this?”


  “Before I tell you, there’s a beginning.”


  “A beginning.”


  “Yes. And the beginning is you, Mr. Righteous. You will not get involved. In any way, shape, or form. Understood?”


  “Okay.”



  

  
Chapter 18


  White supremacists. American Nazis. Trash. They had moved onto the property adjacent to Irene. A few miles from Marcus’s land.


  “How?” I asked. “Why?”


  “Inheritance. Since old man Tannenbaum died several years ago, it’s been in probate limbo. Six sections.”


  Out West, you measured large tracts of land in sections—square miles. Marcus shifted, moved his legs farther from the iron stove. “I checked with the county. A distant nephew appears to have a claim. At least on part of it.”


  “So they let him squat on the property?”


  Marcus shrugged, sipped his beer, and puffed cigar smoke.


  “Where are they from?” I asked.


  “Back East.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Doesn’t matter. You’re staying away from this situation.”


  “I’ll find out tonight. At dinner.”


  The wooden legs of his chair scraped the well-worn timber floor. He stood. “Let’s talk outside.”


  Two more beers placed on the bar, a couple of jokes exchanged, and Marcus snagged the long-necked bottles. He signaled toward the door. The wraparound porch offered a lee side from the wind, with weathered chairs collected from someplace other than a bar supply outfit.


  “So a nasty piece of work appears with his trash friends. Is that it?” I asked.


  “Pretty much. Irene’s house is only a mile or so away. She heard noise. Shooting, banging. So she drove to her fence line, crawled through, and had a look.”


  “And?”


  “Checked the scene with binoculars. Saw a couple of flags. Swastika. White Nationalist.”


  “Great.”


  “She called the sheriff. Then me. Then the sheriff again.” Marcus shook his head.


  “Why?”


  “To tell him she’d called me and never mind.”


  Stillwater County. Two thousand square miles. Nine thousand people. The town of Columbus held a quarter of them. And here came a call from a rancher. Nazis. An event. The county sheriff wasn’t going to never mind.


  “So the sheriff dropped by your place first,” I said.


  He smiled and tugged his jacket tighter. The wind whipped past the corners of the small building. Sagebrush swayed as a herd of mule deer grazed a quarter of a mile away.


  “Now I know why you command the big bucks,” he said, a wry grin and raised eyebrows my way.


  “Super sleuth. And let me expand on my assumption. You and the sheriff. Separate vehicles. Drove the half-dozen miles around to the entrance road. To Naziland.”


  “Why, I might hire you next time I lose my car keys.”


  “And entered the little compound from heaven. The county sheriff. And a black guy.”


  “We weren’t well received.”


  “I’m stunned.”


  “The sheriff later checked the man’s story. He is a distant relative. With a claim on a portion of the property.”


  “Kick him off until probate gets settled.”


  “County attorney said it would be a protracted legal battle. County can’t afford it.”


  He relit his cigar. Crackling gravel announced another pickup truck’s arrival. Marcus and the driver exchanged waves.


  “Describe the operational area,” I said.


  “There is no operational area, super sleuth. I’ve explained that.”


  “Fine. Give me a verbal home tour.”


  He shook his head and shoved the Stetson farther down. “Old man Tannenbaum’s shack is still there. And the outhouse.”


  “He used an outhouse?” More than a tad challenging when nature called on a twenty-below winter day. It didn’t take a great deal of imagination to picture Mr. Tannenbaum. Tough as boot leather, stubborn as a mule.


  Marcus laughed. “Tell you a story. The old man explained a few years ago he couldn’t understand young people. That would be anyone under fifty.”


  “Whippersnappers.”


  “What baffled him, and I quote, ‘They’re building houses where they cook on the outside and shit on the inside.’ End quote.”


  I laughed. Man, it was fine being back with Marcus. I wished, again, he’d visit me during winters. An offer often made. He could flee my way and we’d cruise the Ditch, Florida bound. He always played the cattle-need-looking-after card. Not if he’d hire local help.


  “All right. An old shack and an outhouse. What else?” I asked.


  “They towed three trailers. Which have seen better days.”


  “How many of these new neighbors?”


  “You’re asking a lot of questions for someone who isn’t getting involved.”


  “Enquiring minds want to know. And I’ll find out at dinner.”


  “You’ve said that more than once.”


  “A polite gesture due to your aged state.”


  Tossing lighthearted words didn’t lessen the hurt. My brother. A situation. And here I was, obscure and unknown among the community. Perfect pain medicine.


  “Five. So far. The sheriff and I were informed as many as twenty could show up.”


  “Everyone likes a party. Especially wing nuts.”


  “The sheriff and I agree on one thing. They’ll get bored. Not a lot of trouble to stir out here.”


  “Well, I’m sorry this mess showed up on your doorstep.” I raised my bottle in his direction. “A true pain, uninvited.”


  His tight smile reflected hurt at violation of his life philosophy—leave me alone and I’ll return the favor. But he’d remain adamant I leave the situation alone. His problem. Not mine.


  Marcus was local and obeyed laws. But the gaggle of newly arrived trash represented trouble at the law’s fringes. Trouble for my blood brother. And Irene. My mind relegated this situation to the “Let Marcus handle it” zone, as he’d insisted.


  My gut—hard and definitive—said, “Fix this.”


  “They may hang out until fall,” he said, closing the conversation. “Winter will send them packing.”


  “Okay.”


  He threw another hard look my way. Next to me stood a man of character, commitment, and action. A leader. One we respected, loved. And a man we’d follow into hell and back. Now handcuffed. Social strictures, community mores, local law. He’d never know how much this situation disturbed me.


  We drained the beers and headed toward his ranch house. Elk steaks. Good wine. Better company. And an embryonic plan forming at Case Lee’s trash removal service.


  

  
Chapter 19
 Miriam’s parked pickup greeted us at Marcus’s house. She’d let herself in. Her dog, Dity, scooted from the dog door and inspected our arrival. Jake bounded from Marcus’s SUV, stub tail wagging, and rushed over to the Aussie cow dog. A warm greeting on Jake’s part. Dity, disgusted at Jake’s affections, stood stoic and took it. Then she threw a dismissive eye toward us, turned, and returned inside to join Miriam and await instructions.


  “A sight for sore eyes!” Miriam said as I strode in. “My own private man of mystery. Where you been off to? Timbuktu?”


  “Something like that. How’s my Miriam?”


  We hugged, teased, and laughed. Marcus joined her at the island counter, crafting a salad and skewered veggies for dinner.


  “How about kicking off a fire in the grill,” Marcus said. “And one in the fire pit.”


  The outdoor patio contained both. Jake joined me for the fire-making endeavors. Dity appeared, reviewed my efforts, and headed back, the dog door slapping. I passed muster. After a few minutes, grill kindling and fire pit logs popped and crackled. 


  Irene arrived. The pickup she’d purchased last fall showed signs of ranch-work wear, with streaks of caked mud body-plastered past the wheels. She wore a big smile and a Stetson, flat-brimmed style. A braided horsehair hatband, ranch coat, jeans, and boots rounded out her attire. She carried a bottle of wine.


  “Between you and Marcus,” I said, smiling, “we have the makings of our Montana spring collection catalog.”


  “Said the tough guy who flees at the first sign of cold weather.” She slammed the door shut, teeth flashing, and approached. A moment of awkwardness, eliminated when we hugged and she kissed my cheek. She looked fine and smelled of coconut body wash and outdoor clothing. Her countenance—assured and animated and observational—intrigued as usual.


  “Wait!” she said, darting back to the pickup. “A new addition.”


  The door swung open and she said “C’mon.” A small dark head peered out, sussed the immediate area, and leapt down. Young—maybe ten months—the pup looked like a mix of Border collie and heaven-knows-what. It approached, tail wagging. Once over its initial hesitation, it rubbed against my legs. Jake bounded up. The two had met and tore off chasing each other and playing.


  “Meet Kismet,” she said. One hand offered the presentation as the pup tore around the gravel drive.


  Kismet. Fate, destiny. “Cool name. Cool dog.”


  “She’s a handful. And a delight.”


  “You look great, by the way.”


  “Even with my rustic wear?”


  “Especially in your rustic wear.”


  She smiled, eyes questioning, and shook her head. “Sometimes I think it’s the whole Georgia gentleman thing you’ve got working. And sometimes I think you’re sincere.”


  “You looking great falls into the sincere category.”


  “Well, I’d sincerely appreciate a glass of wine. Join me?”


  I did. The kitchen conversation was animated, dinner preparations under way. Jake and Kismet tore inside several times, checked current affairs, and flew back out. Dity watched them. I swear the cow dog raised one eyebrow during their dashes.


  The elk steaks, marinated, sat on a plate achieving room temperature. I asked how the winter went. A valid question and worthwhile discussion. From forty above to twenty below in one day—and caring for livestock throughout—made weather an elemental factor in people’s lives. It mattered, and affected everyone.


  “A bit severe,” Marcus said. “Lot of snow. Several blizzards.”


  “How’d you hold up?” I asked Irene. It was her first winter on granddad’s inherited ranch.


  “The wind threw me,” she said. “I’d dress for the cold, but the wind—it cuts.”


  “I bet.” I’d experienced it more than once. And bitter doesn’t come close to describing the howling frozen wind rushing across these prairies.


  “And this whole spring snowstorms thing takes getting used to.”


  “Official mud season,” Miriam said. “Forget about keeping things clean.”


  “Your cattle fare okay?” I asked. Her small herd—far less than her property’s carrying capacity—required daily tending. Chop ice on frozen water tanks so they could drink. Toss hay, every morning. Wrestle it from the hay barn and load a flatbed hitched to a tractor. And navigate through the snow for feeding time.


  “They all made it. And new calves now. Still can’t believe seeing baby calves with ice on their backs.”


  “You’ve got sturdy stock,” Marcus said.


  “And a sturdy neighbor.” Irene shifted sides of the kitchen island and hugged Marcus. “This guy covered for me when I was in SoCal.”


  “So you fled?” I asked, smiling.


  “For work, oh thin-blooded one. I still check in with the company on occasion.”


  “How was the LA weather?”


  “Brutal. Now stop with the look.”


  We laughed. Miriam threatened me with a kitchen spoon and tossed in, “Leave the girl alone. She did all right.”


  Irene worked at a pharmaceutical research company. They let her work remote, analytical deep-dive stuff.


  Marcus clapped his hands, rubbed them, and announced, “Steak time.” We gathered fresh drinks and moved outside.


  “You want yours burnt, I suppose?” he asked me. It galled him. A sincere bewilderment at my well-done meat preference.


  “I’ve advanced past you primitives. And have learned to make good use of fire.”


  We continued our chat about weather, dogs, trucks, and cattle prices. Irene—her analytical brain tackling the variables of Montana life—had gotten into the lifestyle. A challenge for her, perhaps. One she faced undaunted. Miriam encouraged and supported her. Marcus made the perfect neighbor. I could see her settling. Fine on one hand, and good for her. But this wasn’t my turf. Never would be. And that little fact laid a crack between us, one which could develop into a chasm.


  The steaks were beyond good, the company warm and loving and fun. A great evening.


  “So where were you this time?” Irene asked. “What parts unknown?”


  “I’ve gone over that with him,” Miriam said. “The man clams up about such things. But I doubt it was someplace you’d want to spend your vacation dollars.”


  Marcus tried a change of subject and mentioned movies. I joined his thread. Irene wouldn’t shake her original question.


  “Well?” she asked.


  “Southeast Asia.”


  “Big area.”


  “Yeah, it is. So what is the deal with all these comic book movies?”


  “Do you ever worry about tropical diseases?” Irene asked, undeterred.


  Comparisons flashed. Unfair juxtapositions of Rae and Irene. So different. Rae soothed, nurtured, and pulled me along. Oil on rough water. She calmed and comforted. Irene wasn’t built the same way. But people are different; strengths and weaknesses spread across the spectrum. I tried, failed, and tried again shutting the Rae door.


  “So far no issues,” I said, and lifted the wine glass. A salute to good health.


  “He did deal with an arrow stuck in his chest,” Miriam volunteered.


  “Miriam.” Marcus had clearly shared with Miriam and just as clearly asked her to keep it among themselves.


  “Not a big deal,” I said.


  Irene laid her knife and fork down, lifted her wine for a sip, and eyeballed me over the rim. “Did you cut it out with your Bowie knife, Batman?”


  “Tongue depressors. Administered by a fine gentleman of the highest caliber. Not a big deal and we can move on.”


  “Fine. Denial is a normal emotion. I understand,” Irene said, cutting steak.


  She still owned the edge, the ability to rub wrong. It was built into her personality. Then she surprised the hell out of me. Out of all of us. Her knife and fork clacked back on the plate and she cast an open, pained expression toward her friends.


  “I know I do that,” she said. “Sorry.”


  She addressed me. “The whole analytical approach thing. And subsequent bite. It’s not conducive to friendly conversation. And I catch myself right in the middle of it. Stupid.”


  “I accept it as part of you,” I said. “No judgment.” Not true, but her conscious identification of the trait stood admirable. And I’m no pure-as-the-driven-snow conversationalist, either—having driven a stake through a concerned conversation from friends about my arrow wound.


  “We all carry baggage,” Miriam said. “Don’t beat on yourself. Plus, these two guys open up about as easy as oysters. Neither of them will ever win an emoting contest.” She raised a lone eyebrow toward Marcus.


  “I don’t get the comic book movie thing, either,” Marcus said.


  Miriam and Irene burst out laughing. I got it. I think.


  “Part of the baggage is the clinical research thing,” Irene said. “I’ve trained my mind, and sometimes it drifts into the interpersonal. Relationships.”


  “Don’t sweat it,” I said.


  “But some of the time it’s a barrier, tossed on the relationship highway by me and me alone. A concrete barrier. I have to stop it.”


  “Each of us has protection mechanisms,” Miriam said. “If you don’t, you haven’t lived much of a life. Anyway, that’s how I see it.”


  “Speaking of which,” Irene said. “What about these two guys? It seems less like a protection device than a long, long hallway of well-locked doors.”


  “Both of these jokers are a mess. An absolute mess. Can’t fix it.”


  I glanced toward Marcus. He returned a noncommittal stare and said, “I’m going to go out on a limb and assume you both know Case and I are sitting here. And can hear what you’re saying.”


  “We’re talking about Irene,” Miriam said. “And her relationship with Case. Right, Case?”


  “Okay.”


  “They’re uncomfortable,” Irene said. “Let’s shift gears. Talk about something else.” She shot a smile my way. “But I wanted to lay it out there and apologize. It’s not an attractive trait.”


  “It’s all right. Honestly.”


  “There’s a lineup,” Marcus said, his second attempt at changing the subject. He pointed his fork toward the great-room kitchen. The three dogs sat at attention, seven paces away. Two knew better than encroaching on the dining area while we ate. Kismet had snuck over twice, been disciplined, and now pressed against Jake, waiting. The three held rapt attention toward our eating habits.


  “At least Kismet learns,” Irene said. “The second or third time. She’s hardheaded. I would know.” We laughed, wine passed around, and compliments to the chefs. The salad—endive and walnuts and blue cheese—was a great match with the rich elk meat.


  “So Case, you’ve heard about the new neighbors?” Irene asked.


  “A bit. Marcus filled me in.”


  “What do you think?”


  “Not much to think. Trash. I suppose as long as they don’t bother you, not much can be done.” Not true, but Marcus’s hard stare required such an answer. The guy could still turn on the laser eyeballs when needed.


  “Winter will take care of it,” Marcus said. “As much as it irritates me, it’s best waiting it out.”


  “You don’t know that,” Miriam said. “They get enough of those idiots to show and you’ve got critical mass for staying put.”


  A valid point, and one I’d considered. Best to stop these things before they found roots, grew.


  “Ignore them,” Irene said. “That’s my plan.”


  Miriam, Montana born and bred, held a different approach. “Let’s buy one of those drones I see people play with. The helicopter things. Radio controlled.”


  “Why spy on them?” Marcus asked.


  “Spy? I’m talking about dynamite, airmail delivery. Light up a few trailers. You’d know how to rig one of those, Marcus.”


  It was hard to gauge how serious Miriam was, although good money went with pretty doggone serious. We continued the conversation about the new neighbors and worked down several rabbit holes. Marcus and I contributed little. We did emphasize these types of wing nuts, from every walk of the weird belief spectrum, were sprinkled across the United States. And the world. Simple bad luck old man Tannenbaum’s distant relative was a card-carrying member of a hate-filled crowd. My issue lay with the potential for random violent acts from the group. Evil manifested. I didn’t express this. It would trigger more hard stares from Marcus.


  The conversation soon shifted again and touched on movies, books, and music. An easy flow, relaxed, the previous tension long dissipated. A good evening. An excellent evening. Marcus and I cleaned dishes while Miriam and Irene chatted in front of the great-room fireplace. We slipped the dogs the few remaining scraps on the sly. Both the women had asked us not to feed them, but you can’t turn a good dog down. 


  Marcus and I moved outdoors with brandies. The fire pit logs still burned, casting warmth. The flames danced with the wind, and he fired a cigar.


  “Cattle to move tomorrow. Fresh pasture.”


  Coyotes yipped from nearby coulees, the sky blue-black and bathed with stars. The three dogs joined us, barked a couple of times at the coyotes, and settled.


  “Need help?”


  “Nope.”


  Simple as that. If help were needed, he would have asked.


  “A fine dinner. Thanks.”


  “Except for the introspection theater,” Marcus said. “Otherwise it was a fine dinner.”


  “Aired stuff out. Not all bad.”


  “Suppose not.”


  We stood near the fire. Marcus moved the logs around with the toe of his boot. Smoke and sparks lifted.


  “I can’t gauge your interest in Irene. And vice versa.”


  “Seems more of a balancing act than interest.”


  “Scratchy answer.”


  “I know.”


  We sipped brandy, breathed the crisp air. Our silences, never uncomfortable, allowed for thought and reflections.


  “I get too wrapped around the axle,” I said. “Relationships. Start thinking about Rae.”


  “It can’t be easy.”


  “I’m not sure I ever give easy a chance.”


  Yips and howls from surrounding turf. Coyotes socialized, the pack formed. An evening hunt.


  “It’s good having you around,” Marcus said. “And this isn’t the talk. It just feels right.”


  “Me too. Love being here. As always.”


  “Any plans for tomorrow?”


  “Nope. Take a walk. Visit Irene. Still haven’t seen her place.”


  Visit her, see her place, and scope the new neighbor situation.


  

  
Chapter 20
 Irene phoned midmorning, holding back sobs and anger and a tinge of fear. They’d killed Kismet. Shot the little critter because he’d wandered onto their property. Property, like Irene’s and Marcus’s, separated by barbed wire and spanning miles.


  “I called the sheriff. He just left. Said he would go over there and talk with them now.”


  Something else came across the line, something she wasn’t telling me.


  “I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”


  She sniffed, loud, and said, “I’d like that. I know Marcus is out moving cattle.”


  “Hang tight. And I’m sorry about your pup, Irene. Really sorry.”


  “Please remember one thing.”


  “What?”


  “The sheriff said he’d handle this. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  A quick three-mile jog. The day cool, breeze light. Those SOBs. A cruel action, unjustified, and demonstrated much of what I needed to know about them. At the last hill before dropping down to her place I spotted the sheriff’s car arriving. I stopped and waited. Subsequent actions—and there would be subsequent actions—wouldn’t have the added wrinkle of the sheriff knowing me. Ten minutes later he pulled away. I waited until he hit the gravel county road.


  “Tossed her!” Irene said when I arrived. “Shot my Kismet and drove here and tossed her at my feet!” Tears rolled. She wiped them with the sleeve of her ranch coat, now stained with blood. Her hands showed dirt. She’d buried the dog. “And asked me if I was friends with Marcus. But they didn’t say Marcus. Asked me if I was friends with that n-word.”


  “Scum. Evil scum.”


  “So now I’ve got my own private pet cemetery started. Great. Just great.”


  “What else?” It was clear she teetered on the edge of revealing more but held back. She shook her head and pulled a Kleenex, blowing her nose.


  “What else, Irene.” I approached and held her waist. She sniffled again and looked away into the big lost. Time ticked as she weighed a revelation. I waited, exhibiting calm and concern. While weighing retribution. Those SOBs.


  “One of them touched me.”


  Fire rose, unbridled, but held inside. An outward expression of fury wouldn’t help.


  “I picked up Kismet. Held her and cried. They asked about Marcus.”


  I pulled her close, head against my shoulder. Her voice lowered.


  “Three of them. They surrounded me. Close.”


  I rocked her, slow, and kept quiet.


  “One of them asked me how long it’d been since I’d had a man. Then he touched me. While I held Kismet!” She shuddered and wiped her eyes on my shoulder.


  I hammered down physical manifestations. I wouldn’t clench, flex, or display any outward sign of my fury. She’d notice it. And wouldn’t elaborate.


  “Touched you how?” I tried a clinical approach, waited, and continued rocking her.


  “He grabbed my butt.”


  “And?”


  “And slid his other hand between me and Kismet. Grabbed my breast.” She shuddered again, held back a sob. A sob not of loss, but pain and anger and terror.


  “Which one of them?”


  “All three pressed against me.”


  “I understand. Which one?” She held back any identifiers. I suspected the reason, but this went well beyond her concerns. I’d pay them a visit—a midnight rambler visit—and one of those bastards would get special treatment. She shook her head against my shoulder. I changed tactics. Kept her talking.


  “What did the sheriff say?”


  “They said Kismet threatened them. Threatened them! So they were well within their rights.”


  “Did you tell the sheriff about the attack?”


  She pulled away and wiped her nose again. “Don’t use that word.”


  “They attacked you. Period.”


  “No. Don’t. Because it shoves everything into a different realm. At least as far as you’re concerned.”


  She had that right. I returned to more neutral turf. “Did you tell the sheriff?”


  She nodded in the affirmative.


  “And?”


  “He said they denied everything. My word against theirs.”


  Not unexpected. Scum knew how to work things, float above the law.


  “He’s a good man, Case. Not his fault.”


  I didn’t doubt her assessment and didn’t doubt the sheriff let those SOBs know how he felt about the situation. Still, his hands were tied. Mine weren’t.


  “Which one did it?”


  I’d never know if it was revenge, a desire for justice, or burning anger that drove her answer.


  “He had a tattoo of a swastika on one side of his neck. A long knife on the other. Both blue.” She answered while staring into the distance.


  “I’ll go talk with them.” The die was cast, retribution assured.


  A plan mulled over at the Solid when Marcus first told me. Nothing definitive, lots of options. Until now. The Irene attack kicked off the escalation clause of Case Lee’s scum-removal contract.


  She grabbed the front of my jacket. “No. Please don’t. I don’t want that. They’re dangerous.”


  Those punks didn’t know dangerous. But they were going to learn.


  Maybe it was the jaw muscles working, or the change in my eyes. But she picked up on it and released my jacket. “It will get out of hand. Don’t. Please don’t.”


  “Irene. Look at me.” She did, and wiped her nose again with the overused tissue. “You don’t hide from these things. You face it. Take care of the situation.”


  “I don’t want you to kill them.”


  There it was. A gathered perception, huge, slapped on the table. I fooled myself into thinking I didn’t know why or how such an assumption could be drawn. For a few seconds. But reality—life’s incursion on our personal hopes—settled in. She knew, at a gut level, my background, my proclivities. For a fact, she knew.


  “No. No killing.”


  “Promise?”


  “Promise. Unless they fire first.”


  She nodded understanding.


  “And don’t call Marcus,” I said. “That’s important.”


  “Why?”


  “I’ll explain later. And I’ll be back shortly.”


  I walked her quarter-mile drive toward the gravel road traversing this portion of the county. Enter their place through the main entrance. Walk up in plain view. No barbed-wire fence hopping. I seethed over the incident. The “can’t touch us” attitude those scumbuckets adopted. The rip in the peaceful fabric of my blood brother and Irene’s daily lives. Trash. Human trash.


  The three-act play would commence. Formulated and based on human behavior. Backdropped with violence of the intense variety. Act one—establish the players. Them, and me. Crank up the hostility and ill-intent factor. Act two would soon follow. Peg the threat meter. Get them jacked, prepped. And tonight, act three. Take out the garbage. While ensuring no connectivity with Irene or Marcus. They might suspect it, but I’d do my damnedest to shade that bond.


  Thirty minutes later act one kicked off. I approached the old shack and collection of dilapidated trailers. Two seen-better-days pickups clustered at the center, along with a sedan. A young man with a rifle approached.


  “What do you want?” Belligerent, frosted with the assuredness of weaponry. A punk. A bully. And I couldn’t stand bullies.


  The other four heard his call toward me and exited trailers and old man Tannenbaum’s shack. Each displayed firearms of one variety or the other. I made a mental log of their type and condition. A swastika and some type of white power flag were hoisted up two makeshift flagpoles. The material snapped with the increasing breeze.


  “I’m curious,” I said, addressing the group. No women or kids. A blessing. It made pest removal easier.


  They looked among themselves, shrugged shoulders. “Curious about what?” one of them asked.


  “Curious where you folks were headed next.”


  “What do you mean, headed next?”


  I scanned the place, registered layout and flow. “Leaving, shithead. Departing. To infect another part of the country.”


  I strolled over to a stack of lumber. Two-by-fours and three-quarter-inch plywood. The lumber end markings indicated several sources. Steel bands were sprung, boards and sheets of plywood spilled on the ground. The varied markings and mishmash of lengths and sizes indicated stolen lumber lifted from several construction sites.


  “You boys stole this lumber. That’s not good.” I smiled toward the crowd. Teeth showed but not an ounce of friendliness in the eyes. “No, no. Not good at all.”


  Several of them glanced at each other. “Bought and paid for,” said the one with the most belligerent presence. “And we’re not going anywhere. But you are.”


  Close-cropped hair topped a badass stance. And two neck tattoos. One of a swastika, the other a knife. Both blue. “I bet you’re the long-lost relative of Mr. Tannenbaum,” I said. “My, I know he’d be so proud knowing how you turned out.”


  “Who the hell are you?” he asked, a sneer plastered across his face. This guy came across as someone who’d never had his ass kicked. That would soon change.


  “A neighbor. From across the road.” I pointed toward property the opposite direction of Irene’s. I left the piled lumber and walked into the middle of their semicircle. They stood thin, pasty. Eyes filled to the brim with malice. A malice driven by sick hate. Irrational hate. “So back to my question. Where are you pieces of trash headed next?”


  “And I told you,” neck tattoo said. “We’re not leaving. You are.”


  “Oh, I will. For a while. But I’ll be back.”


  “Get off my property, asshole.” He spoke with the weight of legal possession. “And we’ll find out where you live. Bet on it.”


  The implied threat brought more head nods and false bravado. Time for added spice. I squatted on my haunches, semi-surrounded. An act I was trained to avoid. If a safety snicked off or a round chambered, the .45 would appear. A fine line. But these were cowards. Lowlife flecks, dependent upon group courage and support.


  Their feet shifted, confused at my adopted position. I found a small stick and sketched on the hard-packed ground. Faint figures, meaningless. But the act, the presentation, sent a message. I was off, strange.


  “And we shoot trespassers,” another said, lifting his rifle. I continued to scratch dirt.


  I shifted, arms wrapped around my legs, and hummed a bit of a song. The message was clear—there was something bad wrong with this guy before them. Their feet scuffled again, off-kilter, exhibiting nervous crowd reaction and tinged with fear of the unknown. The weird. Wind blew, a tarp rattled. A piece of garbage—plastic wrapper—skittered through us.


  I stood and dusted hands on jeans. “My, my. So much to do. I’d best be going.”


  Seven paces later I turned and sprinkled serious danger over crazy. “Oh. Forgot to mention. I’ll personally see to it you leave.”


  “Good luck with that.” Several of them exchanged nervous laughter.


  “Maybe today. Or better yet, tonight. But soon. Very soon.” I smiled, wide. Eyes filled with ill intent locked with each of them, one at a time. “Nighttime is the right time, my children. Sleep well. Or not.”


  I wanted these clowns on full alert. Doing their version of standing guard during the night. Taking them one at a time in enclosed spaces—trailers or the shack—invited too many risks. Get their punk asses into the open, at night. Then bring down the hammer.


  Their dirt drive crossed a small coulee, a ravine, where it joined the gravel county road. The coulee ran parallel to the road. They’d talk among themselves at my departure, building resentment and badassery. Then they’d come looking, armed, and intimidate me. Because they could.


  Time for act two. Peg the threat meter. I slid into the coulee alongside the county road, a couple of hundred yards from their enclave’s entrance. Opposite Irene’s direction. Hunkered among the sagebrush and waited. They’d scramble to find me in short order. A lone man walking these remote roads and hills. An easy target.


  Ten minutes submerged among the sagebrush alongside the road, and the rattle of a vehicle carried above the wind. They ventured forth, demanding—commanding—respect, bellies full of righteousness. The pickup skid to a stop where their dirt entrance road T-boned the county road. Two of them. Neck tattoo drove. No one in sight, so they turned right and stomped the accelerator. Wrong direction. They’d be back.


  Five minutes and tires-on-gravel headed my way. I pulled the .45. They flew along the road, hell-bent on finding the strange man who invaded their compound. Who walked in and threatened them.


  I waited belly-flat, hidden, the .45 ready. As the pickup flew past I fired a single shot. Hit the near rear tire sidewall. The pistol’s report blasted loud, shocking. They freaked.


  Someone had shot at them! So they floored the accelerator and fled toward a collection point. A reconnoiter place away from gunfire. The flat tire didn’t allow them much distance. They skidded, turned off the engine, and bailed into the road ditch. Each carried a rifle. Idiots.


  My morning work was done, the curtain drawn on act two. I crawled along the coulee until it intercepted another ravine and headed into adjoining hills. Took a circuitous route back to Irene’s. I’d wait for nightfall.


  They’d hide in the ditch for an hour or so, boost each other’s bravery, and run back to the collection of trailers and Tannenbaum’s shack. Then fidget and wonder and bolster bravado. And plan. Change the shot tire, elevate the group badass attitude, and perform their amateur version of establishing a perimeter. Protect their turf. Safety in numbers and we won’t be intimidated. They had that wrong. Big-time.


  The day was fine but cool, and chilled when wind gusted. Snow remained against the north shadowed sides of coulees. Green grass peeked, even through the snow. I unbuttoned my jacket, the brisk hike warming. I wore a smile and edged toward humming the seven dwarves off to work song from the old Disney movie. And caught myself. Sure, leading those clowns by the nose through acts one and two—simple enough. But act three opened tonight. Against armed men, fingers on triggers. Act three failed the lighthearted test. Grim business, but hours away. I afforded myself a touch of smug satisfaction.


  “I heard a shot!” Irene waited on her covered front porch, Adirondack chairs scattered about. She rushed toward me, dropping her wraparound blanket on the chair. Along with the deer rifle she held. She met me a dozen paces down her drive. “What happened? Anyone hurt?”


  “No one got hurt. Promise.”


  “So what was with the gunshot?”


  “A motivator. An assurance they’d be waiting tonight.”


  “Waiting? For what?”


  “For me.”


  She gripped my arm and pulled me onto the porch. “I don’t know, Case. I don’t know. We should get the sheriff on this or get Marcus involved. Without gunfire.” Her eyes remained puffy, having shed recent tears over personal violation, over Kismet, over frustration at ugliness visiting her domain.


  “We’ve talked about the sheriff.”


  “Let’s talk with Marcus.”


  “No can do. Don’t mention it to him. Any of it. Until tomorrow morning.”


  “Why?” She pushed me into a chair. “You want coffee? Why not tell Marcus?”


  “Coffee sounds great.”


  She stood, hands on hips, and stared at me. I smiled back, benign, not a care in the world. Whistle while you work, baby.


  “I’ll be right back. And it’s irritating as can be when you do that.”


  She stomped away. I avoided staring at her butt. She stuck her head out once, asking black, cream, or sugar.


  “Black.” She failed to produce anything resembling a smile but looked fine nonetheless. Better than fine. The coffee came in a ceramic mug with an Audubon plant sketch. She plopped down alongside me.


  “I sat here with a gun. A gun! And heard the shot. Long distant but I didn’t know whether to prepare for Armageddon or jump in the truck and take off.”


  “Good coffee. Glad you didn’t take off.”


  “Back to Marcus, bub.”


  The rich coffee, fresh ground, was excellent. We sat on the lee side of the wind as sunshine edged its way onto the plank porch floor.


  “He asked me not to get involved. With what he termed ‘the situation.’”


  “Aren’t you a great listener. So what now? I sit here like crazy woman, gun across my lap?”


  “Keep the gun handy. You know how to use it?”


  She waved a dismissive hand. “Marcus showed me. When I moved in.”


  “Call me first. Any sign of them, call me.”


  “And what’s next?”


  “Invite me for dinner.”


  She swiveled her head, cast about seeking someone, anyone, who would validate what she had heard.


  “It gives me an excuse to leave Marcus’s place tonight,” I continued. “And dine with you. Do you cook?”


  “Do I cook?”


  “If you don’t, I’m not half-bad. Should I inspect your larder? Craft a menu?”


  “You’re not inspecting anything of mine. Dinner?”


  “What we unsophisticated term the evening meal.” Man, I felt good. Those clowns next door were as easy to manipulate as three-year-olds. And tonight they would pay. Boy howdy, would they pay.


  She stood and paced. Pulled her hair back and retied the ponytail. Shook her head. Several of her cows lowed from a nearby hilltop. Two young calves circled them, playing. Montana springtime.


  “Let’s pretend,” she said. “Let’s pretend, Mr. Man of Mystery, dinner is part of the evening plans. Then what?”


  “When it’s late enough, I’ll stroll over for a visit with your neighbors.”


  “A visit.”


  “Emphasize the need to leave.” They’d assaulted Irene. Killed her dog. “They’ll be gone in the morning.”


  She stomped to a standstill at my feet, leaned over, supporting herself on the arms of the Adirondack chair. Nose-to-nose.


  “No killing.”


  “Probably not.”


  “Wrong answer.”


  “Sometimes things go sideways.”


  She straightened and continued pacing. At every pass of my position, she shot a look. I sipped coffee.


  “I’m calling Marcus.” She spoke from the end of the porch, arms crossed.


  “You do and he’ll insist I behave. And I will. Respect the man too much. And you’ll still have vile trash next door. Men who attacked you. You okay with that?”


  She paced past twice more and spoke toward the surrounding hills. “No. No, I’m not okay with that.”


  “Or—and I’ve seen this happen—he’ll get the look in his eye and pay them a right-now visit. Gunfire a strong possibility.” I meant it and had seen it happen before. The assault on Irene could set him off. “Neither of us want him going there.”


  “No. No, we don’t.”


  “So let me handle it.”


  She didn’t respond, still staring toward the hills.


  “You do cook, right? Because I’ll be happy to.”


  A single raised eyebrow came my way. “Pasta carbonara. Will that do, Iron Chef?”


  “No. I mean, I’m sure it’s fine. Better than fine. But too heavy. How about stir-fry? Or a salad with meat? I’m working the late shift.”


  A hard last look and she said, “Stir-fry it is. Eight?”


  That would work. Two hours with Irene and off to the races. I didn’t want the trash heading inside to get warm before I arrived.


  A hard pang of guilt struck. I was deceiving Marcus. But rationale came easy. I was also solving a problem for him. And Irene. And there were few people on the planet capable of taking care of this. And one of those few sat right here.


  “Eight it is. Now please chill. Everything will be fine. And I’m truly sorry about Kismet.”


  “Just a puppy.” She sniffed, hard.


  “Know it hurts bad.”


  “And now. Now it’s getting crazy.”


  “Crazy?”


  “Your world.” She wiped her nose again, moved close. “None of us regular people are comfortable there. It’s outside our reality. Outside law and order and society’s norms.”


  No argument from me. But answers—and moral ambiguity—often stood among the shadows. Taking care of business, out of sight. The world moved on as either the good or the bad went down in the black of night. So buckle up, boys. And say hello to your worst nightmare.


  

  
Chapter 21
 Marcus’s outside footsteps woke me. My hand withdrew from the .45’s grip, nestled in the sofa cushion. I knew those footfalls. Took comfort in them over the years. And now I was flat-out lying to him. The Case Lee version of justice’s blind scales tilted toward the take-care-of-the-situation side of things. But lying to a blood brother caused the scale’s fulcrum to squeak. Paperback across my chest, boots off, I was in the middle of a languid stretch when Jake entered and saw me. The dog ensured—through lapping licks aimed faceward—that his presence was recognized.


  “Good. You need rest,” Marcus said, wrestling his work boots off at the door. “You never excelled at acceptance of the healing process.”


  The wound hadn’t barked today, but I remained aware of its endeavor-limiting presence. I’d visited Marcus’s workshop, nestled in a corner of his large barn, and loaded sufficient supplies into a borrowed field bag for tonight. Five rolls of duct tape. An industrial-size bottle of superglue. Thirty feet of half-inch nylon rope. I lifted a pair of night-vision binoculars and an emergency sleeping bag from his gun closet. Tossed them into the field bag, along with extra ammo for the .45 and my Delta first aid kit. Just in case.


  “I’m in full-blown acceptance of how fine it is lazing around. Get to recover from Bo and Catch.”


  “A wearing pair, no doubt.” He smiled and moved toward the kitchen area. “Drink?”


  “Not now, thanks.”


  “Well, these old bones could use an elixir.”


  “How’re the bovines?”


  “They look good. Healthy calves. If I don’t screw things up, should pocket a few dollars this year.” He popped the cap off a longneck beer. “What do you feel like for dinner?”


  I scratched behind one of Jake’s ears. A back leg lifted with synchronized joy. “Been invited to Irene’s.”


  A soft glance came my way. “Sounds good. I think I’ll grill a burger and fall asleep watching a movie.”


  He didn’t pry or tease or question. No judgment.


  “Take my vehicle.” He eased into a leather chair and placed socked feet on a padded ottoman.


  “Think I’ll walk.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  We chatted, Marcus channel surfed, and comfort draped the environment. The conversations masked silent anticipation. The rising tide of retribution delivered. And the exercise of a well-honed skill set. A little before eight, he snored gently, dirty plate alongside the armchair. The fireplace logs cast a perimeter of warmth. I eased out the back. Jake shot a questioning look but laid his head back down.


  Moving clouds, stars, and an increased bite from the wind greeted me. Marcus said we might get a dusting of snow. The field bag over one shoulder, I cut across Marcus’s ranch, pace steady, loosening muscles. Off to spend time with Irene. A bite to eat. Take out the trash.


  Aromas of ginger, soy sauce, and flash-cooked food greeted me. Irene had changed into fresh jeans, a snap-button blouse, and a turquoise-inlaid belt buckle. She appeared half-recovered from this morning’s trauma.


  “Glass of wine?”


  “No, thanks.”


  “Oh. Right.” She tossed a worried look and bit her upper lip, sprinkling a few final spices into a wok.


  A weird unspoken element—the evening’s violent activities—remained silent during our conversations. We chatted about her job, LA trips, exciting things in biochemistry. A brief run around world affairs, raising cattle, and a much longer conversation about cooking. The stir-fry was excellent, with the right amount of fire to catch the back of the throat.


  She started a pot of coffee and we both cleaned up, placing dishes in a drying rack. Her fireplace remained unlit, and she asked if I’d mind grabbing a few logs and starting a fire. Brief spits of snow greeted me at the woodpile, wind from the east. Crosswinds for my planned northern approach later. Brisk enough to cover the snap of any sagebrush limbs I might step on.


  Fireplace crackling, she poured herself a third glass of wine and plopped on the couch. “This is too strange, and I want to talk about it.”


  Not a demand nor delivered with vehemence. A quiet, clinical statement. And I got it. My career in the shadows, out of sight, made for awkward situations when pressed against those with no exposure to life’s dark and violent side. Folks who internalized evil as a concept, not realized.


  “Well, first and foremost,” I said, sitting alongside her with my coffee. “My apologies. I’ve used you as a ruse to escape the wily eye of Marcus. Dinner with Irene.”


  “No, that part’s okay. I mean, not telling him what’s going on doesn’t sit well with me. But I understand.”


  “Is it the inevitability of what will happen soon?”


  “Yes. Exactly.” She took a sip of wine. “This is a weird situation. Right here and now.”


  “Yeah. It can’t be comfortable. Again, I’m sorry.”


  “No, no. Stop the apologizing.” She shook her head, lips tight. “It’s my issue. In a short while you’ll walk out of here and, well . . .”


  “Take care of business.”


  “Business.” She stared deep into my eyes. “You mean, ‘Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of war.’”


  I fought back a smile. She noticed.


  “I’m sensing an unwarranted attitude,” she said. “Bordering on cavalier.”


  “It’s light work, Irene. Five punks. Not high on the . . .” Delta formed on my lips, shut down before the words were uttered. “Not high on the great challenges scale.”


  “Five men, armed. At night. Ready to shoot you.”


  “Punks. Bullies.”


  “So one part of me hates being involved with this. The inevitable violence. No killing, right?”


  “We’ve gone over that.”


  “I’m keeping the no killing aspect as a comforter. Please don’t blow it for me.”


  “I’ll try. Sincerely.”


  “And a part of me has this otherworldly scene of my knight heading into battle. Protecting me. The idiotic feeling I should give you one of my scarves, a lady’s honor, to wear into battle. How nuts is that?”


  “It’s not a big deal.” It wasn’t. A situation. Life skills unleashed on human trash. Still, I’d never considered the knight into battle thing, and a small piece of me stamped it with a cool factor. Then I power-washed that notion away. There would be no heroics tonight. Pain, intimidation, and more pain. No code of chivalry. I would inflict terror. Plain and simple.


  “It’s a big deal for me. And I’m wrestling with the concept and the actuality. And what it means between you and me. I’ve never met anyone like you. And probably never will again.”


  I kissed her. Tentative at first, soft, escalating into full-blown passion. We sunk into the leather couch, diving deep. Full body on body, sighs as hands flowed and gripped. I was saved by the bell, thankful a deadline approached. The fire and longing stood at the edge of the diving board, and warm waters below beckoned. I wasn’t ready, and neither was she. Too much, too soon.


  I pushed up, one final kiss, and stood. “Gotta go.”


  “I know.” She nodded—acceptance of a timeline or relief at a stopping point, I couldn’t say. She sat up and straightened her shirt. “So one final thing. And I know it sounds ludicrous. But I’m serious.”


  I checked my field bag, slipped the .45 into a front pocket, and donned a black watch cap. “I know. No killing.”


  “Not that. I mean, yes, no killing, but something else.”


  “What?”


  “Can I help? I mean it. Baseball bat? Lookout?”


  She displayed great and unexpected moxie. An obligation to participate. To do something. It was her problem, her situation, and she offered—a heartfelt, no BS offer—to lend a hand. I appreciated it. And saw an unknown side of her. She showed fight, with a strong moral sense of not wiping her issues on others.


  “I appreciate it. Sincerely. But no. This situation calls for a solo act. But thanks.”


  No more words. Out the door, headed north, starlight guiding. I dropped into coulees, avoided plowing through brush. Zipped the jacket tight and pulled the watch cap down. I’d enter the area of operations in thirty minutes. Coyotes yipped, quarreled, and howled nearby. Then silence.


  I halted and tilted an ear. A primeval howl, clear and distinct. A wolf. Announcing presence and warning and intent. Every creature across the broad, rolling hills fell silent. His domain. His turf. And mine.



  

  
Chapter 22
 Human garbage, with warped hatred the common glue of their worldview. Delta and other special ops tended toward broad categorization. The “bad guys.” Resident evil within certain humans.


  Not the time for reflection, flat on my belly and nestled at the lip of a coulee. Tall bunchgrass and brush hid me. The nature of my prey—armed and dangerous—painted gravity across the situation. No allowance for mistakes or a less-than-full focus. The mental switch thrown, I searched, hunted.


  Two of them shared a smoke near Tannenbaum’s shack. A third wandered between the trailers. Each with a rifle slung over a shoulder. It left two outside their compound area, on the perimeter. I’d find and deal with them first.


  Tops of bunchgrass near my face bent with the breeze, dancing at the stronger gusts. Through night-vision binoculars I scanned, slow and meticulous. Searched for anomalous shapes, metallic reflections. And what all predators sought—unusual movement.


  A landscape change, motion. The fourth member of this vile little clan. He sat hidden among sagebrush, east of me. He’d shifted position on a small rise, rifle across his knees. He surveyed the old shack and trailers area. The entire point of a perimeter is to guard outward. Watch for the enemy. He did the opposite. What a moronic piece of trash. Still, a dangerous moron, armed and on edge.


  The four were identifiable, each with their own traits and look and unique postures. The fifth, not yet spotted, was the nastiest piece of work. Tanenbaum’s relative. Irene’s assailant. He was out here, with me. I’d find him. First take care of the one overlooking the compound. I snaked backward into the coulee and worked east. Hidden among the brush and tall grass littering the ravine, I moved at a moderate pace, senses in overdrive. The mission held a special challenge. They would shoot to kill. My mission was less terminal—terrorize. Ensure they left. A few broken bones—inevitable—but no killing.


  Fifteen minutes later I eased up the back side of the small rise. My quarry waited thirty feet below. The wind chilled, his hands shoved into jacket pockets. Cold gusts covered my approach. A rapid crab crawl positioned me five feet from his back. I exploded with a silent leap, slammed him forward. Before he could cry out, I applied a sleeper hold. Compressed the carotid arteries. Brief thrashing for less than two seconds. Then limp. Field bag opened, a roll of duct tape produced. Both hands taped behind his back. Ankles wrapped. He began regaining consciousness. Three quick duct tape wraps around his head shut his pie hole.


  “Stay still and I won’t kill you.” Lips against his ear as his eyes bulged with panic, desperate snorts through nostrils.


  I stayed on top of him and fished for other weapons. A large folding knife and a semiautomatic pistol in his jacket. I pocketed the knife. Pistol magazine removed and the chambered round ejected. A moment for quick disassembly and the pistol’s slide mechanism was removed. It joined the other rolls of duct tape in the field bag. The rifle—a bolt-action hunting weapon—allowed for simple removal of the bolt. It landed among the tape as well.


  “I’ll be back in twenty or thirty minutes,” I said, still speaking into his ear. “If I’ve found you’ve moved or rolled or struggled, I’ll get upset. You don’t want me upset.”


  I emphasized the point, driving a left hook into his side. Ribs cracked. He grunted and twitched and started curling into a ball.


  “I just told you not to move. Are you trying to upset me?”


  He froze, except for a frantic headshake.


  I lay back and scoped the surrounding area through night-vision binoculars. Placed a booted foot on the head of the facedown body near me, getting comfortable. Flecks of snow blew across my vision. A few landed on my exposed neck, melting. The three in the compound continued meandering about, unaware. My next target, Irene’s attacker. It took ten minutes of intense focus, eyeballing every detail of the terrain. I spotted him. My jaw clenched and nostrils flared. Howdy, asshole.


  He lay on his belly opposite me, across the compound and near the lip of another coulee. He watched and waited, assault rifle at the ready, pointed into the night. My prey. He also used night-vision binoculars, scanning the area at his front, away from the compound. He held a solid position, with one major flaw. One he’d soon discover.


  A final word with my trussed-up prey. I grabbed a fistful of short hair and snatched his head off the ground. Quick, violent exhales blew through his nose.


  “I’ll be back. And will kill you if you’ve moved or made noise.” A few extra wraps of duct tape around his wrists and forearms and knees ensured a painful lack of mobility. I crawled back to the top of the rise, ignoring the arrow wound shooting shards of pain at the latest exertion. Back into the night.


  I moved fast, each of them now identified and locations pinpointed. Backtracked down the coulee and past my starting point. The sliver of moon and big-sky stars illuminated on and off as snow clouds passed low overhead. An occasional sprinkle of light hail, followed with drifting wet flakes. I circled west and worked along the opposite side of the hill from Irene’s assailant.


  Three bedded mule deer leapt up at my approach. I dropped to one knee and let the environment settle. Wind, rustling vegetation, and a singular low, moaning howl. Answered by another. Wolves gathered.


  I moved on and arrived at the mouth of the ravine I sought. My objective lay sprawled at the lip of the ravine with a clear view of both the rise in front of him and the deep depression to his left. My front pocket held a powerful high-intensity flashlight, small and military grade. It would do.


  While he could see the broad bottom of the coulee, he couldn’t capture the near-vertical side he perched above. I moved with the gusts of wind. Used the rushing noise to mask twig snaps or sagebrush movement as I side-walled my way toward him, boot toes dug in.


  Ten minutes of silent stalking and I stopped. Plastered against the steep sloping ground, hidden among tall dead grass and brush. Above, nearby, and night-scoping the terrain, he waited for me. I waited for a mistake. It didn’t take long.


  He shifted on his belly, a sound lacking a sufficient location signature. Then the idiot cleared his throat. Ten feet farther down and above me. Stillness. The flashlight fished from my pocket and fist-gripped. I slid my arm over the lip of the coulee above my head, the flashlight pressed against the ground and lost among the bunchgrass. I waited.


  Night-vision binoculars are marvelous tools—with one large soft spot. They acquired the minute ambient light of stars and slivers of the moon and magnified it multiple times, providing a huge advantage. Unless someone zapped you right in the face with a powerful light when using them. The blinding flash momentarily debilitated. And so I waited for another mistake, ensuring his location, tuned to every sight and sound.


  I could smell him. The east wind rushed over his prostrate body, toward me. More light snow spit. He shifted again, this time snapping fallen sagebrush twigs with his movement. I had him nailed, close enough to spit on. My thumb pressed the flashlight’s button and he yelped with surprise and eyeball pain.


  “Shit!”


  His expletive broke through the night and demanded immediate action. I scrambled a few more feet along the wall. A firm toehold elevated me. I snatched the back of his jacket and jerked him over the edge. We tumbled down the steep side. With every other bounce I delivered a vicious punch to his face. I controlled the fall and ensured he was underneath me when we hit rocks at the bottom of the coulee. Two more jaw-crushing blows and he relaxed, unconscious. His assault rifle, pulled with him over the side, clattered down near us.


  His cry would alert the remaining three. Duct tape pulled from the field bag, his mouth, wrists, and feet were taped. He came to in stages, gaining full recognition of his status with violent thrashes. It didn’t matter. The compound trio could neither see nor hear us in the bottom of the ravine. And they weren’t the type to head into the night seeking answers. They’d hunker among the trailers and vehicles, exchange wild speculation.


  Warmth high on my chest, and a quick feel confirmed blood. The wound had reopened. I sat back, pissed. The lion’s share of my being said just shoot the three remaining bastards and be done with it. But Irene’s mental presence weighed heavy. The man at my feet flailed and flopped. A booted kick to the side of his head, filled with frustration, calmed those roiling waters. I lay back, stared at the changing sky, and sighed. I’d go handle the others, up close and personal. And try not to kill them. First, treat the arrow wound. Then take care of business.



  

  
Chapter 23
 I re-closed the wound and stopped the bleeding with a cutoff piece of my undershirt and duct tape. The field medical kit would be pulled later. I stripped the man’s weaponry, rendering it useless. And considered an alternative plan. These were bullies and toxic filth and evil cowards. Always, at the end of the day, cowards. So I would offer the coward’s way out. It would require ugliness, inflicted on the guy at my feet. I retrieved the small flashlight and confirmed the swastika and knife neck tattoos. The scum who’d groped Irene, threatened her. While she cradled her dead pup.


  An easy choice, and I became clinical. The wrist and hand held the most nerves. Kneeling on his back, I cut the duct tape binding his hands. Then re-taped one hand and forearm against his side, lifting him and passing the roll under his body. He fought back, but hammer blows to his kidney brought curling pain and easier manipulation. No words, no explanations for this sick bastard—his mind now filled with unfathomable poison and hatred and rage. He wouldn’t have registered cogent sentences. I slid off his back, knelt on his free upper arm. And snapped his wrist. He screamed against the tape, body shuddering.


  I dragged him by the feet along the brush and rocks of the coulee’s bottom. Fifty yards later it opened on the compound. I pressed against the near side, out of sight. Pulled the slimebag against me, his bad arm dangling. He had a role to play, and it wouldn’t be pleasant.


  “Hey! You three asshats hear me?”


  I yelled into the night and worked my knife blade under the silver duct tape wrapped around the man’s head. He sat, eyes filled with venom. His useless free arm adjusted for the pain.


  No answer. Not a surprise. They’d hide behind vehicles, weapons aimed my way. Hand signals and whispers and avoidance of full-on panic.


  “Hey! Shitheads!”


  “Yeah! We hear you.”


  I waited for a lull in the wind.


  “Then hear this.” I ripped the cut tape from my man’s mouth. He began yelling directives toward his men. I reached across his body and twisted his wrist. The yells turned to screams, loud and pain filled and horrific. I slapped the duct tape back across his mouth.


  Silence reigned, time ticked.


  “So here’s the deal, you pathetic assholes. I’ve taken care of two. And I’ll take out the rest of you soon enough. Unless you leave.”


  Tape pulled off, wrist twisted, and ripping howls of anguish pierced the night.


  Tape pressed against his lips, leaving muted whimpers and moans.


  “So here’s the deal on the leaving thing. You’ve each got one chance. One. Head east. Now. Leave the state.” I waited out a gust of wind. “Go back where you came from.”


  “Go to hell!”


  I couldn’t discern which one of them made the offer. But a lower voice, directed inner-tribe, carried across the thirty-yard distance. “Screw that. I’m outta here!” Choice cursing, directed toward the deserter, and more “Screw you” returns. Feet ran, a vehicle door opened.


  “Hold up, hold up!” a third voice called, unsure. He wavered, on the cusp of fleeing. I ripped the tape off and pinched the broken wrist. Sobs and howls of pain flowed.


  Timing is everything. A second set of feet ran, a car door opened, and two doors slammed. The engine fired, gears ground, and an old sedan tore off. It bounced along the dirt road. Exit stage get-out-of-Dodge. The remaining voice continued a stream of yelled curses at the fading red taillights.


  Two down. Not bad. I considered continuing the pain and suffering demonstration and decided against it. Only one of them left. And I wasn’t into cruelty. Quick kills, maybe. But I’d taken this far enough.


  I taped my puppet back up, the sound of duct tape peeling off the roll interrupted, once, by the slam of a wooden door. The last dumbass had fled into Tannenbaum’s cabin. Where he now sat, freaked and armed, wondering about next steps. I’d help him with that.


  I headed back into the coulee for a hundred yards and scrambled up the opposite side, circling the compound. I approached, dead silent, using one of the trailers to hide me from the cabin. The grounds—after less than a week of their arrival—were littered with trash and miscellaneous supplies. A couple of gas cans among them, each half-full. I toted one around the corner of the trailer and eyeballed the cabin. One side lacked windows. So I strolled in, unseen, and silently poured gas on the outside wall and at the base. Then lit it. It didn’t take long.


  “Coming out! Coming out!” Flames licked at the roof, smoke billowed, filling the inside of the small space.


  “Toss your weapon first.”


  He did.


  “Now the pistol.”


  It flew through the cracked-open door.


  “Hands in the air.”


  He stepped outside, hacking, wild-eyed. I instructed him to lay facedown. He, too, joined the ranks of the hog-tied. During the hands and feet taping he tried to explain himself and their cause. The coming revolution. I wasn’t in the mood and slung three wraps around his head, shutting him up. I dragged him away from the cabin and dumped him on the dirt. Retrieved Mr. Broken Wrist, dragging him into the mix. And then dragged my first prey, who had lain quiet and humble the last hour. The recent screams from his fearless leader tempered whatever enthusiasm he still held. The three of them lay together, casting looks of hatred and fear my way.


  Checking their pockets, I found keys for the two remaining pickups. I moved both, pointed them toward the county road, and left the keys in the ignition. Next, a parting gesture. An unforgettable message.


  It was past midnight, and snow swirled. The cabin continued to burn, casting wavering sheets of light across the scene. I began humming an old Doors tune. Opened the field bag and pulled the remaining rolls of duct tape, as well as the large bottle of superglue.


  Each of their pants and undershorts were pulled below their knees. Muffled sounds, frantic and pleading, pressed against their gags. Nostrils blew harsh and loud.


  “Now, I’m not prone to speeches. But it’s important you little shits understand a few things.”


  The one from the burning cabin rolled across the ground, a panic-stricken escape. A pathetic attempt, but a good gauge of his mental state. I dragged him back among his tribe. A quick stomp, and a couple of cracked ribs halted further attempts.


  The superglue nozzle was, as always, gummed shut. So I cut the nozzle off. I’d use the entire bottle.


  “This is the last I’ll see of you. Ever.”


  I poured glue over their privates and down their butt cracks, one at a time. A great deal of glue. Each struggled—not against me, but against the act. The violation. Ripping duct tape off rolls, I applied a tape diaper to each of them. Around and around, between their butt cheeks, a solid seal over their privates. Used an entire roll on each.


  “Now, this is important, so listen up.”


  Then I duct-taped their heads, leaving eyes and nostrils and ears exposed.


  “If I do see you again, I’ll get upset.”


  I was out of tape. Out of glue. I squatted near them.


  “And here’s where an element of trust must enter our relationship.”


  Three sets of eyeballs focused on my ground-level position, their breath hard. I waited and stared into each set of eyes. The cabin’s fire roared, popped.


  “You’ll have to trust me when I say you don’t want me upset.”


  I stood and put a boot on the head of Tannenbaum’s relative. Pressed hard, bent at the waist, and spoke in his face.


  “If you upset me, I’ll get mean. And you’ll beg for a bullet. Understood?”


  He moaned and attempted an affirmative nod under my boot. The other two mouthed muffled agreement.


  I stripped the weapons cabin boy had tossed out the door and pulled the other firing mechanisms from my field bag. The whole lot was tossed down the outhouse one-seater, landing with a splash. I used the remaining gasoline and torched the lumber pile and the trailers. The night sky filled with sparks and smoke, mixed with blowing snow. The makeshift flagpoles, kicked over, joined the shack fire. Along with the flags. Flames and sparks shot upward. Their light cast rippled waves of orange and yellow. Trailers and lumber and the shack roared as they burned. I took my time and walked among them. Their eyes, filled with dread, followed me. One of the old cabin’s windows popped from the heat, and staccato crackling sounds drifted from the trailers. Welcome to the apocalypse, boys.


  I retrieved the folding knife taken from the first man I’d taken out, opened it, and stuck the blade into the ground near them. They watched.


  “So here’s the deal. One of you wiggle over here and use this knife. Cut your hands free. Free the others. I’ll watch from a hilltop.”


  I squatted among them a final time.


  “Then leave. Or I’ll get upset.”


  The closest one nodded, mumbling something that resembled a “thank you.”


  “You won’t want to try and remove those diapers without professional help. Available at a hospital in Billings. East of here. After Billings, you’ll keep heading east. Any questions?”


  The three shook their heads “No.”


  “Oh. And you’ll want to move fast. Those wolves you heard? They’ll look on this little scene and see pigs in a blanket.”


  I walked down their dirt road, headed toward my fictitious property across the county road. Circled back and perched on a hilltop once removed from Irene’s property line. The binoculars provided sufficient detail. Massive trailer, lumber, and shack fires provided dancing light across the scene. The one closest to the embedded knife had wormed his way across the ground. He exhibited great caution sawing at the duct tape behind his back. It took ten minutes of concerted, focused effort. The outhouse caught fire, close by the trio. Sparks dropped among them, accompanied with jerking motions of burning pain.


  Twenty minutes later they were mobile. A few quick, painful tugs confirmed the professional help needed for removal of their duct tape and superglue diapers. They unwrapped their heads. The pain of jerked-out hair sent loud and emphatic cussing across the hills. The hair ripping was too much for one of them, and he left tape dangling across his shoulders. They limped toward the two vehicles, cradling assorted body parts, hunched over. None paused to retrieve useless weapons. The man who molested Irene, curled over his broken wrist, slid into the passenger seat of the truck closest to me. But not before he paused and surveyed the area. His headshake, filled with resignation and humiliation and defeat, was sufficient for me. They rattled down the dirt track, turned left at the county road, and headed toward Billings.


  Early a.m., and no reason to wake anyone. Besides, it was peaceful, the compound’s light show satisfying, and alone time required. Unwind. I hiked a mile, crawled through Irene’s barbed-wire fence, and found the lee side of a hilltop. The compound area, no longer visible, threw fiery light skyward. Snow continued spitting. Out of the wind, I pulled the medical kit and did a decent job of patching the arrow wound. Again. I crawled into the small bundled emergency sleeping bag, out of the snow and into warmth.


  That little situation was handled. Over and done. Time to move on. Poignant thoughts of home came easy and tugged, hard. Mom, CC, the Ace of Spades. Lazy cruising on the Ditch. Warm nights and warmer days. Where time slowed and life healed. But first, two outstanding items. I’d take care of both after sunrise. Sleep blanketed, with dreams of rustling grass and controlled fury and howls, distant, in the night.



  

  
Chapter 24
 Footsteps crunched, awakening me. Known footsteps. Marcus. He approached from Irene’s place. Work boots, Stetson, heavy ranch coat. And a large thermos of coffee. Gray dawn lit our world, skies cloudy but dry. Snow remnants patched the ground.


  I crawled from the Mylar bag, shivered, and sat up. Without a word he approached and, accompanied with a light groan, joined me on the ground. One of his knees popped, the lone sound in the still air.


  “Added French Vanilla and sugar,” he said, producing two insulated mugs from one of his cavernous jacket pockets. “Know you like it black. Forewarned, so no whining.”


  “Well, I might like a little added flavor this morning. Help overcome your lack of coffee-making skills.”


  He poured, we sipped. A column of gray smoke rose in the distance. A thin stream of black smoke mingled and rose with it. Trailer tires burn a long time.


  “You reckon they’re having a weenie roast?” he asked.


  “I could riff off that pretty easily.”


  “No, thanks.”


  “Suffice it to say they have departed.”


  He slurped coffee and paused.


  “Any remains to help with?”


  “Nope.”


  There may have been bodies, but my reply inferred any of those were taken care of. There would be no more enquiries along those lines. We sat together, comfortable, cocooned in a world few on this good earth would understand. An issue addressed. And solved. Mission accomplished.


  “As you may surmise, I came from Irene’s place,” Marcus said.


  “How’s she doing?”


  “Tough one to answer.”


  “I bet.”


  “Thought I might find you two sharing a comforter.”


  “No such luck.”


  He sipped, fished, and pulled a cigar.


  “She told me.” He puffed, lighting the stogie. “Everything.”


  “You pissed?”


  “Pissed you know me so well.”


  We shared a smile, genuine and deep. Had Marcus known of Irene’s assault, he would have gone ballistic. Without hesitation, he would’ve headed over the hill, the law be damned. And perhaps with deadlier intent than me. Hard to say.


  “I sure wish you’d kick the thermostat to ‘Warm’ more often here.”


  “BS. You’re homesick. For your tub. A home that smells like diesel and a stowaway’s armpit.”


  “Martha Stewart speaks.”


  “When you leaving?”


  “Soon.”


  The sunrise breeze started, brittle sound through sagebrush. Green sprigs peeked across the land, the air carrying renewal, new life. Marcus placed a hand on my shoulder, squeezed, and left it there. I patted it and held on for a couple of seconds. No words could interact better, no communiqué more powerful. It said it all and filled me with a warmth and sense of connectivity rare and precious.


  “Breakfast.” Her voice carried over the breeze as she approached. The proclamation was delivered at a peculiar distance, but perhaps she feared surprising us. Two stone-cold killers. A bit harsh, but I still stood unclear on her Case-in-the-world perspective. “Not great,” she added, walking up, “but not bad for last minute.”


  She plopped down and pressed against me. “And you can’t complain about the delivery service. A rare commodity in this part of the state. Did you really sleep out here?”


  “Getting back to nature. What’s chow this a.m.?”


  “Chow? Cheesy egg crepes, you cretin.”


  She unwrapped several layers of clean dishtowels and foil, setting the bundle of rolled goodness between us. She handed Marcus and me a towel. “Eat. Eat while they’re still warm.”


  We did. They were beyond fine. Between bites, she pointed east toward the smoke plume. “Are my neighbors having issues?”


  “Bad news,” I said. “Afraid Mr. Tannenbaum’s place is empty again.”


  Irene appeared settled, different. “Current evidence would suggest more than empty.”


  “Charred.”


  She patted my leg. “I can live with that.”


  I gave a quizzical look, and she smiled as a reply. I shifted and locked eyes with Marcus. He shrugged and took another bite of crepe.


  “Maybe it’s the landscape,” she said. “Alters perspective.”


  “Okay.”


  “Out on the fringe. I mean, we have thousands of square miles of wilderness at our doorstep.”


  “Yes, we do,” Marcus said, and offered Irene his fresh-filled coffee mug.


  “Thanks,” she said, taking a sip. “And eat those before they get cold. Especially you.” She leaned over and bumped me. “Evidence would also indicate you worked up an appetite last night.”


  This took some getting used to. Irene the hesitant replaced, overnight, with Irene the take-care-of-business. I chewed on the change.


  “So I’ve come to a realization,” she said.


  “Okay.”


  “You know, that’s a bit of an irritating habit. The whole ‘okay’ thing.”


  “Amen,” Marcus said. His lighter flicked and he relit his cigar.


  “So glad we could have this opportunity to mull over Case’s deficiencies,” I said, plucking a last crepe from the foil.


  “Touch of attitude, bub. Not sure I find it attractive. And I’m trying to say something.”


  “Okay.”


  “Hit him,” Marcus said.


  “What I’m trying to say is I’m beginning to get it. The need. And this applies to you as well, Marcus Johnson.”


  She stood and positioned in front of us on the slight slope. “I’m not an idiot. You both said you were in the army. Uh-uh. It was some kind of Special Forces. Too much evidence, too much attitude. Including not ever talking about it.”


  Marcus and I shared a quick glance. Irene paced. “And the events of the last couple of days brought a realization.” She stopped, hands on hips, shifting laser stares from me to Marcus and back again. “There’s a place in the world for evil confronted. Evil removed.”


  She continued pacing. “Now, I haven’t figured out how I feel about that. The concept of evil. The judgment. The actuality of on-the-ground stuff.”


  “Some of us haven’t, either,” I said.


  She stopped again. “Good to know. I think. Shows evidence of a moral dilemma.”


  “Well, it’s a complex slice of life,” I said.


  “Or not. If you analyze it down to its essence.” She turned and paced. “Either way, I’ve realized there’s a place for action outside normal channels. I’m getting that. And it’s a big deal. For me.”


  “Good. Glad to hear it,” I said. “Now maybe you’ll stop asking me about killing people.”


  She stretched, looking tight and fine. The breeze lifted her loose hair. “Maybe. Or maybe not. Depends.”


  “On what?”


  “On whether the subject matter requires clarification.”


  “I’m talking general perspective.”


  “So am I. And it’s situational.”


  “Not always.”


  Marcus interrupted. “I’m glad to hear this, Irene. Genuine ugliness and evil is real enough. Sorry you had to face it. But this conversation has taken a leap.”


  “A leap?” she asked.


  He puffed his cigar. “A leap into Dr. Phil territory. You two sort this over a glass of wine sometime.”


  “Amen,” I said.


  “Amen to the sorting it out or to the change of subject?” she asked.


  “Both.”


  She snorted, shook her head, and stomped over to remove the remains of the crepe delivery service. During the process, she got in my face. “When will I see you again?”


  “Tonight,” Marcus interrupted. “My place. He’s leaving soon.”


  “Leaving? When?”


  “Tomorrow,” I said.


  “Why?”


  “He misses his boat.”


  “I miss home.”


  Irene gathered her things and walked off. At a distance she called over her shoulder. “What time, Marcus?”


  “Seven,” he called back.


  “Case.” I twisted and shared a straightforward look.


  “Thank you. From the bottom of my heart. Thank you.” She turned and headed toward her place.


  We sat silent, digesting the food and conversation. Cattle lowed below us, grazing. Another day, and I was blessed to be here.


  “A prime example of how detrimental your lifestyle is,” Marcus said. “A boat. Quite the attractant for a woman you’re interested in.”


  “Little early for the talk.”


  “No, it’s not. It might not work between the two of you, but you could at least try.”


  “I do try.”


  “Big-picture try. Commit to a lifestyle change.”


  “There’s the little issue of a bounty on my head.”


  “Mine too. But you don’t see me wandering all over hell’s half acre. In a leaky boat.”


  “Yeah, but you’re not dancing down Broadway, either.” I waved a hand across the vast expanse before us. “This is a pretty good hiding spot.”


  His voice changed. Low, sincere, without rancor. “I’m not hiding, Case. But you are.”


  I plucked a few dried grass stems, tied a knot, and thought of playing the Mom and CC card. A thought dismissed. It ran deeper than that.


  “Must be a helluva burden. Always being right.” I meant it.


  A soft chuckle replied. We sat in comfortable silence while he finished his cigar.


  “You want a ride back?”


  “No, thanks. Rather walk. Any departing advice?”


  Marcus pushed himself vertical, holding back another groan. “Yes. Make the phone call.”


  He walked away and left in his trace one of the two activities still on my plate. A call to the director of CIA operations. And I’d do it. After a visit to a lost brother.




  

  
Chapter 25
 Put a period at the end of the sentence. Call it good. A challenge when events such as last night’s ended. I chased away scumbuckets—injected true and palpable fear into their lives—but it floated in the maybe and might world. You could hope it did the trick. But hope lacked the emphatic vigor of a terminating bullet. Then again, I’d learned even death lacked a terminal point when someone you’ve killed was part of a tribe prone to retribution and revenge.


  A high hill on Marcus’s property offered a view of the Beartooth Mountains, distant and backdropped with shifting gray skies. The steepest sections of those high jagged peaks, well above tree line, had shed much of winter’s snow. Sun, avalanches—the exposed shadowed cathedrals lacked invitation or welcome. I appreciated their stoic nature, timeless, immune from the conflicted feelings we toted by the gunnysack. And I carried my fair share.


  Marcus had been right. Hiding. A less than appealing feature. Boat life. A good life. For a single man. I balanced thoughts of the passion with Irene last night, fiery and full-on. It was tainted on two fronts. Irene’s opening premise painted me a killer. A poor foundation for romance, which we had both ignored during the embrace. She may have owned a valid viewpoint, one that disturbed. I’d just cogitated the lack of finality with the latest endeavor. The latest mission. Not an attractive slice of Case Lee’s makeup.


  And there was the shadow, the conscious presence, of Rae. Rae Ellen Bonham. Loving and forgiving and gone. A shadow I resurrected during female encounters. She would have wanted me to move on. And I tried. Success came incrementally. It had been over four years since her murder. The blink of an eye when staring toward craggy peaks, distant and resolute.


  Another landscape view waited. I trekked over hills and through coulees, sagebrush scraping jeans. Melting remnants of last night’s sheen of snow. Mule deer bounded, bounced, from the ravines. They stopped, as always, before disappearing over a hill. Checked me, large ears on full alert. Then gone.


  A final rise and halfway down the hill. Below me a nondescript patch of bunchgrass prairie, pressed against the slope. Green sprigs poked up, soon thick, fresh grass. Deep below the surface lay two large SUVs. Marcus had dug the hole with his bulldozer last fall. Six Chechens were buried inside the vehicles. Bounty hunters. Marcus, Catch, and I nullified their birth certificates. And with them one lost blood brother. William Tecumseh Picket. Angel. A member of our Delta Force team. He’d brought the Chechens to help kill me. For twisted love or perverse association or wiring gone bad. Hard to say.


  Catch delivered the coup de grâce. Marcus and I failed at our attempts. Holder of the final executioner’s act held little import. Because there lay Angel. Deep under cold, cold ground. Marcus wouldn’t talk about it. Neither would Catch or Bo. A brother gone bad. Problem taken care of. Move on. I lacked their ability.


  I sat on the sloped ground, forearms rested on raised knees. A respite needed, and at times, strange. The morning passed in contemplation, meditation, and prayer. The world still, quiet but for the sound of cool air through sagebrush and across endless seas of grassland. Reflections, snippets of time past floated, came, and went. The good, the strange, the nonsensical. When I was eight and my best friend’s pet rabbit died. He asked me why. It lay at the bottom of its hutch, lifeless and limp. The time my mom snatched me up and danced with me in our Savannah kitchen. I yelled with glee. Dropping from a rope swing into a cool creek, other kids waiting their turn. Holding hands with Rae—an act simple and fulfilling. Life. Pools and ripples and streams. Not a lick of sense in much of it. But a thread, stainless steel, woven throughout. Love. It disappeared among the fabric, reemerged, glistened.


  That was one side of the ledger. On the other, cold ground. A brother buried. Problem resolved. But the period at the end of Angel’s personal sentence remained opaque.


  I said goodbye and walked away. The morning breeze increased and with it, chill. The sun wouldn’t make an appearance today. Marcus’s place came into view, smoke rising from the great-room chimney. A strange comfort, emotive and sharp, washed over me at the sight. Sanctuary, perhaps. Love and understanding waited, without doubt. And it triggered another keen pull for home.


  Jake delivered three barks, a general alarm, before he recognized me. He raced, slammed against my legs, and demanded affection. A full minute of intense scratches justified his technique, and I strolled into the ranch house. Steel thwacked wood as Marcus chopped veggies.


  “Stew tonight,” he said, and paused for a visual inspection. He could pick up on my physical and mental state with a glance. One helluva leader.


  “Want my help?”


  “And have you molest an otherwise culinary mountaintop? No, thanks. Fresh coffee in the pot.”


  I poured a mug and inspected the meat sizzling at the bottom of a large cast-iron pot. “Roadkill?”


  “Funny. It’s buffalo. Fine and tender and makes a stew that’ll curl you up like a baby.”


  Classic country played through speakers. He’d hum along with most tunes, attempt singing others.


  “You ever consider moving out of the 1970s? Music-wise?”


  He sipped coffee, one eyebrow raised. Without his Stetson and in the subdued light from the large windows, his hair showed more gray than expected. He wasn’t old, and it bothered me. A visual marker, unwelcome.


  “Oh, I could put on something more modern. Songs sung, ostensibly by actual men, as they whine about stubbing their toe. And how unfair it is.”


  “I hear NPR is looking for a music critic. You might give it some consideration.”


  He responded by singing along with Lyle Lovett’s version of “Brown Eyed Handsome Man” at a higher volume than usual. I laughed, shook my head, and announced, “A shower calls.”


  That afternoon the house filled with the aroma of simmering stew. Marcus donned work boots and prepared to check his cattle.


  “I’m making that call. And want to reassure you,” I said.


  He paused putting on his ranch coat. “Reassure me?”


  “Yeah. Calling the director.” Marilyn Townsend.


  “Don’t require reassuring.”


  “I’ll use my satellite phone. 128-bit encryption. She can’t trace it, find my number. Or location.”


  “Not my world. Yours.”


  “The point is she’ll never know where I’m calling from. No signal to track, nothing, nada.”


  “I have no interest in the Company, Case. And they have none in me. Again, your world. Not mine.”


  “Wanted you to know.”


  He finished buttoning his coat. “Now if it was the Chesapeake witch you were calling, I might be worried.” Jake shot through the dog door and waited for Marcus’s exit. It came soon enough.


  Jules. Jules of the Clubhouse. Although Marcus internalized the necessity for the CIA and its Delta Force hammer, he held no truck with murky clandestine waters. And Jules personified that ocean. A by-the-book guy, and I understood his perspective. My relationship with Jules added impetus to his admonitions for a career change.


  I sat on the edge of the outdoor porch, out of the wind and with excellent satellite connectivity. Took a breath and dialed her number. Two rings, then silence. She picked up but wouldn’t speak first.


  “Director. Case Lee.”


  A pause—perhaps a recording device switched on. “Mr. Lee. Good of you to call.”


  “I understand you wanted a chat.”


  “Yes.”


  Silence.


  “Let’s start with my people are not to be abused.” She was pissed over my handling of her Hood River messengers. I remained quiet.


  “Am I crystal clear on that?”


  “I don’t appreciate your people operating on domestic turf.”


  “Not operating, Mr. Lee. Delivering a message. Tell me you do understand the difference.”


  I plowed ahead. Semantics wouldn’t dilute this conversation. “You’re a busy person. Let’s get to the subject du jour.”


  Marilyn Townsend defined no-nonsense. But her straightforward manner, appreciated in the day, no longer held sway. In it but not of it—a point I would emphasize while referencing recent Company operations. Operations that starred yours truly as the dangling puppet. The subject of this call, as she was well aware.


  “Papua New Guinea,” she said.


  “Not like this. Face-to-face.”


  I’d have my say with the director, in person. Under my rules, not hers. Conversation that afforded reads and nuances unattainable over the phone. She paused. I waited.


  “Fine. When and where?”


  “I’ll call day after tomorrow.”


  She hung up.


  Marcus built a substantial fire in the great-room’s fireplace that night. Miriam brought over a couple of board games and blackberry cobbler. Irene contributed fresh bread and two bottles of wine. We sat on the floor around the room’s low plank-wood table, eating stew from thick porcelain bowls and playing Scrabble. The fire popped, conversation and wine flowed, the atmosphere fine and warm and old-shoe comfortable.


  “Fine stew,” I said. “Better than good.”


  “Can you believe a man so good looking also cooks?” Miriam asked. “Now if we could take the edge off all his levelheadedness.”


  “Good luck with that,” I said.


  Marcus ignored us and focused his attention toward the game. The sudden absence of new neighbors was broached early.


  “Glad you handled it, Case,” Miriam said. “Don’t need the gory details, but glad it was you.”


  “One of those things,” I said. “Over and done.”


  “Pretty sure Marcus would have taken them down. Permanently. Dug a hole and buried their butts,” she said.


  Marcus and I shared a glance. No one outside of Marcus, Bo, Catch, and I knew of the six Chechens and Angel’s final disposition.


  “Especially when I heard how they attacked you, Irene,” Miriam continued.


  “Is aktat a word?” Marcus asked.


  I checked Merriam-Webster on his tablet computer. “Nope.”


  “One good thing came out of it,” Irene said. “All these years and I’d never met evil close up. Now I know.”


  “How about botryoid?” Marcus asked, spelling it for me.


  “Doubt it,” I said.


  “Would you look it up?”


  I did. A legitimate word. Resembling a cluster of grapes. “How did you know that?”


  “You’re not the only man of mystery at this table.”


  “Did you get hurt, Case?” Miriam asked. “Last night?”


  “I’m fine.”


  Miriam’s dog scooted closer to the low table, nose extended. “Oh, I wish you would, Dity,” Miriam said, her voice low and threatening. Dity eased back on her haunches. The dog made a quick check of Miriam’s face and confirmed the seriousness of her tone.


  “When are you not fine?” Irene asked. She pushed her bowl aside and turned the Scrabble board for a better-suited angle.


  When I think of death, Irene. And the fragility of life. And my too-often active hand in the whole damn thing. “Pretty even-keeled most of the time.”


  “Forget it, Irene. With these two, you might as well talk to a cottonwood stump about emotions,” Miriam said.


  We ate the cobbler with vanilla ice cream and followed it with brandy and coffee. Marcus and Miriam said good-night and wandered off together. Irene yawned and said, “I better get going as well.”


  “I’ll walk you out.”


  Driveway gravel crunched, and whiffs of fireplace smoke drifted. The moment held the potential of awkward and weird, but neither of us went there.


  “So I won’t see you for a couple of months,” Irene said, taking both my hands.


  “That’s likely.”


  “I’m glad we stopped last night. On the couch.”


  “Me too.”


  “It would have made this ‘parting is such sweet sorrow’ business very uncomfortable.”


  “Yes, it would.”


  “So a couple of things before the final Titanic passionate kiss.”


  “Okay.”


  She started, stopped, half smiled, and continued. “You’re very good looking. The whole rugged thing works. So there’s that.”


  “You’re not too shabby in the looks department, Ms. Collins.”


  “No quid pro quo expected with my statement.”


  “None given.”


  She laughed. “And I’m not afraid of you anymore. I don’t mean physically. Afraid of the type of man you are. You may remember my little soliloquy this morning.”


  “Do indeed. And well done, you.” I meant it. A sea change of perspective, with Case no longer the stone-cold killer, waiting to explode. Although I doubted she’d finished crossing that river.


  “And you’ve got a way about you. Appealing, I think. I’m still analyzing it.”


  “Ditto.”


  We both laughed.


  “And part of your appeal—and I’m just being honest—is there aren’t exactly a lot of men here in the middle of nowhere.”


  “A fair statement.”


  “An observation highlighted during my last LA trip. It was almost weird with so many men around.”


  “I suppose.”


  “You don’t suppose jack, mister.” She carried a half smile, at best. “You listen, but I don’t know what you think. Other than there’s the Case Lee path, and then there’s everyone else.”


  “Bit harsh.”


  “I’m not saying it’s self-centered or egotistical. But you’ve adopted a strange road in life.”


  “No disagreement here.”


  She looked away, still holding both hands, twisting her head toward an overcast night sky. Jake’s dog tags rattled. He’d followed us and sat in the midst of a good hind-foot-on-ear scratch.


  “So when is that going to change?” She locked eyes with me and shifted closer.


  “Working on it.”


  “Work harder.”


  “Sometimes life calls the shots.”


  “Is this your metaphysical side talking?”


  “You ought to meet my friend Bo. I pale in comparison.” Mentioning Bo caused a grin. I couldn’t help it.


  “I’m serious.”


  “I know. Me too. And I’d like seeing you next time I pass through.”


  “How appealing. Passing through.”


  “I’m not moving to Montana, Irene.”


  “I know.” She looked away again.


  “I like our chats over the phone.” I did. Irregular, but grounded and honest and welcome.


  “So we leave it at that.” She turned back. “Visits, phone calls. We could both do better.”


  “You could. Don’t know about me.”


  She initiated the kiss. Long, lingering, with a hint of sadness. There were no further words as she climbed into her pickup. A final wave. How final I couldn’t tell.


  

  
Chapter 26
 I landed in Norfolk, Virginia, late evening. Billings, Dallas, Norfolk—geographically roundabout and the shortest trip. Go figure. I instructed the Uber driver to drop me off at a location several industrial blocks from the Ace of Spades, moored in Chesapeake. I prefer Uber. It afforded me a front passenger seat and a nondescript vehicle. The seating came with a side-view mirror, which I adjusted to capture following traffic. No longer the big skies of out west, I now traveled through turf filled with players, espionage, and threats. Unarmed, the airport-to-Ace leg kept the danger meter at a healthy level of paranoia.


  Eating miles of lonely road toward the Billings airport, Marcus and I joked, told tales of past acquaintances, and contemplated future plans. I promised a return trip when summer showed. And twisted his arm, again, about taking a break with me on the Ace. We didn’t mention Irene—a relationship and connection placed in a mutual mental drawer, revisited down the road.


  “What’s next?” he asked, dropping me off at the terminal.


  “Cruise. Visit Mom and CC.”


  “And the next job?”


  “Up to the infamous gnomes of Zurich.”


  “Any thoughts on a gumshoe gig? Stateside?”


  “Cheating spouses, tax evasion?”


  “More low-key investigating. Information gathered in benign settings.”


  “And miss out on flying arrows? Are you nuts?”


  “You’re an idiot.”


  “No argument here.” We laughed, shook hands, and waved sad goodbyes. I missed him before he pulled away.


  The old industrial area of Chesapeake held little traffic this late at night. We hadn’t been followed. The Uber driver, a nice lady earning extra bucks for her kid’s education, expressed concern at my drop-off spot.


  “There’s nothing here.”


  “It’s all right.”


  “You sure? Not a great part of town.”


  “I’m sure. Thanks.” I slipped her a twenty, an extra tip.


  Rucksack slung over my back, I sought the darkest portions of the street and maneuvered toward the small set of docks tucked behind a run-down warehouse. I scaled a chain-link fence and worked along the warehouse side, through weeds and junk and broken glass. And waited. The Elizabeth River, wide and slow, reflected moonlight.


  A couple of dozen boat slips held recreational cruisers, river workboats, several small sailboats. And the Ace of Spades. Home. She tugged with the breeze against the securing lines. Her wooden hull a throwback among the fiberglass and aluminum hulls occupying the other slips. A future paint job awaited, along with minor repairs. But the Ace took me from point to point without fail, cruising at a sedate twelve knots. Reliability trumped appearance, every time.


  Two overhead pier lights cast dim circles. The intermittent breeze pulled the vessels against their tie-ups. Ropes creaked, joining the soft thuds of boat bumpers against slip dividers. The air held river water with a hint of estuarial life. And diesel and creosote and aged metallic junk spread across the warehouse alley.


  Fifteen minutes later I passed under one of the lights and boarded home base. The trip wires and preventative measures were untouched. My flashlight lit the belowdecks interior and engine space. All clean. I checked the foredeck. The heirloom tomato plants, purchased at a farmer’s market, had been watered as requested. The patched and dilapidated recliner under the foredeck tarp beckoned, as did a Grey Goose cocktail. But first things first.


  The Glock pistol was retrieved and tucked into jeans. I also brought the AR-15 assault rifle up to the wheelhouse. The windows of the small wheelhouse were bulletproof. During a hot-fire situation, it made for a helluva Alamo. I perched in the wheelhouse, poured a drink, and scanned the area. The paranoia lowered, along with my blood pressure.


  Two items remained before putting a bow on the PNG gig and cruising the Ditch. Jules of the Clubhouse, and the director of clandestine operations. I’d contacted Jules via the deep web earlier and requested a meeting tomorrow, any time before late afternoon. At her convenience. She hadn’t replied. Yet. You never knew with Jules.


  And I’d call and set up a meeting with Marilyn Townsend for tomorrow night. Francis Scott Key Park in Georgetown. A tiny memorial park near the heart of DC and not far from Langley. Little visited, it offered a small island of seclusion and plenty of positions for her security detail. And nearby parking spots—available at night—assured Marilyn wouldn’t have a long walk. She’d taken a bullet at some point in her career and walked with a cane. None of us in Delta knew the backstory and never would.


  Jules first, a conscious decision. An attempt at gaining insights for the Townsend conversation. And capture any relevant information she might share, or sell, that pertained to keeping Case Lee vertical and breathing.


  Morning brought a sense of normalcy. Workboats fired, their diesel engines rumbling. Life on the river began early. Forklifts worked nearby warehouses, eighteen-wheelers rattled down industrial roads. Gulls squawked, wings locked with the breeze. A glorious spring morning, with a hint of arriving warmth. I fired the old foredeck two-burner propane unit and made coffee. Workboats moved into the river, crews waved, and their wakes brought a languid bob on board the Ace. Life was good.


  I checked the deep web. Jules had started her day. The message read Two o’clock. Her usual succinct style with electronic communiqués. Good. Now Townsend. Coffee poured, I settled in the foredeck lounger, the throne. She answered after two rings.


  “Director, Case Lee.”


  “Might I assume you are in the area?”


  I hated such stuff first thing in the morning. A legitimate question, perhaps. Or the Company network may have alerted her last night. Facial recognition software could have spotted me at the Norfolk airport. In which case she knew perfectly well I was in the area.


  “I hope this evening is convenient for you, Director.”


  She remained silent. Tradecraft, working me. Jeez, too early in the day for this BS.


  “I’m leaving town tomorrow morning,” I continued.


  A true statement. The Ace and I headed south twenty-four hours from now. Adios, Spookville. Hello, Ditch life.


  “Tonight is acceptable.”


  “Francis Scott Key Park. Eight.”


  “How clandestine. Wouldn’t you prefer a nice establishment nearby?”


  No, I wouldn’t. Too many people, too much opportunity for one of her agents to get close. Outdoors, a quiet place, my turf.


  “I’d prefer the park.”


  Silence. I waited her out.


  “Fine. I look forward to it, Mr. Lee.”


  “As do I, Director.”


  She hung up.


  I spent the a.m. futzing on the Ace, fired the engine, and checked marine functions. Took Uber to the nearest grocery store and bought provisions, including a bag of black licorice—Jules’s favorite. A quick shower, sandwich, and off for the Clubhouse.


  A forty-five minute walk, well needed. It cleared my head and loosened muscles. I carried a money clip of Benjamins, licorice, and the Glock. No electronic devices were allowed in the Clubhouse. Breaking that rule brought consequences of the fed-to-the-pigs kind.


  My usual Clubhouse trips included index cards with transactional information handwritten. Trading cards, Clubhouse poker, for substantial bucks. The actual monetary amount always nebulous as she kept track on an old wooden abacus. The final tally was delivered at the end of the meeting. No arguments allowed.


  Jules exchanged information with two formats, both in person. Either oral as we spoke across her old desk or handwritten. She was adamant about the index cards and not some other form of hard copy. Her Clubhouse, her rules. The oh-so-brief deep web messages from her—rare—were kept cryptic. She didn’t trust electronic communications. Her skepticism and caution kept her alive for years, and Jules wasn’t about to change. I intended oral transactions.


  “A simple and honest broker of information,” she’d often described herself. I supposed she was honest—with fog and obfuscation wafted about, covering unknowns or details she chose not to reveal. Simple, however, she wasn’t. Of indeterminate age and origin, Jules serviced a variety of clientele. Clandestine government and military services, industrial spies, and the likes of yours truly. For whatever reason, she held a soft spot for me. I think.


  The run-down neighborhood showed little improvement approaching the Filipino dry cleaners. I slowed and ensured no patrons occupied the downstairs business. The bells tied around the inside door handle rang as I entered, greeted with noncommittal stares. A successful small business, the dry cleaning establishment held an advantage over competitors. They worked rent-free in exchange for certain moonlighting endeavors required of their upstairs patron. One of which consisted of cleaning up the mess after the building’s owner blew someone away. You wanted to remain on Jules’s good side.


  The Glock was laid on the counter. Other hands covered it with nearby articles of clothing. The woman behind the counter expressed no emotion. I’d retrieve the weapon when I left. Her expression wouldn’t change.


  A nondescript door opened to stairs, leading upward. At the landing above me, a small window and the sole source of light. Each step brought a wooden squeak, and I’d attempted altering my footsteps over the years to avoid the noise. Without luck. A steel door at the top waited. 


  I considered allergies, a big deal. Jules was afflicted and held her sneezes in. At each held-in jerk of her body, she snatched the double-barrel sawed-off shotgun off the desk. A defensive posture during a spit second of vulnerability. Bad enough during a normal Clubhouse sit-down. But she greeted everyone, including me, with the weapon pointed our way. And I’d yet to experience what happened when a sneeze manifested during the walk-in segment of the meeting, her finger on the trigger. An experience best avoided.


  Two knocks, an electronic buzz, and the door unlocked with a clang. Large twin barrels stared at me. Jules smiled, face against the wooden stock of the weapon. Her usual latex finger covers—preventing the spread of fingerprints—were absent. A change. Closer inspection showed a dried glisten, highlighted by the harsh light from the desk lamp. She’d dipped her fingertips in a form of sealant. No allergic reactions presented. An auspicious start.


  

  
Chapter 27
 “Turn, dear. Turn and present my own private Ahab.”


  I did. A pirouette of sorts. One hand held the money clip, the other, licorice. The allegory of chasing the white whale wasn’t lost on me.


  “Thank you,” she continued. “Now sit, sit.”


  She signaled with the shotgun’s barrel toward one of two wooden chairs. The door closed, the electronic lock clacked, and I tossed the licorice on her desktop. It slid across worn wood and stopped short of the ever-present embedded KA-BAR knife.


  “How you doing, Jules?”


  Her appearance hadn’t changed. Short-cropped hair, ragged, with clear signs of a DIY haircut. The black eye-patch band hid among the thatch.


  “Borderline marvelous. A condition, I hasten to add, enhanced by a possibility.”


  “Tell me.”


  “A possibility the little package of goodness so cavalierly tossed my way is, in fact, for me.”


  Her good eye crinkled with humor or anticipation or a spiderlike assessment of me. You never knew with Jules.


  “All yours.”


  She cackled and slid the top of the cellophane against the vertical knife blade. A light touch, the package opened, the tool razor sharp.


  “You are a dear boy. Goodness!”


  A piece of the candy popped home, she leaned back. Her old office chair squeaked.


  “I’m a simple man. And appreciate simple pleasures, even when they aren’t mine.”


  “Hmm.” She sucked and chewed and viewed me, silent.


  The old Casablanca movie poster—her lone decorative piece—gone. Its former spot on the steel wall now occupied by a Cirque du Soleil poster, acrobats balanced. The chain-pull overhead bulb reflected off its surface. A steel cabinet, closed, rounded out the usual decor.


  “You’ve redecorated.”


  “A French motif. If nothing else, they do tend to put on a marvelous show.”


  “I’ve heard.”


  “And have you heard, dear, of the swirl around your latest little adventure?”


  “Gears turn.”


  She cackled again. “I shall consume one more.” She plucked another licorice. “And hold the remaining in reserve. You failed to bring information.”


  No index cards. She had, of course, noticed.


  “I’d prefer an oral transaction.”


  Chewing, she said, “Fine, fine. But first, allow me to ask of you. Are you well?”


  “Very well. Thank you.”


  She opened a desk drawer and removed a thin black cigar. Then placed the sealed end against the KA-BAR’s blade.


  “And no physiological tokens of your little jungle jaunt?” she asked.


  She would twirl the cigar against the blade and cut off the sealed end. Eventually. But she waited, one eagle eye drilling. A test, perhaps, of my truthfulness. Word of my injury may have hit the Clubhouse. Or she made a high-odds guess I carried remnants of the job. Few of my gigs failed to extract their pound of flesh. Either way, an exercise displaying her prescient skill set. A “nothing escapes Jules” statement. Fine.


  “Arrow. Upper chest. It’s healing.”


  The cigar twirled and the end fell on the desktop. Jules fished in the top pocket of her shirt for a kitchen match and fired it on the arm of her chair. Her eye never left me during the process. Smoke blew toward the ceiling, her head cocked.


  “I shall issue a statement,” she said. “One which will cause your testosterone hackles to flare.”


  “I’ll limit the chest thumping. For obvious reasons.”


  “A few years ago that wouldn’t have happened.” She pointed the cigar toward my chest. “The unfortunate meeting of an arrow midflight.”


  “Okay.”


  “Age. An element of our existence we must all abide.”


  “So I’m not as spry as I once was. Not a big deal.”


  “A substantial deal when one’s occupation involves sharp flying objects. Or blunt ones.”


  She meant bullets. Another variant of the talk, delivered this time by Jules of the Clubhouse.


  “Let’s talk about those turning gears.”


  She held the stare beyond my comfort level, then lifted the old wooden abacus and sent the black balls sliding against the upper railings. The store was open.


  “Fine, dear. Fine.”


  “So what’d you hear prompting that ‘gears turn’ message?”


  “A tingling on the network. Nothing definitive, as is so often the case.”


  “Who sent the vibration?”


  “Out of bounds.” Eye hard, she puffed the cigar and waited. She wouldn’t reveal the source.


  I stretched neck muscles. An unseen vent hummed cool air. It was time for brass tacks after hitting her brick wall.


  “I was played.”


  “Ah.” She sat up straight and slid the licorice into another drawer, all ears. “And the culprit?”


  “The Company.”


  “Ah.” She placed the cigar on the edge of the desk. “And might I interest you in edifying this poor creature of such a tale?”


  I did. All of it. She smiled, smirked, laughed, and shook her head. Folly, writ large, and she reveled in it.


  “This boat driver. Does he have a name and contact information?”


  She’d capture marketable information, write it down on index cards after I left, and resell it. The Clubhouse business model, and I didn’t begrudge her questions. Plus, it added credit for my account.


  “Babe Cox. No contact other than at the Kiunga docks. Or on the river.”


  “A reliable gentleman? Any weaknesses?”


  She’d tack personal vulnerabilities onto the name as added saleable value.


  “A peculiar gentleman. As for weaknesses, betel nut and personal hygiene.”


  “You just described large swaths of that part of the world.”


  “He keeps a pet jungle wallaby. On the boat.”


  She waved a dismissive hand, a prompt to continue toward the heart of my excursion. I described the four gold camps.


  “Serious efforts,” I said, wrapping up the gold camp portion of the trip. “Intrigue aside, these people were after gold. Billions of dollars’ worth. As you and I discussed at our last meeting.”


  “As per our disappeared geologist. How strange.”


  She’d heard something, a tingling or whisper. Something regarding the geologist. I didn’t expect elaboration.


  “Strange or not, they are expending considerable energy toward discovery. Even the Indonesians—clearly neophytes at the gold-finding game.”


  “Our little band of miscreants?”


  “Miscreants?”


  “Jemaah Islamiyah, so I’ve heard. You do rub elbows with undesirable crowds, dear.”


  “Not by choice.”


  I hadn’t said anything about them as members of JI. Yet she knew.


  “And what is this about a sponsor?”


  Man, she had a network.


  “Yeah. They have a sponsor. A gold partner.”


  She plucked the cigar off the desktop, tilted her head, and eyeballed me, pondering.


  “Are we sure, Lord Jim, the two are the same?”


  “The sponsor and gold partner? Why wouldn’t they be?”


  “A thought. Ruminations from afar. Possibilities dangle.”


  Wrapping my head around her fog and misdirection mind-set led nowhere. A whirling drain, and I shifted, the chair uncomfortable.


  “Then a river trip back. Spy central. Kiunga,” I said, leaving dangling possibilities behind.


  “But not before a brief pause to engage the native population. Your cultural integration skills would appear in need of improvement.” She chuckled, referencing the arrow I caught.


  “Well, they refused my offer of beer and barbeque.”


  “How inhospitable of them. Now, Kiunga. Tell me all about it, dear.”


  I did. She focused, intent, and logged marketable data.


  “Oh, to have been a fly on the wall in that poor town,” she said. “Intrigue galore, peacocks strutting in disguise. Oh my!” She laughed and shook her head.


  In the midst of the telling I paused, raised an eyebrow, and lifted a chin toward the abacus. I fed her solid information. The Clubhouse, a place of business. She scowled.


  “To interrupt our little tête-à-tête with such considerations!”


  I smiled. She flicked several balls down wooden railings, the clack loud, irritated.


  “Infatuation with filthy lucre reduces your personal appeal. Now continue.”


  She assumed her listening posture and relit the cigar. The burnt sulfur of the kitchen match overrode cigar tobacco. Mercy, she was a piece of work. I continued detailing my experience.


  “Such a weird environment. Surrounded by spooks of every stripe.”


  “The game was afoot. To be expected. Gold, terrorists, an isolated place. A warm and inviting petri dish of intrigue.”


  “And then finding out the Company played me.”


  “This warrior companion of yours. The fierce tribesman. Did you return with him?”


  “No. And what the hell does that have to do with anything?”


  “Joyous musings, nothing more.”


  “I got played, Jules.”


  “Stop emanating shocked hurt, dear. Unbeknownst to you, you were hired by the Company. An occupational hazard.”


  “Did you know about it? Before I left?”


  She smiled, puffed, blew smoke. And remained silent. Another brick wall and possible BS on her part. She sat as a Cheshire cat. Welcome to the Clubhouse. I plowed ahead, intent on finishing the informational dump and hoped for return information pertaining to a specific aspect of my personal well-being. The staying alive aspect.


  “Abbie Rice,” I said. “Met me in Port Moresby.” She knew of Abbie after my Suriname job debrief.


  “How is she?”


  “Fine. I suppose. The Company had grand plans. Team with JI. Swim upstream and infiltrate their organization. Stupid.”


  “It’s what they and the others do.”


  “So any idea who teamed with JI?” I teetered at the edge of her dangling possibilities but sought the core player. It irritated—the grit in my personal oyster. I sought closure—a final period at the end of the New Guinea job.


  “No. I don’t.”


  I believed her. Knowledge of that relationship offered little value for me, other than filling an informational void. She had little to lose sharing and would gain a reduction in the monetary credit she owed me.


  “But I do have one tidbit for you,” she continued. “Blowback and vengeful memories. A Slavic mind-set.”


  “Okay.”


  “You will want to avoid Russians, dear. Your Suriname engagement. They remain quite bitter.”


  Her cigar hand flicked an abacus ball upward. Her eye never left mine.


  “Appreciate the information.” I did. If the Russians remained big-time pissed at me—insignificant me—I’d avoid interactions with them down the road.


  “And a corollary to that little tidbit—perhaps—is one other item of interest.”


  “Okay.”


  “You were made in Kiunga, dear. Unfortunate, truly. But a reality.”


  “Who?”


  “Unknown. But word filters, signals sent.”


  “I was already made by the Company.” Straws grasped, useless.


  “Not the Company,” she said, her voice empathetic. “Another player.”


  ID’d in PNG. Mr. Man of Hidden Identity, exposed. Surreptitious photos taken, zipped, sent off. Facial recognition software utilized. Man, I’d like to know who did it.


  Another abacus ball slid up a rail. “Brush away discouragement, Sherlock. Those people have their ways. And consider. You meandered among a virtual cavalcade of spies. Not an unexpected development.”


  So the Chinese or Russians or Brits ID’d me. And given the other wandering players—hotel owners, salesmen, waitstaff—it could have been the Israelis, French, Germans, or God knows who. I washed in resignation and committed to leave it, the whole mess. With one final encounter to set that expectation. Marilyn Townsend. I tossed tonight’s meeting on the table.


  “I’m meeting with the director of clandestine operations. Tonight.”


  “Again, not an unexpected event.” But something else spoke—her tone and body language indicated irritation or hackles of the possessive variety. “Just remember. You engage along different avenues.”


  The CIA was a client of Jules’s. That wouldn’t change. But the Company procured particulars—provisioning was outside their realm. A one-way street.


  I was a paying client as well, but one who also delivered information. I fed the Clubhouse. Jules considered me her source, her contact. The meeting tonight with the director held earmarks of encroachment on Clubhouse turf.


  “And tonight I’ll let her know I’m not part of their game,” I said.


  “A wise strategy.”


  “And don’t appreciate being played.”


  “A considered approach, dear.”


  Our meeting was over. Time to move on, rent a car, and make the three-hour DC drive. Close the New Guinea job down. I stood.


  “Well, I’m off. And hope our communications continue.”


  The cryptic nature of “gears turn” aside, her messages provided warnings, extra awareness. They helped.


  “You maintain a substantial credit,” she said. “I shall endeavor a reduction of such.” She smiled.


  “I appreciate those little missives. Look forward to them.”


  I gripped the door handle and waited for the release click of the electronic lock. The Clubhouse ledger still tilted in my direction. The amount, unknown. Jules drove home a final point.


  “And do remember. She is not of our tribe. The director.”


  I nodded back.


  “She does not regard you as I do.”


  “I know.”


  “She will endeavor to recruit you.”


  “Not sure about that.”


  “Don’t you see? A level of separation. Not one of them, yet doing their bidding.”


  I sighed and shook my head.


  “Not a chance, Jules. Through with that.”


  She smiled and pressed a hidden button. The door lock clicked.


  “You are a dear boy. Do watch your back. Always.”


  I tried. Mercy, I tried.


  

  
Chapter 28
 The Francis Scott Key Memorial Park lacked nighttime tourists. The dark figures sprinkled across the postage stamp–size park—each armed and paranoid—were positioned to protect the world’s most powerful spy. A warm night, and traffic noise from the Georgetown area drifted across the scene. Spookville, with the head spook resident.


  Two CIA officers stood sentinel at my approach. The slight bulge of submachine guns under jackets and a disapproving stance defined their silhouettes. Muted pathway lighting led through a small garden and a bust of Francis Scott Key. I’d find Marilyn Townsend on one of the benches near the wisteria-draped limestone pergola at the center of the park.


  As I approached, one of the Company officers held up a hand. Stop. I did, five paces away.


  “Lee?” he asked, voice low.


  “Yeah.”


  “Pat down.”


  “Not going to happen.”


  A ten-second stare down ensued. A car horn beeped from nearby traffic; pedestrian voices called from M Street. The officer’s job—protect the global spy world’s biggest fish. But she’d asked for this meeting, and it would take place on my terms. The Glock stayed with me, Case Lee, private citizen.


  Then he spoke, low and unclear, into his lapel. The coiled earpiece wire discernable in the faint light, he waited for a response. His message sent to an officer near Townsend, who would relay it to her. Several seconds later he gave a tight, angry head nod toward the garden path. He and I wouldn’t exchange Christmas cards.


  Twenty-five paces into the garden area and there she sat, the wooden cane propped alongside her. Marilyn Townsend was a fighter. I’d put good money the walking cane was weaponized.


  “Director. Good to see you.”


  “And you, Mr. Lee. Forgive me if I don’t stand.”


  Neither of us offered a handshake.


  “No problem. What is a problem is him.”


  I head-signaled toward a flower bed behind her, occupied by one of her people. He’d be at my back when I sat. That wouldn’t do.


  “How melodramatic,” she said, and signaled the officer. He shifted position over toward the walkway. I sat.


  “Coffee?” she continued. “It’s quite good.”


  A thermos and two Styrofoam cups occupied the bench space between us. One of them gave off steam.


  “No, thanks.”


  I wouldn’t eat or drink anything her cadre had touched. My own personal paranoia, maybe, but sound tactics. You never knew.


  She shrugged, sipped from her cup, and said, “A fresh start, you and I. Do you agree?”


  “Okay.”


  “A fresh start where you overcome misguided hurt feelings.”


  “Where I overcome being played like a puppet.”


  “And a fresh start whereby I no longer hold you responsible for the abuse of my people.”


  Hood River and her messenger boys.


  “Played like a puppet, Director.”


  “A matter of discussion. Without rancor. Are you capable of that?”


  She sipped coffee. She still wore her now-gray hair short, and this meeting showed no sign of breaking tradition of her never cracking a smile, much less a laugh. I knew nothing of her family, marital status, friends. Rumor had it she was a gold-star cribbage player. The sum total of my Marilyn Townsend knowledge base.


  “Without rancor, yes. Not without expressing my position on the matter.”


  “Understood.” She took another sip. The repositioned officer to my right maintained a stone stature and stare. “Our starting point. Your latest mission.”


  “Not a mission. A job. A contract.”


  “A contract under our auspices. Therefore a mission.”


  I smiled and stared at the bust of Key. If you chose someone to head your clandestine services, you’d pick a person of Marilyn’s ilk. Laser focused, a hard-ass. I shook my head. The smile remained.


  “I wasn’t aware humor had entered our conversation,” she said.


  I straightened up, got serious.


  “I was played, Director. I don’t appreciate it.”


  “A mission best performed without your knowledge of the details. I believe Officer Rice debriefed you on strategy.”


  “Did she debrief you about the price on my head?”


  A marker laid early. A potential leverage point. Or not.


  “We have no knowledge of the funding source, Mr. Lee.”


  A possible lie. She may have known who funded the bounty but kept the information as a carrot, dangling in front of her mule. Not an ounce of quid pro quo was evidenced with the director. The curtain began to fall on this entire peculiar play. A strange assignment’s final act. An act with one-way-street indicators. The Company Street.


  “Can we skip to the bottom line?” I asked.


  “Your version. I have my own.”


  “Fair enough. I’m a contractor. Private investigator. I don’t participate in Company endeavors. Period.”


  “Now my version. This world is a dangerous place. More than you will ever know.”


  She detailed the state of terror around the globe. I absorbed it as I would an interesting lecture. No personal buy-in, no fascination, no thrill at the inside scoop.


  “JI, or Jemaah Islamiyah, is part of a larger fabric. One draped across the world. We’ve confirmed JI has ties to Al Qaeda, ISIL, and others. Ties, not partnerships or coordinated efforts. They are associated as the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”


  “Got it.”


  “In some ways they despise each other. But their overarching position remains the same. Destruction of their common hated enemy. Western civilization.”


  “Good luck with that.”


  “Not a minor thing, Mr. Lee. A bit of an absurdity on its face, I would admit. But the attacks, the violence, are real and present. And it is these actions we must stop.”


  “You’ve tossed me in the ‘we’ category. That would be wrong.”


  She ignored my statement. “And JI is of particular interest. No clandestine service has inroads into their organization.”


  “Like you do Al Qaeda and ISIL.”


  She stared, didn’t deign an answer, and poured herself more coffee. A CIA officer stepped forward to assist. She waved him off. The officer’s movement caused three others within sight to shift, prepared. Then they returned to scanning the immediate area.


  “You represent a valued asset,” she said.


  “Not interested.”


  She ignored me, played her hand, while Jules’s words echoed.


  “A contractor. No Company ties. Working alone.”


  “You’ve got Delta.”


  “True. But for more extreme missions. Missions with direct organizational ties.”


  “Fine.”


  “You, on the other hand, offer separation. A solo player, a private contractor. A large advantage.”


  “No, thanks. I’m plain vanilla now.”


  “We’d like you back in Kiunga.” She plowed forward, a person very used to getting her way. “Use our Australian mining partner as cover. Reengage JI.”


  “You’ve read my Global Resolutions report. Remember them? The outfit you went through to play me?”


  She sipped coffee, blinked once, and stared.


  “And you’re aware someone got to JI first,” I continued. “A working partner.”


  “A higher bid will work wonders. You intimated as much in your report. They are cash-strapped. Cashed-strapped terrorists.”


  “I’m not going back. I’m going home. And hope my next gig involves chasing stolen heirlooms for a wealthy Swiss family.”


  “We will, of course, pay a premium rate for your services.”


  She fired on all cylinders. A sense of mission, working for the Company, money.


  “Or maybe chase down a pirated yacht for a Silicon Valley billionaire.”


  She ignored my statements, again, and collected her coffee cups and thermos.


  “Do give my words thought, Mr. Lee. The larger picture.”


  “I will. And do give thought to not requesting my services again, Director.”


  “We are intertwined. Separation may not be possible.”


  A threat? Remnant glue as our talk ended? Hard to say. But plenty uncomfortable.


  She signaled the nearest officer. He swept in and helped her up, then collected the thermos and cups. I stood and placed a hand at my waist, the Glock nearby. She gripped her cane and poked the ground twice as if checking its functionality. An affectation, a signal for her people, or a loading mechanism for the cane’s hidden weapon. I’d never know.


  Townsend made a few final adjustments and turned toward the park’s exit path.


  “And I do not care for the flippant responses, Mr. Lee. This is serious business.”


  “I know it is. But it’s not my business.”


  She stopped her turn.


  “We shall see. There is one last thing.”


  “Promise?”


  A smart-ass answer, but she’d rolled over me with the weight of head spook. And a heavy dash of big-picture superiority.


  “No. But you have my contact number. I would appreciate yours.”


  A curt statement, more a demand than request. I could have refused, walked away. But I provided the encrypted number, and she entered it into her phone. A parting gesture, goodwill. Parting on terms that may not have been ‘hail fellow well met’ but weren’t acrimonious. I’d had my say. She’d had hers.


  As the security detail corralled Townsend out of the park, I circled wide and walked through landscape foliage. Watched from the darkest of shadows until they departed. I waited, silent, for fifteen minutes. Ensured they hadn’t left anyone to kiss Case Lee a goodbye. Helluva way to live.


  

  
Chapter 29
 Home. The Ace’s diesel engine chugged its blue-collar rhythm, a slight sway delivered by the wakes of passing workboats. A northeastern breeze ruffled papers strewn about the wheelhouse. I seldom traveled at night, but a collected air of intrigue and manipulation and worldviews through an opaque lens propelled me south. Move, slide away, disappear. Slip into the world of sedate movement, slow-paced life, and friendly waves from tiny hamlets along the Ditch. Home.


  Down the Elizabeth River and into Currituck Sound, Albemarle Sound, rivers and dug canals, headed south. Meandering past the small villages, stopping when and where I wished. Charleston, Mom, and CC were my sole destination.


  I traveled the entire night and day after departing Chesapeake. Escape. There were plenty of downsides and inferences for such a word, but tack those on someone else. My near-term life path lay ahead, marked with buoys, bridges, and a slowed-down clock.


  I tied up in an unnamed slough once deep into North Carolina and occupied the foredeck throne. Checked messages with the companions of Grey Goose and the nocturnal sounds of insects and aquatic splashes. Stars were flung by the bushel full overhead, the cool of a springtime night.


  I messaged Mom and let her know of my expected arrival in three days. Ample time for her to line up the next potential life partner for her son. Those thoughts brought a big smile, a lifted glass for the world’s greatest mom, and a whispered “thank you” to the infinite space over my head.


  A message from Marcus. “Believe I never said thank you for cleaning up that mess. Thank you. Now get your butt back here. Soon.”


  “Case Lee Pest Removal Service,” I replied. “Available twenty-four seven.”


  Catch dropped a line. “Bo split. Don’t know where. The moron won’t reply to messages. You try.”


  I did. “Where’d you land?” I asked. “Enquiring minds want to know.”


  I didn’t receive a response, either. Bo being Bo.


  Time passed. Time hitched to rhythms of sun, tides, wind, and the low growl of the Ace’s engine. I’d overnight at hidden spots or dock at Ditch hamlets. Procure food and fuel. Visit the lone bar, share a drink with a couple of locals. Pass miles of moss-draped oaks lining isolated stretches. Time on the Intracoastal Waterway. Ditch life.


  I dropped into Charleston harbor on the appointed day and docked at a regular out-of-the-way pier. Mom called as I secured the Ace, informing me that we would grill burgers for lunch. “We” consisted of Mom, CC, Mr. Peter Brooks—Mom’s new beau—and a young lady who would be a perfect fit for the prodigal son.


  The reunion, joyous as ever. Mom, CC, and I hugged, laughed, teased, and hugged again. Tinker Juarez leapt and barked while we held each other. Fuel for the soul. Big-time.


  Peter proved a fine and good man. Years in the insurance business, he approached retirement. And encouraged me to explore the possibilities.


  “Don’t know if you’d view such a career as daunting or boring, Case.” Peter stood over the grill, sautéing onions in a cast-iron skillet. He possessed a gentle manner and great smile. “But it’s solid work. And provides a needed service. And you meet great folks.”


  “I can see the appeal. Don’t know if I’m the salesman type.”


  He sprinkled spices on the raw burger patties. “Not selling. Providing a service.”


  “Don’t doubt it. Just don’t know if it’s for me.”


  Solid advice on his part. And good for him, whether it came from a personal pitch or at Mom’s suggestion. What I most appreciated about him was his respect for Mom, the deference toward her in conversation and action. And he treated CC with love and patience. 


  As the meat cooked, CC and I held hands and chatted. She’d press against my arm at regular intervals and hum a song, interrupting herself to reveal one of life’s small miracles observed.


  A springtime breeze lifted and dropped the long strands of Spanish moss hanging from the yard’s oak trees. Flowers bloomed, their scent overridden by cooking food and fresh-cut grass. A fine day.


  Dr. Margaret Carter arrived, bearing a six-pack of craft beer and a buttermilk pie. She proved a very attractive and engaging lady, who pulled out the partner possibility meter early.


  “You mother tells me you live on a boat,” she said as Peter cooked and cold beers were consumed. Mom pulled CC away so Margaret and I could converse in semiprivacy. Tinker held high-alert vigilance at the grill.


  “I do.”


  “And you do some kind of private contracting?”


  “Private investigator. For a variety of clients.”


  “Anyone I’d know?”


  Well, there’s the CIA as of late, Margaret. “Probably not. Boring stuff, corporate sleuthing.”


  “So you work contract to contract?”


  “That’s right. Keeps me on my toes.” I smiled, an attempt at mild levity. Hearing a profile of myself from another person didn’t help highlight potential partner stability. I was pretty sure I failed moving the needle on the Margaret meter.


  After burgers, I said goodbye to Margaret with no plans for a subsequent date. Mom cast a jaundiced eye my way as I asked CC if she’d like to go out. I borrowed Mom’s car, CC and Tinker piled in, and we headed for a toy store.


  “Let’s buy a kite,” I said. The breeze was perfect for kite flying, and CC’s eyes lit up.


  The store presented quite the selection. Color rather than design was the prime determinate for CC. She stared, touched, and ruminated. Asked the occasional question.


  “This one. Too bright? Will it scare things?”


  “I don’t know. Probably not.”


  Five minutes later, “Is it okay for two colors? Or three?”


  “Absolutely okay.”


  Time failed registering, and if my sister took three hours making a decision, it sat fine with me. She opted for a green-and-yellow one. And chose a yellow kite string spool, rounding out the package.


  Waterfront Park overlooked the wide Cooper River, which ran along the east side of the Charleston peninsula. Palm trees lined the long river walk. Fronds lifted and fell with the wind. We found a grassy slope nearby.


  She held the string spool and I stood twenty paces away, lifting the kite.


  “Ready?” I asked.


  She thought long and hard, then nodded, a tinge of apprehension at such an endeavor. The kite shot skyward, she shrieked with joy, and I hustled back and helped let out line.


  “Not too far!” she said. “It might never come back!”


  Thirty minutes later, and with much discussion, we settled on a good height for the kite.


  “It keeps pulling,” she said, a voice filled with joy. But she held the spool with both hands, gripped tight. Tinker flopped down and rolled in the sun.


  “It wants you to know it’s there and everything is okay.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure, my love.”


  We soon sat on the slope, lazing. CC between my legs as she lounged back against my chest. I stuck the spool handle into the soft earth and tied a half hitch around the spool, securing it. The string danced and vibrated near us. Tinker Juarez sat between CC’s legs and lifted his nose skyward as she scratched his chin. The breeze carried spring sunshine and new growth.


  “The roses started growing flowers. Mom calls them blooms. But they’re flowers.”


  “You once told me they were beautiful.”


  “So beautiful. Red and white and red plus white.”


  “Do they smell good?”


  “So good.”


  A bundle of young kids raced below us and yelled with the sheer joy of running. Tinker sneezed.


  “Bless you, Tinker Juarez,” CC said. 


  I kissed the back of her head. Her hair smelled of vanilla.


  “Case?”


  “Yes?”


  “You are supposed to bless people when they sneeze.”


  “Bless you, Tinker.”


  “Tinker Juarez.”


  “Bless you, Tinker Juarez.”


  On cue, Tinker flopped back and lay across CC’s leg. His tail tip wagged a lazy, offbeat rhythm. She scratched his chest and a rear leg extended. Dog heaven.


  “I like him. Do you like him?”


  “Mr. Brooks? Peter?”


  “Yes. Peter.”


  CC shifted, twisted her head, and viewed my face waiting for an answer.


  “Yes. I like him.”


  “Tinker Juarez does, too.”


  “That’s good.”


  “That is good.”


  We watched folks meander along the river walk. A chop tossed the occasional river whitecap. Three sailboats plied the water, leaning with the wind. Halyards slapped as one passed nearby.


  “I have a new friend. At school.”


  “Who?”


  “At school.”


  CC spent a part of each weekday at a school for the mentally challenged. They painted, told stories, and watched movies. She enjoyed it, although no dogs were allowed. The lone bone of contention.


  “Does this friend have a name?”


  “Case! Of course! Elizabeth.”


  “Pretty name.”


  “What makes a person a friend?”


  I mulled it over.


  “Perhaps loyalty. Do you know that word?”


  “Maybe.”


  It was CC’s verbal clue she didn’t understand a word or concept well.


  “Loyalty is when you believe in someone during the good things and bad things. And they believe in you during the good things and bad things. Like Tinker Juarez.”


  She chewed on this for a while. “Then she’s my friend.”


  “That’s good.”


  “That is good.”


  Tinker rose, shook, sat, and laid his head on CC’s shoulder, pressed against her neck. His jet-black nose blew inches from my face, his eyes closed. She hugged him. I hugged them both.


  “Sometimes I squeeze, Case.”


  “What do you squeeze?”


  “My inside. When I’m very happy. Like now.”


  “Does it help to squeeze?”


  “It does. Sometimes. I squeeze it in so it will stay. Like now.”


  “Me too.” She plucked the kite string, felt the tug. I nuzzled the nape of her neck.


  She hummed a snippet of a song. “Sometimes it doesn’t work.”


  “I know.”


  “Sometimes it does.”


  “That makes it special.”


  I squeezed as hard as I knew how. This moment, frozen, stood special and magical and healing. Away, away—the ugliness, troubles, and pain. This time and space pinpoint floated above it all. And filled me with a grace and power that knocked the rough edges off my existence.


  Such moments cannot last, squeeze as I might. Two Boston terriers, leashed, passed below us. They stood on hind legs, pulled against their collars, and checked CC’s dog. Tinker turned his head, paid them little mind, and sneezed again.


  “Bless you, Tinker Juarez.”


  “Bless you, Tinker Juarez. And bless you, my love. Bless you.”


  

  
Chapter 30
 Events revealed, ugly facts presented, and my world exploded.


  “Your services are needed, Mr. Lee.”


  Director Townsend. I’d returned from Mom’s, settled back on the Ace of Spades, Grey Goose in hand.


  “Don’t swim those waters, Director. We’ve gone over that.”


  “You will note I did not say required. Needed.”


  I waited. There was no required component of our relationship. She wouldn’t pull my strings. But her call, out of the blue, sent me upright in the foredeck throne.


  “Case Officer Abigail Rice has been taken hostage.”


  Oh man. Abbie. She got too close to the fire. Either Port Moresby or—crazier still—Kiunga. Abbie. Hostage. But there was no rationale for my services, and no reason for this call. Because the obvious answer blared large and sure and well honed.


  “Send Delta Force.”


  “There are significant issues with such an action.”


  “Tell me.” Hackles rose. This was no time for spook talk. Just tell me what the hell went down.


  “JI holds her hostage. At their gold camp. She was kidnapped in Kiunga and transported.”


  “Still don’t see your issues. And I told her not to go farther than Port Moresby.”


  “What you told Officer Rice is hardly the point. She was allowed, as a hostage, one call on her satellite phone. For a specific purpose.”


  “And?”


  “She called her team lead. Proper protocol.”


  I waited. Delta Force specialized in hostage rescue. Send the troops, Marilyn. Go get Abbie.


  “JI has offered a trade,” she continued.


  “Trade?”


  “Officer Rice in exchange for another party.”


  “Who?”


  “You, Mr. Lee. You.”


  Blood hammered in my ears. A banshee wail sounded, deep inside. The bounty. Come home to roost.


  I was ID’d in Kiunga. Think, Case. Think. The bounty. They wanted the million bucks. But it didn’t tie, didn’t mesh. JI would want the bounty, sure. But they didn’t have the expertise to ID me, connect the dots. They had an agent in Kiunga, maybe. A big maybe. But not facial recognition software. No freakin’ way. Only a big player held such expertise. And the Abbie/Case connection. Who knew of that? Who knew we were associated? A major player. Had to be. Hellfire, Abbie—I warned you about Kiunga.


  Synapses fired, white noise dissipated. The fury and mental klaxons silenced. It came together. Clarity. A degree of calm.


  The warning from the Clubhouse. The man at the Port Moresby airport. The suave FSB agent on the hotel veranda. The Russians. The damn Russians. They funded JI’s efforts. Their style. Manipulation and revenge. Sweeten the pot with the head of Case Lee. A million bucks. And knock off a CIA officer in the process. Those SOBs.


  Abbie. Wrapped in a jungle camp, beaten and abused. Then a personal thought, a selfish thought, and a painful blade of guilt sliced. It was fair odds the Russians offered me up because they knew the bounty funding source. The Suriname job taught me they knew of the price on my head. The question was whether they’d reach into their own pockets out of simple revenge or actually knew the paymaster. The bastards. Either way, they would pay. Yeah, they would pay.


  “All right. Let’s cut the crap. There’s only one issue.”


  She waited.


  “The Russians.” I tossed the elephant on the table.


  She remained silent. She knew. A variety of sources drawn from, including code words from Abbie on her one phone call. Marilyn Townsend knew.


  “They’re engaged with this mess. Their operators are involved. And if you send Delta Force, a lukewarm conflict could escalate into a hot one, quick. Delta Force versus Spetsnaz. Military versus military. And it escalates from there.”


  “You do grasp the situation. Understand, however, this is a need. There is no leverage or demand from the Company. Your decision.”


  I knew the answer to my next question. “And if I don’t go? Don’t rescue her?”


  “Our field officers understand the risks.” She paused. “A much larger concern—one you have elaborated—prevents us from moving with military force. A well-established line drawn, Mr. Lee. One we cannot cross.”


  “And I’m a degree of separation. The need. My choice.”


  She remained silent.


  “Well, I’ve been there,” I said. “Know the turf. JI didn’t kidnap her. She was delivered.”


  “I suspect so.”


  The Russians nabbed Abbie in Kiunga. Delivered her upriver. Townsend and I both knew it. The Russians had gambled on the exact outcome of the current conversation. Those bastards.


  “I’ll call you back within the hour,” I said. “And if I go, Director—a big if—it’s my ass on the line. Me.”


  She remained silent. We both knew there wasn’t an “if.”


  “So I expect the full weight of the Company for supplies and logistics,” I continued.


  “Understood.” She hung up.


  Abbie. The admonition to stay away, ignored. I wasn’t surprised. Abbie would get her hands dirty and dive in. Oh man. Rescue Abbie. And a shot at finding the bounty’s source. Was I being played again? Shake that crap off, Case. Abbie. Bounty paymaster. Think, you moron. Think.


  I considered, and slapped away, the recent change in the Case and Abbie relationship. Our new relationship. She had played me. A bitter pill. But a powerful sense of obligation shoved all other factors aside and found footing on one fact. Abbie was held hostage. By a band of terrorists.


  JI. There were too many of them. Well armed, they presented too much firepower. Suicide for me and sure death for Abbie if I tackled this alone. I squeezed my head, focused.


  There was only one answer. The CIA couldn’t send Delta. But I could.


  I dialed Catch. Explained the situation. Included the reason the Company wouldn’t send Delta.


  “So it’s a hostage rescue. A friend. A friend in the middle of a hell storm,” I said. “And a shot at finding who’s backing the price on our heads.”


  “Let’s lock and load.”


  No hesitation. Delivered as a tangible matter of fact. Catch didn’t care if there were thirty armed terrorists. Or care about the chance we might tangle with Spetsnaz operators. I reiterated both those points.


  “Yeah. Got it,” he said. “You gonna call Marcus?”


  “No. No, he’s settled. Doesn’t sweat the bounty.”


  “Right. When we leaving?”


  “Catch, there’s no guarantee the Russians know the backer. They could be reaching into their own pockets. But I can confirm they know of the bounty.”


  “You’re getting tedious. You know the head Russian spook there?”


  I flashed again to the Kiunga FSB agent. Sokolov. His flat accent and smooth skills. His pithy comments. Not the next time we meet, scooter. You won’t wear a practiced smile then.


  “Yeah.”


  “Give me ten minutes with him and I’ll find whether he knows. You don’t get to participate.”


  “What?”


  “You’ll get all moral and shit. So it’s him. Me. Answers.”


  “Not this time. He’s mine.” Abbie. She might already be dead.


  “We’ll figure it out on the way. When are we leaving?”


  “I’ll line up the logistics. You sure you understand what we’re getting into?”


  The question applied weak salve on the angst of asking my brother to join me. A requirement, affirmation that Catch understood. We were headed into a shitstorm. The odds damn poor.


  “Whack a bundle of jungle jihadists. Save your spook friend. Maybe pop a few Russki special ops.”


  “Right.”


  “Find the Russian spook you ID’d. Lean on assorted body parts. Get an answer on who’s funding this BS we’ve carried over our heads for too damn long. That about cover it?”


  “That covers it.” Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez, Badass Inc. He failed glomming onto any downside. Unleash the man, get out of the way.


  “And I’ll try Bo one more time,” I said. “Be good if he would join us.”


  “Either way, quit piddling. Let’s rock and roll, bud.”


  Catch pulled me the last step across the finish line. A personal admission, and not an easy one. I’d always lacked the knife-between-teeth attitude of my brothers. But they still respected me. For one reason. When things became serious, Case Lee threw the switch with the best of them. The killing switch.


  I texted Bo. Antarctica, the Gobi Desert—who knew where he’d holed up? The text explained Catch and I would arrive in Port Moresby within twenty-four hours.


  I stood on the banks of the Rubicon. A long whistled exhale, doubts erased, and I crossed the river. Called the director back.


  “A Portland stop. Oregon. Pick up an associate.”


  “It will be arranged.” She’d make the Catch connection shortly, if she hadn’t by the time I finished my sentence.


  “Then Port Moresby. And Kiunga. Safe transport from the airstrip to the docks.”


  “Fine.”


  “Full operational package on the jet. For at least two of us. And I do mean full.”


  Weaponry. The best. A full array of Delta-style armament loaded on a Company jet.


  “Understood.”


  “Transport from Kiunga upriver to the camps.”


  “It will be arranged. We have a Kiunga asset. He has taken over the role we’d expected you to fill.”


  A dig? Guilt trip? Shake it off, Case. She played three-dimensional chess. I played with live ammunition. And I’d meet their person in that mudhole of a town. We’d chat. A serious chat. Kiunga offered too much opportunity for double-dipping. Actions that could have facilitated Abbie’s capture.


  “No guarantees, Director. None. She may already be dead.”


  “Again, understood.”


  “And if we tangle with Russian Special Forces, they’re going down. Hard.”


  “Not a Company endeavor. A disconnected series of events by a third party in a distant land.” She let that hang for emphasis. “And where might you be, Mr. Lee? For pickup. You’ve gone to great lengths disguising your location.”


  “Savannah. Georgia.” A two-hour drive. It would take the Company that long to load one of their long-range jets and fly here. Plus, my personal dossier mentioned Savannah. My hometown. She wouldn’t pick me up in Charleston, ever.


  “I will alert you with an ETA, Savannah.”


  “No promises of success.”


  “So you’ve said.”


  Silence.


  “On a personal note, Mr. Lee, I do sincerely appreciate your endeavors. Godspeed.”


  She hung up.


  

  
Chapter 31
 Unmarked—no tail number or insignias—the Gulfstream G650 pulled alongside the Savannah private plane terminal at zero dark thirty. The queen of private jets, funded from the Company’s dark operations budget. Congress wouldn’t have vetted this expense. With an eight-thousand-mile range, it scooted along at just under the speed of sound.


  I carried my rucksack aboard. And none of my weapons. A large black container occupied the rear of the passenger section. Weaponry. We were airborne minutes later, a scheduled Portland refueling a few hours away. Fuel wasn’t the only thing coming on board at the next stop.


  I sent a text message for Mom. Have to go help a friend. Bit of an emergency. Back soon. Love you. She’d understand, and ask minimal questions when I returned.


  If I returned. A Delta Force mission, plain and simple. The last one was years ago. Travel for my current career emphasized sleuthing, fact-finding. An element of danger—part and parcel of stirring nefarious pots—was a facet of each job. Acknowledged, accepted, and dealt with. Not now. A storm brewed. Full-on assault, a hostage rescue. And a chance of discovering the paymaster. If such a discovery was realized, the next violent steps would be planned. And executed.


  The mind-set, radically different. For paid engagements, caution and observation and crafted, quiet exit plans ruled the day. This trip, now, dwelt within a dark and seldom-seen world. I traveled to deliver retribution. The flip side of that coin would be a concerted effort to kill me. Collect the bounty. Put my head on a stake. I’d left the appropriate mind-set behind years before. It was time for a mental dusting off and re-engage with a remorseless heart where trigger pulls and violent terminations superseded talk, negotiation, observation.


  If I returned. A quandary. Catch would visit Mom and CC if I didn’t make it and explain what happened. But Catch sat alongside me in the same boat. If neither of us made it back, my family required contact. A period at the end of the Case Lee sentence. There was Marcus, unaware of this mission. He would remain so because as sure as the sun rose, he’d cowboy up and insist joining us. Bo—out of the loop, and into Bo world. Few communication choices of my potential demise existed.


  I emailed Jules. A weird setup, but I’d run out of options. She’d hear if I bought a last ticket. And she’d let Mom know. An assumption, a gut feeling. Jules had implied, in the past, knowledge of my family. A frightening thought at the time. But now an outlet, an option. Marilyn Townsend, another option, but one discarded. Such a request implied association, connectivity. How and if she’d handle it a question.


  Headed for PNG. Hostage situation. With Portland associate. Our whereabouts unknown. At least Jules didn’t require elaboration. Her network would feed the Clubhouse a thorough backstory. She’d paint a picture. A complete picture, and one liable to have dried paint soon enough.


  Airborne, I checked the black container. Marilyn Townsend kept her word. Aware there would be at least two of us, she’d added sufficient extras as contingency coverage.


  Four MK18 Mod 0 assault rifles. Fully automatic or single-shot selector. Several dozen thirty-round magazines. A CQB weapon. Close-quarters battle. A tight situation rifle. A jungle weapon. Each fitted with optional night vision.


  Four Colt 1911 .45 semiautomatic pistols. Old school. Reliable, accurate, and designed to stop someone in their tracks.


  The copilot, a Company employee, poked her head into the cabin and asked if I needed anything. In the midst of a weapons check, clacking firing mechanisms, I replied, “No, thanks.” She didn’t blink an eye.


  Two M870 pump shotguns. With two boxes of 00 buckshot rounds. Just in case. A dozen fragmentation grenades, a dozen flash-bang grenades, and an assortment of sheathed knives, razor sharp. Two M136 AT4s rounded out the selection. Rocket launchers—one shot, disposable, and guaranteed to ruin your day. Four sets of small radios with earpieces and mikes, voice activated. An assortment of combat uniforms. Combat vests, with regulation first aid kits stashed in pockets. Camo face paint, miniature flashlights, kneepads. Even food—MREs. Marilyn Townsend hadn’t held back.


  Sunrise chased our tail and we landed in Portland early a.m. Catch waited, rucksack over shoulder. He boarded as the plane refueled. A tight, quick hug, knowing nods, and few words. Before takeoff, he rummaged through the weapons container. Several “yeah, baby’s” came from the back of the plane.


  “I might pack one of these for the hell of it,” he said, and waved an M136 rocket launcher. At fifteen pounds, he’d sling it over his back and not notice it. “See if I can light up a few of those clowns.”


  The door shut, we taxied, and I shot a final message to Bo. “On our way.” He’d glom onto the “our.” If he read the message.


  Catch settled across the aisle and pulled a flask.


  “One for the road,” he said, and took a deep swig.


  A long, burly arm extended across the aisle and handed me the flask.


  “One to us, my brother. One to us,” I said, lifting the container as a salute.


  A twelve- to fourteen-hour Port Moresby flight, headwind dependent. A quick transfer to a prop plane for the Kiunga leg and its shorter runway. Then Kiunga. The danger zone. Entrance to the killing floor. Land early afternoon, PNG time. Walk off the plane loaded, locked, safety off. Have a heart-to-heart with the Company’s asset. If we encountered Russians—no talk, no negotiations. Slap the trigger if necessary. Our core mission: Abbie.


  There was no hiding our Kiunga arrival or having JI alerted of our presence. Either their resident agent or the Russians would pass the word. Fine. Let them know. They could die anticipating or die surprised. Didn’t matter.


  Then upriver. On something faster than the Sally. Hit the JI camp at dawn. Thirty-plus JI fighters. Russian special operators in the mix, somehow, somewhere. They’d all expect me. Fine.


  I settled in the large seat, leaned back, and caught some sleep. We flew above commercial jet traffic, a clandestine Valkyrie delivering death. A calm—cold and remorseless—settled. The switch thrown. They’d get what they’d asked for. And rue the day.


   


  

  
Chapter 32
 Midmorning, Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea. Tropical mountains pushed against the city from one side. The light-blue South Pacific lapped at the other. We taxied toward the small private airplane terminal. Rain, large, steady droplets, greeted us. A twin-engine prop plane waited.


  So did Bo.


  Bo Dickerson squatted, back against the one-room concrete private plane terminal. Arms wrapped around legs, his chin rested on kneecaps. A rucksack leaned against the wall alongside him. He faced our now-parked jet, a battle smile pasted among the strands of unruly beard. The building’s overhang afforded rain protection. A sheet of runoff provided a liquid curtain. He wasn’t alone.


  A determined, grim man sat alongside him. Tied up. Hands behind back, legs extended through the wet runoff, bound at the ankles. We’d met. The guy who’d watched Abbie and me at the airport lounge. The guy who’d followed us outside. Mr. Sunglasses.


  A mental shift radiated joyous and relieving and assured. Catch and I constituted a formidable team. Capable, deadly. But the addition of Bo edged us toward a full-strength Delta team. A thin but persistent pang of kamikaze, shoved deep down a mental well, disappeared. The three of us, together, raised the bar past formidable. Way past.


  There was one sour note. When the Russians received word of our trio, as opposed to only Case Lee, Esq., they would engage at a more active level. A given, and so be it.


  An airport employee, uniformed, exited the private terminal’s glass door. A dark slicker protected him from the rain. He approached Bo and his guest. Intense gestures, authoritative looks, and emphatic language were delivered Bo’s way. My brother maintained an unmistakable demeanor: I’m a nice guy, but if you mess with me I will kill you. It was clear this discussion had taken place before. The employee shook his head, said something to the trussed man, and headed back inside.


  “You know him?” Catch asked, referencing Bo’s tied-up guest. He unbuckled and pressed against me, peering through the jet’s small window.


  “Yeah.” I detailed our previous encounter. He’d forgotten that sliver of my tale when the three of us visited the Oregon coast.


  The pilot opened the door and lowered the stairs. I confirmed the weapons container would transfer to the waiting twin-engine prop plane. Catch and I exited.


  “Greetings, tourists! Do you bear gifts?” Bo asked as we approached. His grin widened. The area smelled of aviation fuel, fresh rain, and a moldy tropical funk. Rain splatted our heads and shoulders.


  “Oh man, do we,” Catch said. “MK18s, .45s, grenades, shotguns. And get this, hippie boy, a couple of 136s!” Catch considered Marilyn’s missiles a special treat. Lagniappe—a little something extra.


  “You ever consider answering messages?” I asked, moving under the overhang. I grabbed a handful of red hair and gave it a tug. The bound man twisted his head and glared at me.


  “There’s a communications aesthetic,” Bo said. “You must allow for spiritual vibrations.” He squeezed my calf. “I did reply. You didn’t listen.”


  “Do us all a favor,” Catch said. “Skip the vibration crap when the bullets fly. Use the radio.”


  “You’ve brought a friend,” I said. “A gentleman I know but haven’t met.”


  “He creeped around me, trailing spook smoke,” Bo said. “And I remembered your tale of adventure. You had mentioned such an individual.”


  “Glad you kept his capture out of the public eye.”


  “A bit of a men’s room tussle and open-mouth looks when I toted him out here over my shoulder.”


  “They don’t understand,” I said.


  “They do not, my brother. So is this the guy?”


  “The same. Followed Abbie and me. Here. At the airport.”


  I head-signaled Bo and we moved seven paces along the building. He hadn’t received details on this mission. He hadn’t considered the purpose, goal, or risks. I’d asked for help. He showed and enquired about sufficient weaponry. End of story.


  “So a heroine in distress,” he said. “A noble element. I like it.”


  We spoke low, the trussed-up man out of earshot.


  “JI. Plus the likelihood of a few Spetsnaz operators.”


  “Hot times in a hot jungle. Double boiler. Fine, fine.”


  “And a chance at finding our bounty source.” I detailed what I knew.


  “A situation rife with possibilities. Well done, old son. A dimension of intrigue. Well done.”


  “A couple of major caveats, Bo.”


  “Life is one large caveat. Not a bad name for a rock band. One large caveat.”


  “Abbie may already be dead.”


  “Unworthy of our ruminations. Our path remains true.”


  “And I don’t know if the head FSB knocker in Kiunga knows the source.”


  “We can find out, goober boy.”


  He smiled. I nodded. We returned to Catch and Bo’s guest.


  Catch, still in the rain, bent at the waist and scowled at the man’s face. “Care to introduce yourself, asshole?”


  “I’m a sovereign citizen. You have no right, none, treating me this way.” His Russian accent came through, thick. A run-of-the-mill FSB agent. He lacked the voice and style of a higher-up.


  Catch placed his face against the man’s head and took a long inhale, smelling. “He’s a sovereign citizen all right.”


  “So I’ve been told,” Bo said.


  Catch pulled his combat knife. “FSB?” he asked me.


  “High odds.”


  “Let’s remove a few body parts. Get answers.” He placed the blade against the back of the man’s right ear. His other hand tugged the ear outward.


  “I could make a necklace out of that,” Bo said. “Wear it into battle. A potent totem, my brothers.”


  “Hold it, Catch.”


  Catch twisted his head and locked eyes with Bo. “He always gets all moral and shit. Every time.”


  “Delicate sensibilities. Part of his appeal.”


  “You two can quit critiquing me. Let’s deal with a few facts. And put the knife away.”


  Catch maintained a holding pattern, knife ready. But he didn’t remove the guy’s ear, either.


  The Russian could provide answers. Maybe. But his capture held both a positive and negative. The man couldn’t communicate our arrival as long as we held him. It lessened the possibility of a Kiunga attack. An attack delivered by Russian operators. The downside—we couldn’t let the guy go.


  “We’re sovereign citizens as well. Private contractors,” I said, addressing the Russian and tossing a bone to Marilyn Townsend. A degree of separation. Not sure this guy would buy it. “And here’s the deal. A friend of mine, of ours, is held hostage near Kiunga.”


  He returned a flat stare.


  “And we’re going to fix that. I don’t want your buddies getting in the way.”


  “What about the game show prize?” Catch asked. He wouldn’t use the word “bounty” around this guy. “He may have intel.”


  “Probably too low on the hierarchy.” I stared at Catch. “His boss is another story.”


  “A quandary presents,” Bo said. “Our new friend requires babysitting. Or termination.”


  “Let’s take him,” Catch said. “Open the door at five thousand feet. See if he sprouts wings.”


  An option, for sure. But I refused heading down a slippery path flooded with uncertain blood. An element of humanity still lit the current road. Dim, perhaps, but there.


  The man remained silent, hard and resolute. He showed no reaction to the sprout wings suggestion. A tough pro. A decision point arrived and I made the call.


  “We’re burning daylight,” I said. “Put him on board. Let’s move.”


  Catch sheathed the blade and snatched the man over his shoulder. Weapons container loaded, the prop-plane pilots waited. Company employees—indicated through their utter disinterest as Catch loaded the Russian into an empty seat. Door shut, engines fired, we taxied toward the runway.


  Bo accessed the weapons container, stripped, and donned jungle wear. Fished through the weaponry, made choices, and loaded up. He’d hit the ground ready, a hard warrior armed to the teeth, primed, indomitable. Catch and I would don similar wear and weaponry. And adopt the same attitude. Battle, Delta-style, headed into the abyss.


  

  
Chapter 33
 The plane held six passenger seats. The other usual seats had been removed for a cargo area. Bo and I sat next to each other, Catch and the Russian ahead. I kept an eye on Catch.


  The final leg, and time for a mental ramp-up, a psychological shift. We were entering the battle zone. Grim commitment, the adrenaline pump engaged. A yearning, natural, to ask Bo where he landed after Portland lingered—and was shunted aside. It could wait.


  Catch spoke into the Russian’s ear, waited for an answer, and growled responses. Repeated on a ten-minute cycle. After half a dozen attempts, Catch turned in his seat, locked eyes, and raised an eyebrow. I shook my head. No. No escalation with this guy. I became more convinced the Russian didn’t know jack, except we had arrived and were headed for Kiunga. Catch snorted, turned, and focused on the upcoming mission. As always, he stretched his neck and cracked knuckles—a prebattle ritual.


  Early afternoon we started our descent. Gear was collected and checked again. Rounds chambered, snicks of firepower yet delivered. We’d exit with fingers on triggers. The runway came into view. Low clouds, steamy, intermittent rain. Puddles littered the runway. The tin shack that passed for a terminal held a few people. An old Datsun pickup was parked nearby. A final turn and final approach. Game time.


  Wheels touched and we taxied across gravel to the terminal shack. Half a dozen locals, spectators, stood and watched. They collected daily. Kiunga entertainment—a plane landing. A young commercial pilot in white knee socks and dress uniform occupied the lone outside chair. And sitting on a wooden crate alongside the shack, shaded, sat Chambers. The Brit spook. An unexpected twist. But Chambers wouldn’t open fire on us, held no ill intent I could discern, and his presence indicated a degree of situational calm.


  The door dropped. We grabbed gear. Catch bear-hugged the Russian, pulled him down the aisle, and tossed him out the door at a high arc. The Russian landed with thud, grunting. Catch followed.


  Three well-armed men in military gear were sufficient to convince the locals a less dangerous locale should be sought. They wandered off, stopped and stared, and continued distancing themselves.


  Catch and Bo wrestled the weapons container from the cargo hold—extra armament and backup and coming with us. Then Bo circled the side of the shack, weapon shouldered. The engines of the prop plane didn’t shut down, but one of the pilots exited and walked toward me.


  “Can’t linger. Take this.”


  He handed me a card with a handwritten number.


  “Call. We’ll get you. And, hopefully, her.”


  I nodded back. He shot Chambers a hard look—spook to spook and how they knew I’d never understand—and crawled back in the plane. They taxied toward the runway, soon airborne. Chambers maintained a benign smile and sat cool as a cucumber.


  “Clear,” Bo announced. No present danger. “Except for the clothes model.”


  Chambers straightened a perceived flaw in his trousers.


  “MI6,” I said, informing my teammates.


  “You chaps do know how to make an entrance,” Chambers said. “Bravo.”


  Creased khakis, white pressed shirt, the cuffs folded up the forearms twice. And a pipe. Smoking a pipe, his hair perfect. You had to credit MI6—the man was straight out of central casting.


  Chambers turned and addressed the young commercial pilot seated nearby. “I think it best you take a walk. Not far, mind you. But certainly out of earshot.”


  The pilot’s mouth, open at our locked-and-loaded and tossed-Russian appearance, snapped shut. A final glance our way and he headed along the airport dirt road. He didn’t look back.


  Catch spit and asked, “That ours?” He pointed toward the small pickup.


  I shrugged.


  “Mine, I’m afraid,” Chambers said. “A bit of an old banger. One must make do, however.”


  “What the hell is going on, Chambers?” I asked.


  Bo eased from the side of the shack and shifted his aim between the town and surrounding jungle-cleared areas. Catch held his assault rifle across his chest, finger on the trigger.


  “I believe that weapon’s safety is off,” Chambers said, admonishing. He pointed his pipe at Catch’s MK18.


  Catch extended his trigger finger, an exaggerated move, and said, “This is my safety.” He scanned the area, eyes focused on near and far threats. We stood in the open.


  “Stake this building,” I said. The shack offered protection. Not much, but far superior to an exposed position. We moved. Bo and Catch pressed against outside corners and continued scanning. I approached Chambers.


  The spy pointed toward the Russian, who had rolled over and faced us, his expression unchanged. Still on the job, watching, listening.


  “I believe we would be better served if your gentleman was also of some distance away,” Chambers said. I doubted Chambers understood the nature of our tied-up guest. Then again, we stood on the shifting sands of the clandestine world. You never knew.


  Catch, Bo, and I shared glances. Catch spit again, grabbed the Russian by the feet, and dragged him around the shack and into the weeds. Bo covered him. I waited until he returned. Sweat flowed, fatigues stuck to chests and backs. Except for the Brit. Made in the shade.


  “Right,” Chambers said. “The entire bloody effort here is buggered up. We’re leaving.”


  He met us for a reason. Marilyn Townsend. And as a spook, he’d take his own sweet, nebulous time revealing details.


  “British mining interests are leaving?” I asked.


  “No. Me and my people. Let’s not pretend you don’t know the game, sport.”


  Yeah, I knew the game. Allies and all that, but I didn’t trust him. My trust of anyone or anything here remained at low ebb. With two lone exceptions—my teammates and the assault rifle I held.


  “You know why we’re here?”


  “Let’s just say information was communicated.” He maintained an air of detachment.


  The Company, at Townsend’s direction and through channels, communicated with MI6. Shared intel, misdirection, lies. And asked Chambers for help. There was reciprocity involved, without doubt, but far off into “don’t care” territory.


  “And I must say,” he continued. “The cavalry appears a bit sparse. No offense.”


  There was no point discussing our operational strength. At the moment, we were open targets, a bad thing.


  “Why are we standing here with our thumbs up our butts?” Catch asked, reading my mind. “Where’s the river?”


  “A man after my own heart. Blunt talk, straight to the point.” Chambers puffed his pipe, the cold steel smile maintained. Nothing straight to the point about this guy.


  “Not digging this vibe,” Bo said, his weapon shouldered, eyes capturing movement, intent. “Too quiet. Too weird. Gotta move, people.”


  Movement offered fluidity, safety. Three static men became targets. Each of us felt it, sensed it. The air was muggy, fetid. Low clouds drifted and obscured distant mountains. A group of airborne insects—dragonfly-size and moving in buggy formation—passed nearby. They emitted a locustlike buzz, their destination unknown. A surreal setting. Several sweat drops rolled down my cheeks. Town noises drifted across the half-mile distance.


  “I believe I can help with movement, gentlemen,” Chambers said. “Allow me to transport you to the docks. Preparations have been made.”


  He stood. The three of us exchanged glances, shrugged. Driving, we were fifteen minutes from the docks. Catch and I loaded the weapons container into the back of the pickup, positioned across the bed, against the tailgate. Protection. Bo and Catch occupied the bed of the truck, sat on the floor, weapons extended. I rode shotgun, the MK18 upright, held with both hands. I could send well-aimed lead out the window in less than a second.


  “Let’s start with these preparations,” I said. Marilyn Townsend’s preparations. The old Datsun ground into gear and rumbled forward.


  “An associate of yours waits.” He produced a case with horn-rimmed sunglasses. Checked himself in the rearview mirror.


  “An associate.” Not a question. An opened door.


  “On your side’s payroll, one would suspect. I believe he has arranged river transport.”


  “Who?”


  “You met him. Sales chap. A Mr. Wilson.”


  All right. I could see it. Billy Wilson. The hotel veranda sales guy who handed me his business card. Out of Cairns, Australia. The guy the Company selected to take my place. Recruited, he worked here with Abbie. Billy Wilson would soon meet the Delta HR department.


  Chambers honked and waved at the walking pilot as we pulled away. Signaled the all clear. The pilot lifted a chin as response, stopped, and headed back toward the terminal shack. Our Russian would greet him, shouting. The young pilot—after careful considerations—would cut him loose. Fine. We’d crossed the line, entered enemy turf.


  “I’ll soon depart courtesy of that young fellow,” Chambers said.


  “That’s it? Pack up shop?” He and his fellow MI6 personnel—an unknown number—would vanish without a trace.


  “It happens.”


  “What about the Russians. And JI?”


  No point playing games. We’d be on board a boat and headed upriver soon. Blunt statements and questions the current rules of engagement.


  “I would rather imagine most interests will wait for the outcome of your little incursion. Future decisions and actions enacted post-encounter.”


  He hesitated, doubts unspoken. Chambers viewed our efforts as suicidal. Written off, the three of us. Abbie killed. His glance my way and next words indicated as much.


  “At times, due to shifting sands, it is best to simply hope for the best. Then assess the aftermath and move forward.”


     
Chapter 34
 We entered Kiunga. Busy streets, commerce, foot traffic. A passing low cloud dropped rain, intermittent large droplets. We kept the cab windows open. People stared, others averted eyes. Three armed men, military types, traversed their town.


  We entered a danger zone. Close quarters, and the sooner we passed through this the better. Russian operators weren’t known as subtle, and a mid-Kiunga attack was within the realm of possibility.


  “Odds of a hot fire situation here?” I asked, scanning every person, vehicle, and building. Bo and Catch would mirror my activities.


  “Slim.” He puffed his pipe. “Then again, who knows?”


  “That’s helpful.”


  “A simple fact.” He downshifted, slowed. Pedestrians crossed streets at random intervals. We maneuvered toward the dock area.


  “Hey!” Catch called from the back. “You think you could kick this thing in the ass?”


  “He wants you to go faster,” I said. “A sentiment I share.”


  Chambers neither answered nor increased speed. I kept firing questions to gather intel and acquire any available leverage.


  “So lend a hand, Chambers. Inside information. It could help.”


  He remained silent. I pressed for an overview, context.


  “The Russians ran this from the get-go?”


  “No.” He paused and stared at me. A slight but discernable change in attitude. A positive change. “JI arrived of their own volition. The Russians moved fast, however. Made overtures.”


  “New AK-47 overtures?”


  “You do possess a keen eye.” He eased the truck past a middle-of-the-road gathering of locals. “In all candor, Mr. Lee, we failed to make such a connection.”


  Understandable. Spooks focused on people, movement, communications. When you lived at the potential receiving end of military firepower, like yours truly, you noticed new AKs. But the realization claxon rang loud with Chambers’ statement. He knew my name. The Company spilled beans, or MI6 performed their own sleuthing. 


  The old truck clanged through mud potholes, gears grinding as we slowed, stopped. A supply truck loaded with equipment crossed, blocking us. It was driven in reverse along the muddy streets of Kiunga. Perhaps the forward gears no longer functioned, but the driver had supplies to deliver.


  “All good?” I asked out the window. We were sitting ducks.


  “We could paint bull’s-eyes on ourselves, my brother. The only improvement I can think of,” Bo said, his voice tight.


  Chambers acknowledged our angst—and perhaps covered his own butt. He turned the wheel and scooted down a back alley. A space between buildings and houses, not ideal, but away from crowds.


  I laid a truth card and hoped this spook would reciprocate. Worth a shot, as I’d never see him again. And I wanted information. Or a clandestine semblance of it. Something, anything, that would help us when we headed upriver.


  “I was played. By my side,” I said.


  “It happens.”


  No sympathetic clucks from this high-ranking MI6 spy.


  “Instructed to check if the Indonesians were amenable to a partner. So the Company could swim upstream in their organization.”


  “Someone preempted your side’s endeavor. And not Ivan.”


  That percolated for a moment or three.


  “You mean the Russians weren’t the gold partners? Taking a cut of any findings?”


  “Originally, to be sure. Along with cultivating their own relationship with JI. They are prone to such arranged marriages.”


  The Russians—Hezbollah, Hamas, Assad in Syria. Got it. And here I sat, smack dab in the middle of Spookville again. Angles, nuances, hidden agendas. Meanwhile, hot lead could pour our way from any corner, car, or building.


  “So who teamed with them? Preempted the Company’s efforts?”


  Chambers smiled, wistful, with a touch of smug satisfaction. Of course. The Brits. They’d cut a deal with JI. Beat the US, running a similar strategy.


  It also meant the Russians let JI do it. They knew. And planned swimming upstream in MI6. Counter-infiltration. High stakes gamesmanship.


  “So you guys got played by the Russians.” A flat statement, no incriminations, no finger-pointing. A fact. “They planned on working MI6.”


  “A strange world.”


  Strange didn’t cover it. We rumbled along another street, rickety warehouses visible ahead, the docks nearby.


  “Approaching,” I called out the window.


  “About damn time,” Catch said.


  A shot rang, echoed. Distant, but with the unmistakable crack of a high-powered weapon.


  “There!” I yelled at Chambers. Another alley, a mud track.


  He jerked the wheel, turned. Bo, Catch, and I bailed. We took positions between two shacks, rifles shouldered, and sought targets. The old Datsun rolled to a stop. The metallic click of Chambers’ Zippo lighter the lone sound as he relit his pipe.


  We waited five minutes. Kiunga presented a Wild West atmosphere, and a random shot wasn’t new or unique. Except we were on high alert, aware an ambush, an attack, could happen any second. The adrenaline pump ratcheted up a couple of notches.


  “Clear,” Bo said.


  “Clear,” I replied.


  “I’m gonna feel a helluva lot better when we get on the river,” Catch said. “Put this town behind us.”


  No argument from me. We climbed back in the pickup.


  “Goose it, Chambers,” I said. “Get our asses out of here.”


  “Another few minutes, sport. Unless the three of you insist on blowing something up along the way.”


  A dig at American proclivities. I endeavored finishing the conversation.


  “How’d you hear about the Russians working you?”


  “Sources.”


  Yeah, sources. Plenty of those in Kiunga. The hotel owners, waitresses, the proprietor of the lone grocery store. Billy Wilson. Lots of ears, lots of opportunity to slip Benjamins into ambivalent hands. Or it could have been the Company. Alert MI6 so they’d pull out. And then replace them. With Abbie Rice leading the charge. And knowing the Company, attempt an upstream move with JI and a downstream move with the FSB. Man, these people lived a convoluted, messed-up life.


  “So you pull out of the deal. Leaving just JI and their Cossack buddies.”


  He declined an answer.


  “And opened the door for the Company to give it a try.” He wouldn’t verify. But he wouldn’t deny it, either.


  Chambers turned a final time, between two warehouses. The cobbled-together docks appeared a hundred yards ahead. The truck’s small cab filled with aromas of creosote, diesel, and sweating men. Laborers called as they moved supplies in and out of warehouses. The Fly River, brown, desultory, flowed past.


  “From the Russians’ perspective,” Chambers said, “their next step was a natural. The Indos lost their extra funding. Us. So solidify the relationship. Offer a consolation prize.”


  “My head.”


  “A bit melodramatic, don’t you think?”


  “The Russians offered me. My bounty. In exchange for a Company officer. That they kidnapped and handed to JI. With the goal of us both being killed.”


  “Strange world.”


  “No shit, Sherlock.”


  He slowed the vehicle. “The hostage event ended the shadow game. Our cleanest move became clear. We depart in two hours.”


  A game. A game he, and the Company, played. Along with the Russians. And who knew where the Chinese came into the whole mess.


  Focus, Case. The mission. Cast the whole clandestine hairball aside. Focus on the now, the mission.


  “Will the Russians protect their investment?”


  He’d understand. Jemaah Islamiyah. JI. Their investment. Protect them against the three of us showing up and ruining the party.


  “Apparently not here in town. Out there,” he said, and waved a hand toward the river and docks. “Out there is another kettle of fish, I’m afraid.”


  “We’re headed into a storm. Three of us. Hostage rescue. You and I both know it’s long odds. So talk to me. Give me something.”


  He began speaking, paused, and stopped the vehicle short of the docks.


  “What the hell?” Catch called.


  “Stand by one,” I called. Chambers had a parting gift, something of value.


  He removed his sunglasses, puffed his pipe, and said, “See here. The Red contingent is substantial. You will want to watch your back.”


  “At the JI camp?”


  “Yes. And I would not be surprised if they made an appearance prior to that.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Not really. A bit of a mess, I’m afraid.”


  One last shot. The source of the bounty. Here sat a guy who had talked with the Company. Exchanged intel. Hell, he may have known all along about the wanted poster stuck on my back. The question was whether MI6 knew of the paymaster.


  “You know who offered the price on our heads?”


  He gave a hard stare, a genuine emphasis on honesty or a spook affectation to hold his cards close. I’d never know.


  “Sorry, old chap. No.”


  “Do the Russians know?”


  “They tend to associate with a different crowd than us. My team, your team.”


  “I’m not with my team anymore. This trip is personal.”


  “Fine.” He was through, had done his job. Delivered us to the docks. I pressed forward.


  “So the Russians know. They know the person or entity who staked the reward.”


  A flat statement. I waited for a contrary reply. It didn’t come.


  “It’s a strange world.”


  “Is their guy still here? Sokolov?”


  “Oh, indeed he is. Quite the hands-on type, our friend.”


  Chambers ground gears, moved forward. We rolled onto a mud flat at the base of the docks.


  “’Bout damn time!” Catch said. “Help me grab this container, Bo.”


  The tailgate clunked down. Chambers held out his hand. We shook.


  “Best of luck. I do mean it.”


  “Thanks. And thanks for the information.”


  I crawled out and scanned the area. The Datsun ground into reverse. I left a parting comment through the open window.


  “Just an FYI, Chambers. You and your outfit figure we’re dead men. Fine. But know this.”


  Billy Wilson waved, smiled, and approached from the wood-plank docks.


  “The three of us have walked through the killing floor against similar odds. More than a few times.” I leaned over and locked eyes with Chambers. “And we’re the ones who come out the other side.”


  

  
Chapter 35
 The milling workers, bosses, and bystanders adopted a different attitude than townsfolk. Short, calculated stares and “so what” glances. We weren’t the first armed military types they’d seen. Business continued as usual. A river barge in the midst of being loaded displayed the red flag of China. Tied behind it floated a large modern riverboat, aluminum, two large outboard engines at the ready. A Chinese military type lounged at the wheel, smoking. Another similar vessel with no identifiers bobbed nearby. The Sally lolled at dock away from the immediate loading area, Babe Cox nowhere around. A string of joined end-to-end dugouts weaved a serpentine pattern with the river current. The Kiunga navy.


  I ignored Wilson’s outstretched hand and kept a ready grip on the weapon. Bo and Catch performed slow pirouettes, assessed danger. After a brief pause to absorb our entrance, the volume of calls, clangs, and yelled directives returned.


  “Glad you’re here,” Wilson said. “I’ve got you all set.”


  “Which vessel?”


  “The Sally.” Wilson beamed.


  “Won’t do. What about that one?” I pointed the weapon toward the second of the modern riverboats, thirty yards distant. Bo and Catch continued their slow turns with glaring intensity. The river’s microclimate offered a slight respite from the fetid heat.


  “Not available,” Wilson said.


  “Let’s make it available.”


  On cue, five armed men strolled from a nearby tin warehouse. Three of them toted canvas-wrapped bundles. They laid the packages alongside their vessel—the one I pointed toward. They addressed us with hard, flat looks, AK-74s across their chests. The 74 had replaced the AK-47 several years earlier, with the latter delegated for lower-tier “friends” around the world.


  Spetsnaz. Operators. Russian Special Forces. The look, attitude, and physical stance telegraphed their profession. Well, that didn’t take long. The Russians were engaged. Either signaled from the now-untied Russian at the airport or through sighting us on our downtown Kiunga tour.


  Bo, Catch, and I, collected around our container of goodies, stared back. Strong odds those canvas-wrapped packages at the Russians’ feet held similar firepower.


  Men continued working. Many passed between our two groups, nonchalant and unaware. A strange, otherworldly vignette as three former Delta operators exchanged laser eyes with five Spetsnaz operators. An unknown—washed stem to stern with danger—separated our perspectives. The Russians weren’t our mission. But we might have been theirs.


  “Don’t think they’re going to toss us the keys,” Bo said. “Which would limit our options.”


  “Anything else available?” I asked Wilson. “As in, available now. Right now.”


  “Nothing. But the Sally is sound. She’ll get you there.”


  He echoed Babe’s sentiment, one I didn’t share. But beggars, choosers, the whole nine yards.


  “Load the container,” I said, voice low. “I’ll cover. You stand here with me, Wilson.”


  Bo lifted one pant leg, and showed a boot-laced ankle and calf. He extended the exposed leg toward the Russians and displayed it. He offered several viewing angles, as a streetwalker showing her wares.


  “What do you boys think?” he called toward the Russians while smiling large. “Love and happiness?”


  They neither moved nor blinked an eye. My teammates gripped the container and headed for the Sally. I maintained a hard stare toward the Russians, covered our backs. Dock business continued, someone called out, another laughed. The string of dugout canoes continued their slow river dance, sweat dripped, resignation over our mode of transport settled. A poor start.


  “What was Abbie doing here?” I spoke low, sufficient for Wilson’s proximity. I wanted answers, now.


  “Well, we were making plans. You know. You know the deal.” His focus shifted between the Russians, me, and my teammates. “You people won’t start shooting at each other, will you?”


  “Were you anywhere near her when she was kidnapped?”


  “No! Swear! Woke up, planned meeting her for breakfast. Got the owners to open her room after an hour. Gone. Just gone.”


  I believed him. The Russians wouldn’t enlist an amateur for a grab. But Billy Wilson wasn’t clean. Not by a long shot.


  “Lots of opportunity here,” I said, and maintained stares with the Russians. “Opportunity to pocket side cash.”


  “I’m on your side. From the start.”


  “My side is Abbie Rice. And my two friends.” I shot him a quick glance and focused again on the Russians. They hadn’t moved a muscle. “Any other player is liable to catch a bullet. From me.”


  He remained silent.


  “You told me you stocked the Indonesians’ warehouse. With supplies. Meaning you have a key to their lock.”


  “Right. Right, but that’s my job. I sell supplies.”


  “And did you take special delivery from our surly friends over there? Several cases of new AKs?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Help with the import paperwork? Place those cases in the Indonesians’ warehouse? A little side deal. Some extra cash?”


  “Look, I deal with lots of people. I told you, it’s my job.”


  “Bad answer, Wilson.”


  Another quick glance revealed panicked eyes.


  “You’ve been double-dipping. Triple-dipping if you toss in the Brits or Chinese.”


  “I’m a supplier. Abbie said it was great cover.”


  “And there’s a chance someone tipped the Russians I was coming. With friends.” I wasn’t here for a conversation, so I wrapped things up. “So I want you to understand something, Wilson.”


  Chinese voices yelled at laborers for effect rather than communication. Their barge’s open deck contained mining supplies stacked head-high.


  “If I find you had anything to do with Abbie’s disappearance, you’re a dead man. If you have any association with the Russians, you’re a dead man.”


  I locked eyes with him. “I’ll hunt you down, Billy Wilson. Anywhere on this earth. And I’ll find you.”


  Catch called from the Sally. “We got an issue.”


  One last hard stare at the Russian operators and one last thought for Wilson. I started a turn and addressed Wilson face-to-face.


  “I’ll find you. And kill you.”


  He shook his head with a final denial, eyes wide. Catch and Bo covered me as I made my way toward them. Laborers argued around a pallet of large water pumps. A truck horn beeped among the warehouses.


  “What’s the issue?” I asked, boarding the old tub.


  “Lord Nelson,” Catch said, and indicated with his head toward Babe Cox.


  Babe now occupied the wheelhouse, our arrival prompting him above-decks. The usual attire, old stained shorts and nothing else.


  “I’ll bloody well take you upriver,” he said. I stood at the wheelhouse door. He lit a ten-inch-long motrus cigarette. The newsprint wrapper flared. “I’ll take you and your mates. But the Sally doesn’t travel at night. You know that!”


  “You will tonight. End of story.”


  An immediate departure and nonstop travel put us at the jump-off point before dawn. Our best scenario. Move, scope, hunt, and hit at dawn.


  “Ya don’t board my vessel and tell me how to operate, Yank. She doesn’t work that way.”


  Catch’s ham hand gripped my shoulder from behind. “Cover me.”


  I did and stood aside, allowing him wheelhouse entrance. The Spetsnaz operators had ceased their ready-to-engage position and loaded packages onto their riverboat. They talked among themselves. One of them shook his head and laughed. I dialed back the danger meter and checked wheelhouse negotiations.


  Catch had reached his limit. He laid his weapon near the wooden wheel, said nothing, and snatched Babe’s arm, twisting it behind our boat driver’s back.


  “Hey! Hey!” Babe said, struggling. The tiny bush kangaroo watched, huddled under the map table.


  Catch perp-walked him from the wheelhouse to the river side of the boat and tossed him overboard.


  “Untie the damn boat. I’ll drive.”


  We did. Catch fired the old diesel engine. Babe yelled, spit water, and crawled up the side of the boat. He bitched and moaned and grappled with the railing, flopping onto the deck with a wet splat. The soaked and drooping motrus still hung from his lips. He lay there and hurled expletives toward Catch and the world in general.


  Catch eased the throttle forward and flung the wheel upriver. The bow turned and the stern pressed against the creosote pilings. Then a thump, a back-deck arrival. It sent minute vibrations through the old boat’s timbers. The MK18 flew in that direction, trigger pressed. Bo’s actions mirrored mine.


  Luke Mugumwup stood, feet spread, bilum bag over a shoulder and machete prepared for battle. Lips pulled back with a fighting grin, bright-red teeth displayed.


  “Friend,” I said, emphatic enough for Bo to hear and understand. I glanced at Catch. He’d pulled his .45 and aimed it through the wheelhouse back window.


  “Friend,” I repeated. “No danger.”


  Catch hesitated and internalized this tribal warrior, tattoo and patterned scar–covered, as a friend. Bo had already lowered his weapon.


  “Luke, you can’t come,” I said. “Good to see you, but you can’t come.”


  “Excitement?” he asked, and pointed the machete upriver.


  “Yeah, plenty of excitement. Which is why you cannot come.”


  “I will stay.”


  He turned his back and surveyed our vessel’s wake, glancing once at Babe on dripping hands and knees. Catch threw the throttle forward and the old engine protested, belched smoke. The Sally began its upriver trip.


  

  
Chapter 36
 They hit us past midnight.


  The first few upriver miles allowed for a sense of calm and preparedness. Babe scuttled belowdecks, mumbled nonstop, and returned with several stubbies. He positioned alongside Catch in the wheelhouse.


  “I’ll pilot,” he said. “She’s my vessel, you wanker.”


  “You go by Babe, right?” Catch asked, his eyes forward.


  Babe declined an answer and used a rusted bottle opener to access his first beer. Another motrus lit, he looked Catch up and down, leaned out the wheelhouse, and spit into the river.


  “So here’s the deal, Babe. I’ll let you drive under two conditions,” Catch continued.


  “She’s my vessel.” A pitiful whining inflection filled his statement.


  “One. Keep your mouth shut.”


  Babe looked to me as a reasonable outlet for his frustration. “You know how I work. Talk some bloody sense into your man here.” A touch of groveling, a dash of defiance.


  Catch ignored the entreaty. “Two, you will do exactly as we say. While maintaining number one.”


  “It’s not right!” he wailed. He glanced among us, sought support, and found none. “It’s not bloody right.”


  “Two conditions, Babe. Or you go back in the river.”


  He puffed his smoke, drained the stubbie, tossed the bottle with a splash. “All right, ya bastid. All right. Move aside.”


  Once behind the wheel, he assumed a master-and-commander stance and delivered a constant commentary under his breath. Bo and Luke stood at the stern. The former inspected the patterned scars and tattoos, asking questions. A small village passed the port side. Several locals waved.


  “Those are my customers we’re passing by,” Babe said. “Paying customers.”


  “Did I hear you run your mouth?” Catch asked, perched on the foredeck prow. Low, indecipherable mumbles returned.


  Group dynamics ironed out, I gathered my teammates and reviewed the conversation with Chambers. They asked a few questions, clarified dangers, weighed odds. We worked the assault plan.


  “And Luke?” Bo asked as we considered approaches.


  The warrior stood nearby and overlooked our squatting deck-top discussion.


  “He’s handy with the locals,” I said. “And there will be those. Unfriendly locals. With arrows.”


  “If he’s going with us,” Catch said. “The machete won’t do.”


  Catch had a point. Luke would venture with us—I couldn’t prevent it—and his warrior proclivities of attacking with a hand weapon were insufficient for him, and us.


  “The man requires a more definitive approach,” Bo said. “A means, a statement reflecting his heritage.”


  “What the hell does that mean, granola boy?”


  “A savage slide, a clack of doom.”


  One of the M870 pump shotguns, nestled in our weapons container. A close-range weapon, effective, simple to use.


  “Right. Let’s start there,” I said.


  Bo broke out the weapon, grabbed a box of shotgun shells, and signaled Luke. They joined at the back rail. Bo began preparations for loading the shotgun, stopped, and adopted a grim, formal countenance. This clearly wasn’t about safety or the weapon’s workings. Bo focused on ceremony. He transacted a formal presentation of the shotgun as an army general surrendering his sword. Luke accepted in the same vein, tested the weight, scowled a proud acknowledgment. Catch rolled his eyes.


  Bo set the box of shells on a deck bench, an offering. Luke nodded, took his time opening the box, and removed a single cartridge. With great care and protocol, Bo indicated which direction the shell was fed into the magazine. Luke slid it home. The light snick as the shell settled in the magazine carried weight, import. Luke hefted the weapon again, shouldered it with great gravity. Bo nodded and pointed again to the box of shells. Luke loaded six more shells, each with formality.


  Now the metallic sliding clang ubiquitous to pump shotguns. Bo pointed at the release button. Luke pushed it. Bo took Luke’s other hand and placed it along the forestock, signaled he should slide it back. A shell appeared in the now-open receiver. Bo instructed him to slide the forestock forward. Another defining clang and done. Locked and loaded.


  The first shot echoed against our jungle walls. Before Bo could show how to eject the empty round, Luke held the weapon skyward with both hands and screamed a battle cry. Bo grinned ear-to-ear.


  A box of practice shots later, the three of us held a high degree of confidence Luke could contribute firepower if needed. Bo dropped a full replacement box of shells into Luke’s bilum bag. Good to go. So we thought.


  Luke instructed Babe and we edged close along the shore, under overhanging branches. The Sepik warrior used the machete and slashed a wrist-thick vine free, dragging one end through ochre-colored bank clay. He retrieved the muddy end and dabbed a finger into the clay. Applied dots and lines and symbols to the weapon’s stock and barrel. Now he was good to go.


  We gathered again and sat on the back deck. I used the remaining clay and sketched the JI camp layout, immediate terrain, and cleared areas. Tent positions, pathways, placement of mining equipment. No idea where they might have Abbie. Tied under a tent or tarp. Chained to a tree. No way of knowing. And there was no way of knowing if she was alive. We each accepted such reality, committed to the mission regardless.


  Questions asked, scenarios played. Bo and I would go in. Catch would cover our backs, a keen eye toward engaging Spetsnaz operators. Those people, if they showed, would observe and take needed action to ensure my head ended up on a stake.


  We assigned Luke a patrol of the wider perimeter, to protect us from local warriors.


  “They will not hurt you,” he said, pointing in my direction. A definitive statement, filled with surety.


  “Why is that?”


  “They killed you.”


  “I’m not dead, Luke.”


  “You carry special power. They will not try you again.”


  Good to know. So we assigned Luke the job covering Catch and Bo against arrow and spear attacks. We would stop a mile below Babe’s usual anchor spot and work through nighttime jungle. Approach JI’s camp, wait for first light. Night-vision binoculars would assess and discern. But sufficient daylight was required for a full-on assault against such odds. Too many moving objects—peripheral vision a survival tactic.


  We didn’t discuss rules of engagement. A hot-fire situation. Thirty of them. Plus possible Spetsnaz. Engage with ferocity and speed and extreme termination.  


  I pulled my laptop and phone, synched with the geosynchronous big bird in the sky. Checked messages a final time. One from Mom. Be careful.


  Always am. Love you, I replied.


  And one other message. From the Clubhouse.


  She lives.


  It was inconceivable Jules knew of Abbie’s condition. But she’d crawled onto her spider web, sent signals. Interpreted returned vibrations, innuendo, and whispers. Discerned Abbie lived. Amazing, but washed with doubt. No one was that good. Still, still. Jules had tapped into the Kiunga tendrils of intrigue before. 


  A heartening message nonetheless. She lives. I shared the information with Bo and Catch and reemphasized our known resistance. Over thirty JI terrorists, each armed with fully automatic weapons. The Russians—an unknown. A possibility, real enough. But there was nothing unknown about JI’s killing intent. And they knew we headed their way. Word sent not long after our Kiunga arrival. We wouldn’t catch them asleep.


  Mental grit rasped across the gung-ho. The enemy’s description, their strength, delivered guilt. I’d dragged my friends into this. Asked for their help. They accompanied me without hesitation or fear or anything less than full commitment. Against long odds. Because I asked.


  “I’ll take the lead,” Bo said. “Approach, light it up, draw fire. Position close enough to your friend.” He referenced Abbie. “Eliminate close-proximity threats. Cover you, Tarzan.”


  He meant me. Tricky business. If Bo began his assault too far from Abbie, he couldn’t cover my approach and rescue. Too close and he risked hot lead hitting her and me. A fine, fine line and one few on this earth could pull off. Bo, one of them.


  Catch and I nodded, knowing.


  “I’ll focus on rescue,” I said. “Catch on tee-oh-oh.” Targets of opportunity. Again, tight nods.


  “Alamo?” Catch asked.


  Delta strategies, tactics, and goals hinged on speed, ferocity, movement. Static time was reserved for the minute or less it took for Abbie’s release. But things could go sideways, fast. And a worst-case scenario meant battle from a joined protective position. Our Alamo.


  I pointed at the deck toward an ochre circle, a small hilltop, near the back of JI’s camp.


  “There. The back side joins a small stream. Three sides overlook the camp.”


  A final collection of comments and suggestions, and done. We knew the drill. Move fast, drive forward, hit what you aim at. Deliver sufficient ferocity, send them scattering. Then escape. Dispersed, the enemy would continue fighting, chasing. But their sense of collected defense would be shattered, rendering them less dangerous.


  Dusk, then darkness. A half-moon—sufficient for navigating the twists and turns of our Fly River tributary. Bats dipped and turned across the deck, chasing insects. Animal calls from the enveloping jungle—some docile, others strident, panicked. The temperature became more bearable. We ate MREs from the weapons container and took watch shifts. Tried catching a few Zs, stretched out on the hard deck. Thank God Catch pulled the midnight shift.


  He’d always owned the innate ability to see things the rest of us missed or couldn’t discern. A third eye, catching the unexpected and unknown. A hand on my ankle, a soft “they’re coming.” He repeated the action with Bo and Luke.


  I visited the wheelhouse and read Babe the riot act, again. Told him of possible fire, friendly and otherwise. And to keep the boat in the middle of the small river. We assembled at the back deck, hunkered below the Sally’s sides.


  “A metallic glint and bow wake,” Catch said, voice low. We scanned our watery trail. This stretch of river held turns and twists with short, straight sections between. The moonlight allowed for a view of each small section before the next turn. We waited, watched, weapons set for full auto. If a hostile boat loaded with armed men approached, this wasn’t a time for single shots.


  Two turns, then three. Nothing. On the fourth turn, just prior to losing sight of our short back trail, we saw it. A pushed ripple on the water’s surface. Pushed by the bow of a boat, the front tip exposed for a split second as it turned the corner and we turned out of sight.


  “They’ll goose it on one of these straight stretches,” I said. “Come roaring around the turn and run up our tail.”


  “And they aren’t delivering the mail, my brothers,” Bo said. “Aim true and sure before they get close. Luke, stay low.”


  Luke stared back, noncommittal.


  I occupied one back-of-the-boat corner, Bo the other. Weapons shouldered, aimed downriver. The Sally’s sides were three inches thick. Decent protection. Catch, as always, took a position behind us, near the wheelhouse. Luke squatted opposite him, shotgun at the ready.


  Two more tight turns. Catch heard it first. “They’re coming!”


  Above the low rumble of our boat’s engine, the discernable howl of large twin outboards at full throttle carried through the thick jungle air. We were seventy yards down a short, straight stretch when they side-skidded around the corner. Rapid blinks of light covered their boat. Automatic gunfire, muzzle flashes, fired our way.


  The attackers’ first bullets slammed into the protective sides and splintered wood with resounding thunks.


  “Light ’em up!” I called. We did. Three full-automatic weapons spoke back. Every fifth round in our magazines a tracer, leaving a bright trail downriver. Their magazines held a similar configuration, and the river surface reflected ribbons of hot light. Bullets thwacked the Sally, chunks of wood flew, the battle noise deafening.


  We made the next turn, disappeared from their line of fire. Babe screamed every curse word in his repertoire. Bo and I reloaded.


  “Status?” I asked, loud and tight. Was anyone hit, wounded—were weapons functioning properly with sufficient ammo on hand?


  “Good,” Bo said. Catch repeated the same.


  Babe continued screeching. But we stayed the course, plowed ahead, the Sally intact.


  “They got the juice,” Bo said. A flat statement, no fear.


  They had us outgunned. At least five and as many as seven men had fired our way.


  “Hit the outboards,” I said, preparing my aim for the next imminent firefight.


  “Sound policy, goober boy. Sound.”


  The tops—the working engines—of their twin outboards sat high at the stern. Hit those and their fast riverboat became driftwood. Plus, the enemy stood between us and those outboards, offering the opportunity for taking a few of them out in the process.


  “Shoot the outboards!” I called to Catch.


  “Screw that noise.”


  No time for argument. They roared around the bend and deadly twinkles of light illuminated their vessel. Bullets whined, slapped, bee-buzzed past my head. Bo and I cut loose, focused on the outboard engines. The engines’ protective cowlings—clearly reinforced—deflected our bullets, and they closed the gap, utilizing superior speed and firepower. We were in deep shit.


  It flew between Bo and me, six feet off the deck, trailing fire and smoke. A rocket, fired from one of the M136 rocket launchers. Catch. The weapon’s low-frequency concussive boom—so different than the sharp retort of fired bullets—followed the rocket’s passing. The weapon’s firing blast sent a compressed air wave washing over us.


  Designed to destroy armored vehicles, the rocket struck the speeding attack vessel amidships. And blew it out of the water. Man, Catch could shoot. Any weapon, anytime. Bits and pieces of aluminum boat, engines, and men scattered across the river, the fireball lighting the sky. The explosive blast echoed off the jungle walls. Screw that noise, indeed, my brother.


  Another tight turn and the scene disappeared from sight. The Sally rumbled; Babe continued screaming invective. All else stood quiet on the jungle river.


  “Status check,” I said, and pulled a small flashlight. A slight handshake accompanied the tool’s appearance. A close call. Too close, and the adrenaline meter remained pegged.


  I worked Bo first. The rush, the intensity of the moment, could mask injury.


  “Splinters in your face,” I said, and checked to assess more serious injuries. The flashlight illuminated torso, arms, legs. No blood other than the small rivulets that streamed down his cheek.


  Catch next—unharmed. Luke the same. I entered the wheelhouse and checked Babe.


  “Ya bastids shot my Sally!” He shook with fear and rage. “No one said anything about shooting! My poor Sally!”


  Other than the usual scars and infections and skin rashes, he appeared unharmed. He must have ducked low inside the wheelhouse.


  “Shut up, Babe. Drive.”


  I left the wheelhouse and Bo said, “Let’s do you, my Georgia peach.”


  A furrow above my left ear. A bullet crease, the skin broken, blood oozed. I hadn’t felt a thing.


  “Russians?” Bo asked.


  “Had to be. And more will make an appearance at JI’s gold camp. Guaranteed.”


  Catch produced a medical kit and did the doctoring. Bo’s face would bear scars. As would my scalp. Totems. More damn totems. And we continued upriver.


  

  
Chapter 37
 Dappled moonlight lit our way. The jungle’s upper canopy glowed, reflecting rays. Incremental darkness edged toward ground level. Sounds surrounded, nocturnal scuttles and calls and cries. The enemy waited—assembled, well armed, prepared. How prepared, a question answered soon enough.


  We had tied off a mile below the usual landing where the gold camps unloaded and Babe plied his wares for the adjacent small village. The enemy expected us, and our incursion point wouldn’t be the front door. Small advantages, presented and taken.


  Babe remained silent as we geared up. His way of a final goodbye or simple relief at our exit from his Sally.


  “Do not leave,” I said. “We’ll return before noon. Be here.”


  “Fine, mate. Fine.” His voice held a touch of melancholy. Perhaps he assumed us dead men.


  Bootlaces tightened, gear given a final check. Web vests donned, extra ammo stored, and grenades attached. Radio earpieces and whisper microphones, courtesy of the Company, enabled and checked. War paint applied, black and olive green. No words, quick hugs, final fist bumps, and over the side. Battle.


  Luke led, and halted twice the first mile. Pointed his shotgun at the same type of spindly tree both times. Don’t touch. Sufficient light allowed for a profile of clustered needles along their small trunks as we passed. His third halt froze in midstep. He stared at the ground, head shifting left at a slow pace. Tracking ground movement. A snake. Type unknown, but dangerous enough to halt Luke Mugumwup in his tracks. He cast a quick glance over his shoulder, nodded, and moved on.


  We skirted the village at the gold camps’ landing and headed northwest. Avoided gold camp–cut trails, followed ridgelines, kept below the tops. No profiles silhouetted, no regular pathways trodden. And we moved fast, silent, breath measured, senses keyed. Four miles later I caught up with Luke, placed a hand on his shoulder. Jemaah Islamiyah’s camp lay a quarter mile ahead. Delta would take over from this point forward. Luke nodded, understood. We had entered the battle zone, and he gripped my arm, squeezed an affirmation. A communiqué from time immemorial, warrior to warrior.


  We approached a rise, a hummock, at the south of their camp. Stealth and caution the moment’s order. Engaging the enemy in predawn blackness—angry, desperate shots fired every direction—left Abbie more vulnerable. A sure target, and surer death. At the rise’s crest, we flattened, three paces apart. Luke followed suit, stayed behind us. Moonlight faded as a low, wet cloud passed overhead and dumped a hard shower, soaking us. It drifted away and moonlight returned. We used night-vision binoculars to scan our battle area.


  Goal one—locate Abbie. The central cluster of tents and tarps hadn’t changed. Wooden supply crates collected about as chairs and tables. The large tarp suspended over the cooking area protected a still-smoldering fire. Other tarps were strung between trees, hammocks beneath them. Three men strolled, passed each other, worked a set area. Then I spotted her.


  Curled, tiny and balled, within a cage. The three armed men guarded, patrolled her area. The cage, built from jungle branches, was three feet tall, five long. An animal’s cage. Two of the men halted together, a match flared. They shared a smoke. Abbie showed no movement, huddled and exposed to the elements. Bastards.


  Half a dozen men occupied hammocks. The tents held more, the number unknown. But the count remained insufficient, lacking. JI had deployed, spread out. Established a defense. Waited. And they were terrorists, not trained warriors. They’d fire their new AK-47s on full auto, spraying lead. A high-risk battle situation when the objective was hostage rescue.


  North, across the camp, our Alamo rose. A substantial hill. No movement, no men spotted on the rise. The small stream running along its back side turned south to our right and bordered the cluster of tents and tarps. Its small ravine was a natural ambush spot for the enemy, or an attack position for us.


  A lazy meandering noise on our immediate right, undergrowth brushed against. A small animal. We let it move away, undisturbed. Overhead, roosted birds began their predawn call. A breeze lifted tarps, collected rainwater cascaded. And Catch’s voice transmitted through the earpiece.


  “West. Fifty yards. Depression.”


  I scanned the area, binoculars tuned, sought the enemy. And spotted them. A slight depression, at the west side of the camp. On our left. A dozen men. JI lay in wait, ambush ready.


  A bad mental resonance, the picture still unclear. My gut said those tents didn’t hold the rest of them. But we had a plan and odds improved. Hand signals and radio whispers confirmed our strategy. The pitch-black moment prior to dawn arrived, passed. Through the tall tree canopy, vague light washed the remaining stars.


  Catch would crawl west along our current hill. Position above the small depression holding the dozen JI fighters. When Bo started the attack, Catch would clean house. And seek other targets, both JI and Spetsnaz operators. The Russians’ probable situational tactic—occupy an extended perimeter. Ensure the objective achieved. Our deaths.


  Bo and I would backtrack, drop below our position, and ease down the small streambed alongside the camp. A quick recon, and if no enemy fighters occupied our path, Bo would go in first. With silent stealth, eliminate immediate threats. Position to both draw fire and cover my rescue. While Catch covered our backs on the killing floor.


  I crawled to Luke and whispered commands. Told him to patrol the base of our rise once the battle started. Protect Catch, watch for tribesmen. And be careful. Don’t approach the camp, don’t join the firefight. He blinked once, his sole acknowledgment.


  Bo and I crawled, then rose and moved fast toward the streambed. A large insect, collected the last ten minutes, crawled up my neck. I pinched it and the hard exoskeleton popped. Another low cloud threatened rain. We stalked, silent. The camp remained still. The three guards meandered, a physical sign indicating lack of concern. They hadn’t met Bo yet.


  We slowed along the streambed. All clear, not a sign of the enemy positioned. Shallow water gurgled and I radio-whispered my concern—the rest of JI wasn’t accounted for. Felt it in my bones. They didn’t pack into tents. Not their style. A risk identified, passed to my teammates.


  Silent caution covered our movement until we were even with the camp. Bo peeked over the streambed edge, turned, and hand-signaled intent. The three guards and Abbie, twenty yards away. Past them, the tents and tarps. He’d take out the guards and move toward the heart of JI’s camp. Position in their midst. Smack dab in the middle of them. Only a Bo Dickerson would consider such an insane tactic.


  I locked eyes, returned a tight nod. The light of new dawn increased. He eased over the top of the streambed lip. It began.


  I crawled up, attempted viewing his progress. Impossible. He’d disappeared, performed his magic. Bo hunted, unseen. A small ball of clothing, dark and motionless, lay inside the cage. I prayed she was still alive. And controlled the hot fury at her appearance and treatment. Death and raging righteousness would descend on these bastards in the next few minutes. And I’d deal my fair share of retribution, without hesitation, without remorse. They’d asked for it. They’d asked for Case Lee.


  

  

  
Chapter 38
 He used a knife. Eyes squinted, I saw no sign, no movement. Until one of the guards collapsed, silent, Bo’s quick shape above him. The second guard met the same fate. The third managed a muffled yelp prior to death. Too late. Bo attacked.


  He dashed toward the center of the tents and tarps, headed for the scattered collection of wooden crates. The tinny metallic release of grenade safety levers announced his arrival. There was enough daylight to capture the small objects floating through the air as he ran. Bo Dickerson tossed two grenades into separate tents while streaking toward vulnerable protection.


  Grenade explosions rang the start bell. Bo fired short bursts at the men scrambling from hammocks. Tight, precise staccato fire from Catch began. He swept the depression, cleaning house. I scrambled and raced toward Abbie.


  She’d lifted her head at the grenade blasts but remained curled. While the cage allowed for little movement, her minimal reaction spelled bad news. On her final reserves, beaten and abused. If she couldn’t walk, I’d carry her.


  The primitive cage was wired together. A simple door with crude hinges, and a large padlock dangled. I slid to a stop, laid a hand on her through one of the cage openings.


  “No!” She flinched, shuddered, twisted away.


  “Abbie, it’s me. Case.”


  AK-47s rattled fire close, too close. Utter chaos as men scurried, screamed, and yelled. Bo, for the moment, their target. A quick glance caught my redheaded brother unleashing hell, firing multiple directions. Catch’s weapon sounded three-round bursts from a different firing angle. He’d eliminated the men lying in wait and now aimed into the camp, helped Bo. But bullets flew from the enemy nonstop, their numbers greater, and our deaths a swift lack of luck away.


  I fired a short burst, the padlock fell, the cage door ripped open.


  “Abbie. It’s Case. We gotta move, Abbie. Now.” I held my voice low, maintained a semblance of reassurance.


  Her face turned toward me—beaten, filthy, swollen. Her body remained balled and eyes failed to recognize, absorb. No time. I slung my weapon across my back and inserted my torso. Held suspended above her, I placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.


  “I’ll carry you, Abbie. It’s Case. Don’t fight me. Please.”


  I lifted the clenched bundle that was Abbie Rice, cradled her, and ran like hell. There were screamed instructions at my back—the enemy had spotted me. Bullets kicked dirt around us, others zinged past. I hit the streambed bank at full speed and flew down the side. Bullets popped the embankment over my head.


  “Abbie! Can you hear me?”


  She responded with a quizzical look.


  “I’ve got her!” I said into the radio mike. “Clear! Clear!”


  Time to pull out, objective accomplished. Time to move, vanish.


  “Too hot for extraction,” Bo said over the radio, voice tight, slamming home a fresh magazine as he spoke. Bo was pinned. Multiple automatic weapons focused fire on his position.


  I placed Abbie on a dry section of the streambed and glanced over the rim. The enemy fought among the crates, popped up, fired rips of lead Bo’s way. Catch picked off visible targets, but it wasn’t enough. Bo tossed his last couple of grenades far too close as the enemy, enraged, encroached even further on his position.


  “Circling west,” Catch said. He’d dash, change position, obtain a better firing angle. I shouldered my weapon, sought targets, killed two. The new and immediate goal—extract Bo.


  The first blasts from above set off screeching alarms, the battle picture altered. The Alamo. JI men had hidden on the back side, out of sight. They crawled onto the Alamo at our attack and held a perfect firing position toward the camp. Hot rounds poured from above. Chunks from the wooden crates around Bo flew and tumbled through the air.


  Catch’s angle of fire changed again as he engaged the men on the overlooking hill. Several of them acquired him as a target, firing nonstop.


  “Abbie, you stay here!” Bullets continued popping dirt above our heads. “I’ve gotta go for just a minute. I’ll be back. Promise!”


  She remained curled on streambed rocks. At my statement, she looked in my face. And closed her eyes. Those bastards. I leapt over her and dashed along the streambed, toward the back side of the Alamo. I’d scale the hill, attack from the rear.


  Gotta go, gotta move. Bo and Catch wouldn’t last long with this much firepower targeting them. Hot lead rained from above. Fast, fast, gotta move fast. No hesitation, no fear.


  Gunfire every direction, earsplitting. Calls and screams and yelled commands. My feet splashed through water, dashing. I hurdled up the stream bank long before reaching the back side of the hill. Made better time, better footing.


  Then one of those weird battle silences. Men reloaded, re-aimed, repositioned. A respite of one second, maybe two. And within that relative silence, the unmistakable universal noise of a shotgun’s slide mechanism. A live round chambered. In the midst of the collected enemy above us. Luke.


  The first shotgun blast boomed, the manual slide mechanism clacked, another blast. Total bedlam ensued. Hilltop AK-47 fire turned inward. More shotgun blasts. No time for circling the hill. Straight up. Attack. Drive right into those bastards. Luke was getting hammered.


  I scrambled, aware of continued gunfire below. Bo still under desperate siege. Frantic climbing, feet slipped, harsh breath combined with a battle cry. Firing before I hit the top. Firing as I entered their perimeter. Took out the nearest two men who still aimed downhill. And captured Luke’s last moments on earth.


  He stood among them, legs spread. Bullets ripped into him. He chambered a final round, slapped the trigger, killed another. Blood gushed from multiple holes. In his final moment, he dropped the shotgun and unsheathed the machete. A half-second lock-stare with me, eyes fiery, a battle scream on his bloody lips. He stumbled forward, attacked again. They mowed him down.


  Two-shot bursts, double taps, aimed as I moved. Killed one after the next. Swung past a target when one of Catch’s shots exploded their head. A walking advance, delivering death. Shoot, aim, shoot. Four, five, six of them. Their return fire was panicked. Angry whistling buzzes cut the air past me. Eject an empty magazine, slam a new one home. Double tap, death, seek the next target. Kill them. Kill them all.


  

  
Chapter 39
 I sought signs of remaining life. A moment, a final check. Still death littered the hilltop. I took aim toward the camp below. Single-shot, careful aim, a dead man every trigger squeeze. Pick the bastards off. Catch joined my intent and their numbers dwindled. Bo, huddled and hurt among wooden crates, still returned fire. Bodies strewn across the killing floor. More added by the second. Remorseless, advantage ours, finish them off. The remaining few, imminent death acknowledged, ran. They leapt battle debris and dashed away into the jungle. One of them flew down the streambed bank near Abbie, never hesitated, and scrambled up the other side. Where he died. Catch.


  I slid down the hillside, reloaded as I descended. Ran to Bo. Catch joined us.


  Quiet. Quiet except for our harsh breath and the moans of dying men. But Spetsnaz operators lurked, unseen. Crosshairs of their weapons sighting us a present danger.


  Bo slumped against one of the crates. Blood, his blood, soaked his fatigues and smeared a pattern across the crate’s side.


  “How bad?” I asked, kneeling, hand behind his neck.


  He returned the grip, pulled me close. “A relative question, my brother. Rife with possibilities.”


  “Stow the horseshit,” Catch said as he squatted. “You gonna live?”


  “Yes.” Bo shifted and grunted in pain. “And die. But not at the moment.”


  Catch straightened. Blood poured from his left hand. A dark blotch showed viscous at the top of his right shoulder. “Get him to the spook. Field patch both. I’ll recon.”


  The Russians. They were here, somewhere. I was surprised they hadn’t hit us already.


  “You need patching too,” I said, chin lifted toward his shoulder.


  “No time. We gotta move. This ain’t over.” He bear-jogged into the jungle and disappeared.


  “Where’s Luke?” Bo asked, using a crate to push himself upright.


  “Gone.”


  Bo’s upward progression halted, then continued.


  “He took on the entire hilltop,” I added.


  Bo shook his head and took a halting step toward the riverbed. He stopped and exchanged a heart-to-heart look. “A warrior. Brave and true.”


  “Every bit of that.”


  Bo limped, his movement too slow. I swept him up, a fireman’s carry, and hauled ass toward the streambed. Toward Abbie. The biting sting caught up with me. I’d been shot. Twice. Left side, rib cage. Right outside thigh. Son of a bitch. But neither debilitated, threatened life. At least not now. Russian operators, nearby. Gotta move.


  Abbie had shifted to her knees, upright. A great sign. I flung myself over the streambed embankment, held Bo off the ground. She displayed the slightest of eye crinkles. Another positive sign.


  “Case.”


  “Abbie. Good to see you’re up. We’ve gotta go. Russians.”


  I released Bo. His first action was to limp down the streambed, weapon shouldered, scanning.


  “Russians.” Her voice was flat, emotionless. The beginning light of relief left her face, replaced with cold acknowledgment.


  “Yeah. We’ve taken care of JI.”


  “JI.”


  “Yes. Don’t worry about them anymore. Gone.”


  “Gone.”


  “But Spetsnaz operators are around. We have to get to the boat. Go home, Abbie. Home.”


  A quizzical look as she absorbed the concept. Then with a stunning display of character, she said, “You’re hurt. Bleeding.”


  Bo returned and joined us. He smiled wide at Abbie, took one of her hands. And kissed it. “Hey. I’m Bo.”


  “Bo.”


  “A fine and pleasant making of your acquaintance under these conditions. Now, we should skedaddle.”


  “Coming in,” filled our earpieces. Catch turned a corner of the streambed, approached, eyes scanning.


  “Abbie. That’s Catch,” I said.


  She turned her head, slow, and acknowledged his presence. She looked back at me.


  “Home.”


  “Yes. Soon.” I addressed my teammates. “Quick patch job. Stay mobile. Several miles of hostile terrain to cover.”


  “We can take some time,” Catch said. He rested his weapon against the embankment and pulled a field medical kit.


  It was so unlike him, so strange. Bo and I both stared as he pulled off his webbed vest and unbuttoned his shirt.


  “Take some time? What?” I asked.


  “Let’s doctor up. Strip.”


  “Russians,” I said, stating the obvious.


  “Not an issue at the moment. Maybe down the trail, but not here, now.”


  “What?”


  My head refused acceptance. It made no sense. None.


  “I’ll show you later. C’mon, strip. Pull your med kits. This ain’t tea time, morons.”


  The bear of a man paused and placed a hand on Abbie’s shoulder. “You’re gonna be all right. Any wounds that need tending?”


  She stared into his face.


  “It’s all right,” he said, and bent over. His voice carried a soft gentleness, filled with surety. “We’ll get you out of here. Promise.” And he winked.


  Abbie half smiled, nodded, said, “I’m okay.”


  She wasn’t, but showed signs of returning.


  “Saw what happened to Luke,” Catch said, unbuttoning. “One hell of a fighter.”


  “Amen.”


  Rain began falling, steady and cool. Three field medical kits appeared. Three men stripped off shirts and dropped trousers. We started with Bo. He held on to his weapon, covered us as Catch and I stanched bleeding and assessed wounds. Rain splattered on exposed skin, turning flows of bright crimson into watered-down red.


  Two grenade fragments had pierced Bo’s flesh. One in his upper arm, one in the back. Skin puckered around the entrance holes.


  “You tossed those too close,” I said, recalling his hand grenade lobs among the wooden crates.


  “They were too close. You ever read Jung?”


  “No. Let’s not dig for those, Catch. Patch and move on.” The grenade fragments required a doctor.


  “In all chaos there is a cosmos.”


  “Hold still, you mullet,” Catch said as he squirted wound wash into each hole.


  “In all disorder, a secret order.”


  “Fine, Bo. Fine.”


  Wet gauze and tape applied, we moved to his side. Under his right arm, the latissimus dorsi muscle held a clean entry and exit wound. No bones or vital organs hit. Lots of blood. Wound wash, gauze shoved into the holes, tape across the gauze and wrapped around his chest as added pressure.


  A bullet from the Alamo had entered the top of his left butt cheek. It exited close by.


  “Gotta shove packing into those holes, Bo,” I said. “The only way. I speak from experience.”


  “I wonder if it was purposeful. The shot.”


  “Of course it was purposeful. They tried to kill you.”


  “No, I mean the exact placement. My butt. A signifier, a statement?”


  “I swear there’s something wrong with you,” Catch said. “I mean it.”


  Blood collected at the wet bandages, but controlled, stanched. A knife blade was used to scrape off several leeches, small, recently attached.


  We started on Catch. Bo passed him the weapon. Cover us.


  “You sure about the Russians?” I asked. “We’re sitting vulnerable at this streamside triage party.”


  “I’m sure,” Catch said. “For the moment.”


  A bullet had blown the webbing between thumb and forefinger on his left hand. We wrapped it with gobs of gauze and tape. At the top of his shoulder, a furrow punched through thick muscle above the collarbone. Wound wash, gauze, adhesive tape. Patch, finger in the dyke. Sufficient for mobility.


  The weapon passed into my hands. I’d noticed several holes in my fatigues where bullets pierced cloth, missing flesh. A couple didn’t. A chunk of flesh missing from my left rib cage. The bullet may have glanced off the bone, but the remnant wound allowed movement. Hurt like sizzling fire—more so as the adrenaline pump setting reduced—but I could move. And a neat plug of flesh missing on my right outside thigh. No bone hit, no major arteries affected. Wash, plug, patch. Wrap tight, a final check and ensure it would remain in place. Make the Sally. Get home.


  As Bo worked my side, fingers fast and efficient, a bruised filthy arm slid past him and helped press a wad of bloody gauze. Abbie. Rejoining the world, doing her bit. Coming back to life. Thank God.


  A strange sanctuary. A New Guinea streambed, a band of four wounded people, death and near-death scattered at the perimeter. But a moment, a respite. An emotional recharge of still-standing celebration and buckle up for the next round. A solid moment, needed. Rain continued, cleansed, and covered our quiet conversation.


  Fatigues on, battle vests donned, weapons checked. A motley crew, walking wounded, facing a serious trek through hostile jungle. Russian operators. New Guinea tribesmen. It wasn’t over by a long shot. I led, and paused once we’d climbed from the streambed. Another collection point. Bo’s wounds concerned me the most.


  “No BS. Can you walk?”


  “Each step a way forward.”


  Half smiles, tight nods, hard commitment, and the trek began. Catch held back, followed a dozen steps behind. Abbie sandwiched between me and Bo. The rain eased, stifling heat and humidity returned.


  A hundred yards later Catch’s radio whispered, “Hold up.”


  We turned and shot him questioning expressions. He indicated direction with a head nod and a have-a-gander look. We did. Catch halted Abbie and asked her to stay with him.


  Bo and I saw the feet first, a body tucked into thick brush, one leg flopped to the side. I eased aside limbs and leaves, took a closer look. Three long arrows remained embedded. One of the shafts pointed skyward, its feather fletching black, dull. Russian Special Forces weapons remained with the body. The head did not. Flies collected and crawled at the open neck. Bo and I exchanged knowing looks.


  “I found two others,” Catch said over the radio. “Same condition.”


  Moving back to the lead position, I stopped next to Abbie.


  “Stay close. Please. Almost there.”


  A lie, a returned small nod, and we headed out. Traversing a dark, hostile land, senses kicked into battle overdrive once again.



  

  
Chapter 40
 A steady pace, pain shunted aside, wariness at each step. Abbie kept up the first half mile, stumbled, and grabbed the back of my battle vest for support.


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay. Take a grip if it helps.”


  We paused, and she drank from my soft-sided water bottle. Her eyes remained distant. Trauma still ruled, and our movement may not have been the proper medicine, but options were limited. Her physical training and mental toughness shone once she sated her thirst. A nod, a hard face set, and, “Let’s go.” Rather than grab my vest, she gave my back a light shove forward.


  We remained off trail. I side-hilled rises, focused on less-dense jungle. Spetsnaz operators were still a concern, but immediate threats manifested as tribal warriors. And they required close proximity for their arrows. The less dense the floor foliage the better. Birds rustled and called overhead, sweat dripped, wounds stung. An incessant scan and rapid steps the moment’s rhythm. Bo limped, bad, but had clearly relegated his wounds to a distant realm. Not of the here and now. We moved less silent than I would have liked, but speed was a prime consideration. Move. Move and eat distance.


  Two miles along we came off a hummock to maintain a southwest direction and crossed a dry ravine. Trees and ferns and head-high bushes littered the area. I paused again for Abbie’s sake, and Catch’s words through my earpiece caused mild alarm bells.


  “Bad spot. Let’s get up the hillside.”


  We did. And paused near a massive flared-trunk tree. It stood ten feet in diameter, air roots as fins on a rocket ship. We positioned around it and continued scanning as Abbie took a knee and drank water.


  “So he’s followed us for half a mile.”


  Catch’s words rang the alarms loud.


  “You want to elaborate on that, bud?” I asked.


  “Tribesman. Bow. And long arrows that would look right at home in a Russian operator.”


  The three of us huddled around Abbie, kept an eye on our back trail.


  “No sign he wants a piece of us,” Catch continued.


  A tribal warrior tailed us. No aggressive actions or signals, yet. And I dreaded escalation. We’d spotted one. The ones we hadn’t spotted worried me more. They were out there.


  “They would appear to have an affinity for Russian heads,” Bo said. “An activity I’d suggest we encourage.”


  His under-arm wound still bled—fresh, wet blood soaked the area. Catch’s hand oozed and dripped red along his thumb. And although sweat rolled down my torso, a slower sticky flow from my side wound joined the parade. We’d take on the demons of hell if required, right here and right now. But prudence dictated leave well enough alone.


  “Mile and a half. Let’s move,” I said, and held a hand for Abbie. She pulled herself up, returned the water bottle. Lips tight, she focused on my backside. Her anchor point leading out of this mess.


  “Thirty minutes, Abbie. Not far,” I said, and addressed my teammates. “We’ll cross a primary trail ahead. Let’s take it. Don’t think our position is a mystery at the moment.”


  We remained in formation, Catch trailing, and traversed two small rises. A gold camp thoroughfare appeared. Mud, ruts, sharp stubs of hacked small trees and bushes. And relative open space. It led to the native village and usual river landing. We’d bypass the area and skirt south toward the Sally and our incursion point. But for now it was clear sailing and our pace increased.


  “Got a welcome committee of three now.” Catch’s radioed words upped the anxiety. What were they planning?


  “Location?” I asked.


  “The original dude still trails. Two more on our left.”


  I alternated focus between the trail—the hacked small trunk stubs would trip and injure—and signs of movement among shadowed green jungle. Nada, nothing.


  “You see anything, Bo?”


  “Maybe.”


  Not the best answer, but better than I was doing. A hundred yards farther I spotted him. He stood thirty yards uphill and leaned on head-high bow and arrows. The sole of one bare foot rested on the inside knee of the opposite leg. Survey tape, white and red, wrapped around his left upper arm. Dark feathers decorated his hair. He stared, unmoving.


  “Okay. Got one standing left.”


  “Yeah, well, that would make four,” Catch said. “These other three ain’t standing around.”


  Village and river landing right, hunting warriors left. Move. Keep moving south and make the Sally. Three hundred yards later I led us off the trail when it curved west, toward the village. One more mile. No trail, but at least away from the village and God knows how many more tribal warriors.


  Then I heard the lying, cheating, command-ignoring SOB. Babe. His voice carried, screaming at his customers. He’d ignored my order to stay, wait, and had clearly started up his tub and moved it upriver. Conduct a little upstream business. And now an entire village stood between us and our goal.


  We huddled, the situation assessed. One option stood clear—march through them, locked, loaded, and prepared. Run toward the Sally if battle started. I remembered Luke’s words. They’d killed me, yet I walked. Case carried special mojo.


  “All right. I lead. Abbie glued behind me. Catch, Bo—either side of Abbie a half step back. Shape of a spearhead.”


  “A symbolic configuration,” Bo said. “Nice touch.”


  “When we get to the boat, can I shoot Babe?” Catch asked.


  “They attribute me with special powers. Stay close. Neutral expressions.”


  And so we strode toward the thatched huts and cooking fires. Nearest us, on four-foot-high stilts, the Longhouse. The tribal gathering place and site of village decisions, worship, and declarations of war. At the base of the Longhouse stairs, a special log. It exhibited carved pictographs, symbols, signs.


  And the heads of five Russians. We passed within four paces of the display.


  “Don’t stare at the heads,” I said. “It may offend them or some damn thing.”


  Villagers, more warriors, kids. They stared, neither friendly nor hostile. We looked a sight, no doubt, and worthy of a stare. Still, hair stood at the back of my neck, the village silent except for the cry of a baby. Cook fires smoked and smoldered, the village earth tramped clean and hard. The urge to dash, strong. But it may have triggered an unwanted reaction. So we strolled, an even pace, past huts and fires and suspended daily life of the villagers. And came out the other side.


  Babe continued yelling at a collection of customers at the base of his rickety gangplank. He stopped and cocked his head as we approached.


  “Well. Ya grabbed a sheila, did ya?” He referenced Abbie.


  We edged past the assembled villagers. Catch untied the boat’s shore line, and we climbed onboard.


  “Give me a while yet, mates. Bit of business to transact.”


  Without a word spoken, Catch fired the engine, slammed the throttle in reverse, and swung us into the current. The gangplank fell into the river and Babe screamed again.


  “Bugger off, ya bastid! She’s my vessel!”


  I guided Abbie toward the back deck. We settled on a bench. Made it. Made it back, alive, with Abbie. A shore shot from a Spetsnaz operator still a possibility, but likelihood decreased with every quarter mile of river we floated down. Besides, the five decapitated plus the five to seven that attacked us from their riverboat cut their available numbers. Big-time.


  I took her hand and endeavored a form of solace or empathy or uplift. Flying blind—I held no experience with such matters. She stared at the deck, dripped sweat with the rest of us. Jungle flowed past as Bo stripped off his battle vest and shirt. We required first aid. But now, for a few minutes, a chance to settle, celebrate, and regain a semblance of normalcy. And wrap Abbie in the same. I just didn’t know how.


  “I’ve got paying customers on this river. It’s only fair!” Babe changed tactics and now wheedled and whined inside the wheelhouse. “A few stops, mate. All I’m asking. A reasonable negotiation.”


  The wheelhouse rear window framed the negotiation process. Catch pulled his .45 pistol and blew a bit of left ear tip off Babe. Abbie flinched but didn’t raise her eyes.


  Our boat driver took it in amazing stride. An initial yelp, then grubby fingers worked the new ear alteration. A fair amount of blood, stopped when Babe snatched a roll of toilet paper off the wheelhouse counter and applied pressure with a wadded handful.


  “Fair dinkum,” he said, subdued. “You’re upset. Understood. Now let me drive my own bloody boat.”


  Catch explained rules of the road, life, and personal marksmanship regarding particular body parts, then joined us on the back deck.


  “Wash up, dress these wounds again, and prep for round two,” he said. “The bounty.”


  The local head Russian spy, Sokolov, hadn’t entered my mind. I was still recovering from round one. Relief. Relief and thankfulness and an emotional draining as adrenaline lowered and a glow of satisfaction settled. Satisfaction tempered with a strong concern for Abbie. Concern and a pull to do something. Fix things. I could well imagine what she’d suffered at the hands of those thirty-plus terrorists, but a look forward was the lone path I’d address. I didn’t possess the skills for addressing her recent past. Other than levying justice. And that was taken care of.


  Bo groaned as he knelt at Abbie’s feet and laid a forearm across one of her knees. He used the other hand and lifted her chin, her face. He smiled. And talked toiletries.


  “Our large and uncivilized partner mentioned a bath. Which he sorely needs. But we get to go first. You and I. A bucket bath.”


  Her eyebrows furrowed.


  “I have some nice botanicals in my rucksack. A fine bodywash. Does wonders.”


  “Bath?”


  “You’ll love the stuff. Eucalyptus. It refreshes, and keeps this divine countenance shipshape.” He lifted his own chin with fingertips, pursed lips, and turned his head in profile. “Confirming evidence or what?”


  A half smile. A solid start. Bo Dickerson pulled her upright. Instructed us to move one of the back benches against the stern railing. Find a clean bucket. Fetch the saltshaker—it turned out we’d each collected several more leeches. And ransack Babe’s inventory. Deliver a clean T-shirt and shorts. For Abbie.


  I hope to live a long life. But I’ll never forget the sight of Bo and Abbie, naked and backs toward us, bathing on the back deck of the Sally. The river’s microclimate cut the heat, the old boat plowed downstream, and bright birds crossed overhead. A light breeze found channel in the river’s course.


  He dipped river water and poured it slow and easy over them both. Squeezed bodywash into her hands, then into his own. Led by example, scrubbed all over. When she stalled, stood still, he worked the soap into her short hair and rubbed with tenderness. Soft language about comparative qualities of various botanical toiletries. He explained how Catch and I lacked sufficient appreciation for such finer things in life. And added a long litany of our other deficiencies. Life began to return in Abbie Rice. She even laughed, once. While crimson blood drew thin, bright pathways down my bathing brother’s backside.


  

  
Chapter 41
 We required serious medical care. Field dressings and adrenaline had limits. The reality of our physical situation tempered plans for dealing with Sokolov. We gathered at the back deck and discussed options.


  “His operators are wiped out,” I said. “Can’t be but one or two left. If any.”


  “He’ll haul ass,” Catch said. “Let’s get him before he does.”


  “And our asses require hauling to a hospital. Limits our ground time.”


  We had bathed, dressed wounds, and stopped the bleeding, again. Changed clothes. And reloaded our weapons. Abbie wore flip-flops, cheap shorts, and a cheaper T-shirt. But they were clean and dry. A bottle of acetaminophen was passed around, a helluva lot more than the recommended dose swallowed.


  Catch firewalled the Sally’s throttle, reducing downriver trip time. Babe attempted, once, an easing off of the strained engine. He wouldn’t try a second time. A couple more hours and we’d hit the docks. Phase two. Our own personal reward. Abbie hung back at the edge of our conversation, pensive.


  “He’s either at the hotel or airport,” I said. “Unless he’s already left.”


  “He’s still there,” Bo said. “Too much invested. He’ll hang around, salvage what he can. Human nature.”


  “To a point. But word will filter out. He’s isolated.”


  Bo had a legitimate perspective, and Sokolov—his people eliminated—may not have known the outcome of our upriver battle. But at some point he’d cut and run. And with the clock ticking, medical care nudged near the task of locating the bastard.


  “Let’s say we do find him,” Bo said. “And isolate him. Zero sum, baby.”


  Zero sum. Winner and loser. Sokolov the loser.


  “What if he doesn’t know who the funding source is?” I asked. “Legitimately doesn’t know?”


  “Then he’d better come up with a damn good lie,” Catch said.


  Denial meant death. Speak or die. And I didn’t have a problem with that. The SOB had taken Abbie hostage and handed her to JI. Posted my bounty for JI’s benefit. Sent a riverboat full of operators to kill the three of us. And placed more operators around JI’s camp as insurance. Screw him.


  “He kidnapped me.”


  We turned and stared toward Abbie.


  “Him and his henchmen.”


  “We figured as much,” I said, soft and supporting.


  Catch stretched an arm and gripped her knee.


  “Got it,” he said. “We’ve got it.”


  No point verbalizing the point further. The risk of a conversation devolving into her capture and abuse led down torturous paths. And we didn’t own the wherewithal to smooth that road.


  I found the spook pilot’s card with the handwritten number. There was decent satellite connectivity as we wound and twisted our way downriver. I dialed. It rang twice.


  First the sound of prop engines, then his voice. “ETA Kiunga one hour.”


  He hung up. The Port Moresby to Kiunga flight was two hours. They’d already left. It took a second or two as the physical and psychological toll pinballed my thought processes. But just a second or two. Over my left shoulder, I stared skyward. Howdy, folks.


  One of the Company’s big birds in the sky. Satellite surveillance. They’d moved a bird over our operational area. Low, moving clouds obscured full-time visibility, and JI’s camp held too many trees for a downward view. But as we cruised the open river channel, they could take a good gander when clouds cleared. And observe the three of us. With Abbie. So Langley had kicked off an action plan.


  The Company wouldn’t possess the sole bird peering down. The Russians would have the same view. Sokolov would have received intel on the upriver outcome. And planned a quick exit.


  Unwritten clandestine rules, violated. The Russians gambled, lost. And they’d pay. A violent shadow war of retribution and redefined lines ramped up as we chugged downriver. I didn’t understand the rules and wondered at the folly of the entire endeavor. But Sokolov presented an opportunity. A last gasp for this violent excursion.


  “Our plane,” I informed Catch and Bo. “ETA Kiunga one hour.” I shot another glance skyward for their benefit. Catch bent back and extended a middle finger toward the skies.


  “I fear they won’t capture my best side,” Bo said. “I hold more allure up close.”


  My phone rang. Marilyn Townsend. Well, that didn’t take long. As always, she waited for me.


  “Director.”


  “Well done, Mr. Lee. Well done, you and your compatriots.”


  “We require serious medical attention. All of us.”


  “It has been arranged. Professional care is two and a half hours from your first destination. Four and a half hours total travel time. Is your group capable of surviving this time frame?”


  A hint of empathy, a small whiff. Not surprising she kept location names from the conversation. First Port Moresby. Then two-and-a-half-hour flight time for a top-notch hospital. Brisbane, Australia, the high-odds destination.


  Arranged. Everything freakin’ arranged, tidy, neat. Not a single thing tidy or neat about the last six hours, Marilyn. No, ma’am. Lots of killing, lots of blood, a brave warrior dead. And some of the blood was ours, still leaking. Hammered pawns on the back deck of the Sally. Hammered pawns on your chessboard, Marilyn Townsend.


  “Yeah. We’re capable.”


  “I’d appreciate speaking with Case Officer Rice.”


  “How many opposition operators left?”


  A dead pause. She expected an Abbie handoff. Too damn bad. We required intel about Sokolov’s defenses. A tight window of opportunity, unless he’d already split.


  “Unknown. Perhaps none.”


  “Love those unknowns, Director.”


  Silence.


  “And I’d like to bet on the perhaps but can’t afford it. Not down here where the peasants play.”


  A shorter pause, and she said, “I cannot overstate how much we appreciate your efforts. And those of your friends. Now kindly hand your device to Case Officer Rice.”


  I did. And excused my personal snark. The thigh throbbed and the rib wound bit, hard. The arrow wound, still fresh, barked its displeasure as well. My brothers bled, wounded. Because I’d asked them to join me. Asked them to dive into the morass of spook central. And Luke gone. Killed. No. No apologies for the attitude, Marilyn.


  “No, ma’am.” Abbie’s voice carried, imbued with fog and unreality and a touch of recovery. “I understand. No issues.”


  I held hope the director provided a semblance of soothing words for her case officer. Heaven knew she deserved them.


  “Not a problem. Thank you, Director.” She ended the call and handed me the phone.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  “Fine.” She returned to a back-deck bench and stared at passing jungle.


  I took solace knowing the Company would provide her excellent medical and psychological help. She wouldn’t return to the field during her remaining days with the Company. A desk job until retirement. She’d quit before then. Maybe not this year, or next. But it would happen.


  I sidled alongside Bo. He sat on the foredeck, first in, our spearhead. He hurt, bad. Nostrils flared, he fought back the pain.


  “So where have you been holed up?” I asked. “After you left Portland?”


  “Oz.”


  “Australia?”


  “Good people. Good land. Miles of arid turf.” Bo smiled. “It has a feel, mi amigo.”


  “How are you getting around?”


  “BMW.”


  “What model?”


  “Motorcycle.”


  “Where you keeping your hammock?” Bo traveled light, material possessions few. But his rucksack alone was substantial. His other accoutrements, including his hammock, would fill another rucksack.


  “Sidecar.”


  An easy picture. Bo blasting along a lonely road in the arid outback. Goggles on, red hair flying. The motorcycle’s sidecar full.


  “Makes sense.” We sat with comfortable silence as river and world and life passed by. He’d adjust his position, attempt easing the pain.


  “I’m sorry, Bo. So damn sorry.” It welled from deep within. I didn’t deserve friends like this. Blood brothers so tight, indomitable.


  He shifted again, gave a light shoulder bump. “A poor statement, goober boy. Not acceptable. We choose how to live. And if we’re lucky, how to die. Allow the cosmos reign, but hand on the rudder as best we can.”


  I fought back tears. Aftershock, mental gymnastics, pain—and an awareness we’d dock before long. Knife between teeth and do it again. With Bo and Catch. Man, I didn’t deserve them.


  Thirty minutes before Kiunga, I visited the wheelhouse. The little roo accepted a scratch behind the ear and hopped back below the table. Babe lit another motrus; a ball of betel nut powder and lime bulged a cheek. He stank, as always, but air movement through open windows made a short-term visit possible.


  “Could be more action at the docks,” I said. If any Russian operators remained, the docks would present a prime opportunity for payback.


  “Just don’t shoot my old girl.”


  “Ease in. If firing starts, maneuver against the docks. We’re not going any farther downriver. We’re through running.”


  He farted. “It’ll be over soon.”


  “What will be?” I’d spent time enough with him to catch a Babe tangent.


  “The entire bloody mess. Gold. Guns. All these wankers on my river.”


  “You don’t think they’ll find gold?”


  “Not where they’re looking.” He chuckled.


  A rabbit hole or truth pill or BS—I bordered on leaving it at that. Behind, Catch rummaged through the weapons container and prepped for battle. He laid the final rocket launcher on a bench. In front of us, Bo held his face toward the sun, smiling. He’d escaped the moment, the pain.


  I bit. “How would you know, Babe?”


  “Oh, there’s gold upriver, mate. I reckon! But not there.” He cackled, took a side step, and spit bright-red spittle into the river.


  “You transported the geologist. You know where the gold find is.” A statement, clear now. His boat the obvious choice when the geologist required river travel from the then-sleepy town of Kiunga. He knew. The crazy bastard knew and held something back.


  “What I didn’t know was those bloody phones worked here.” He shook his head and puffed the motrus.


  The geologist owned a satellite phone. He’d announced the find back to headquarters. Called from the Sally. And disappeared.


  “What happened to the geologist?”


  Babe paused. A large wad of toilet paper remained at the top of his ear, stained red, the blood now congealed. “Unfortunate accident.”


  He hummed a bit and swung his hips side to side. Smiled bright-red teeth. Pleased, oh so pleased with himself. He had sent everyone on a wild goose chase. Claimed he knew the geologist’s discovery spot. While the true gold discovery, miles away, remained with him. The crazy SOB.


  “Why’d you do it?”


  He didn’t hesitate an answer. “Because of what you see now! She was once a nice, quiet town!” He pointed ahead, toward Kiunga. “And I worked this river alone. None of these bastids roaring up and down my river. Disturbing my commerce.”


  Disturbing his kingdom. The crazy SOB knew, but the secret would die with him. Give it a few more weeks and the mining interests would pull stakes. Flock to the next spot on the map. Bolivia, Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka. They came up short in PNG, but there was always the next discovery. The next pot of gold. And if human elements of high interest participated—terrorist groups, drug runners, revolutionaries—the spooks would flock again. But Babe would have his world back. Unmolested, tucked away.


  The adventure’s absurdity never settled, metastasized. It draped, and with a bitter shrug it fell from my shoulders. Tucked away inside Chambers’ “strange world” box, locked and discarded. But Abbie was here—and satisfaction with her rescue helped salve other hurts. And we had a shot at the bounty sponsor’s identity. A long shot, maybe, but real and now, with the last twenty-four hours behind us.


  

  
Chapter 42
 Before the final river turn that would bring the docks into sight, raucous noises sounded. Trucks honked, men yelled, the low grumble of diesel-engine boats and barges rippled across water. Gold fever maintained, riches for the taking. Man, were they set up for disappointment.


  Bo huddled under the prow, armed and ready. Catch stood watch along the wheelhouse. Abbie was asked to sit on the back deck, out of sight. She didn’t argue. But prior to taking a protective seat, she rummaged through the weapons container and pulled a spare .45 pistol. Fine, and good for her.


  “Sniper turf,” Catch said as he scanned the approaching docks. “And you’re target number one.”


  “Don’t see threats.” The docks showed no sign of hostile forces. Billy Wilson stood alongside a stack of crated canned goods and waved our way.


  “That’s the whole point of snipers, dumbass,” Catch said. “You don’t see them. Get your butt on the river side of the wheelhouse.”


  Point taken. Babe eased alongside an empty pier and parked the Sally. Men moved, cussed, sweated. They loaded equipment and supplies, bartered, laughed. No Spetsnaz. Wilson approached as Babe performed his own tie-up duties. The three of us weren’t taking any fingers off triggers.


  “Got a ride for you,” Wilson said. “A ride to the airport.” He pointed toward a small van, well used.


  Not a person—bosses or workers—blinked an eye at our arrival. Gold fever, with certain anomalies expected and overlooked.


  “Carry this container,” I told Wilson, a head nod toward our depleted stash of weapons and ammo. “Go get in the vehicle.”


  “I think we should . . .”


  I cut him off. “Do what I tell you. Now.”


  He did. I’d like to say we departed the Sally and strolled badass across the creosote timber. But we sucked wind and winced climbing over the rail. Two of us limped toward the vehicle. Still, we remained prepared for a fight should it appear. And we’d kick ass if it did.


  No goodbyes, no final words with Babe. Nothing more than a last stare, expressionless. Heart of darkness, Babe. Can’t say I’d miss you.


  Wilson eased off the muddy flat area that served as a staging point for vehicles and drove us into Kiunga. I rode shotgun, although Catch complained about my exposure. Abbie sat between Catch and Bo.


  “Moved several trucks earlier. For you-know-who,” Wilson said.


  “Moved trucks?”


  “Yes. For the pilots. They asked me to deliver several at the airport.”


  Whatever. Pilots or not, they were still spooks and their behavior nothing but white noise for our current mission.


  “Stop by the hotel,” I said. If still in town, Sokolov would hole up there.


  “I’ve been instructed. The airport. Straight away,” Wilson said. “Very specific instructions. How are you, miss?”


  He smiled in the rearview mirror toward Abbie. She remained silent.


  “The hotel,” I repeated. “Now.”


  “Specific instructions. Very. Don’t want any trouble.”


  Wilson’s head snapped forward. A motion created when the muzzle of Catch’s .45 slammed against the back of his head.


  “What do your instructions say now, asshat?” Catch asked.


  “Look! Look, mate! A plane and two pilots are waiting for you. Bring them here, they said. Straight away!”


  “Hotel, Wilson. You seen Sokolov there?” I asked. “And don’t lie. Bad things will happen if you lie.”


  “He’s at the airport! Why didn’t you just ask? He’s at the airport.”


  I turned as best I could, grunted, and shared stares with Bo and Catch. Questioning stares. Catch removed his .45 from Wilson’s head.


  “New instructions. Take us to the airport.”


  “I’ve been sayin’ . . .”


  “Shut up, Wilson. This is strange, guys.” I waited for a response. None came. “You really think the Company would wrap him with a bow and present him? For us?”


  The two continued scanning, watched for threats. The barrels of their weapons lay across the vehicle window openings.


  “Damn,” Catch said. “Left the rocket launcher on the old tub.”


  “Could we get a little focus here, people? Abbie, any thoughts?”


  She shrugged, looking tiny and vulnerable squeezed between the two ex-Delta members. The .45 dangled from her hands.


  “Our target, isolated. The path, clear,” Bo said. “Let us stride, resolute.”


  His face showed signs of strain, pain, and a steel commitment to see it through.


  “I agree with hippie boy. The Russki is on high ground. Doesn’t matter who treed him.”


  It damn sure mattered to me. Bo and Catch had retired, truly retired. They hadn’t rubbed shoulders with Spookville in years. But the current situation rang discordant. A gut feel based on past experience. Or paranoia.


  Wilson kept his mouth shut and drove, admonished twice for hitting potholes. The impact sent jolts of pain through me and, without doubt, both Bo and Catch. We wove through Kiunga, streets busy. The aroma of unwashed bodies, jungle funk, and vehicle exhaust passed. We hit the half-mile road leading toward the airport.


  The Company prop plane sat parked near the tin shed. Three substantial trucks had been placed at equal intervals along the narrow runway. The Kiunga airport was closed for business. Alongside the shed, Company-issued pistols drawn, the two pilots. And one stoic, defiant FSB agent. Sokolov.


  Wilson killed the engine, ran around, and opened the sliding door. Hauled the weapons cache onto the ground. He clearly viewed the entire scene as cool, James Bondish. The four of us climbed out, cautious.


  “Drive back to town,” a pilot ordered Wilson. “Come get your trucks in an hour.”


  “Perhaps you, Lee, can talk some sense into these people,” Sokolov said. “This is madness. Utter madness.”


  “Not telling you again,” the pilot said to Wilson. “Go.”


  Wilson, petulant, drove away. The rattle of the old van faded.


  “I’m an employee of the Strategic Resource Group,” Sokolov said. “SRG. A Russian corporation. You have no right to hold me.”


  “You people got this?” the pilot asked the three of us.


  “Yeah,” I said. “We got it.”


  Catch circled us, used a foot and opened the tin shed door. Stuck his head in and announced, “This will do.”


  The two pilots hoofed it toward the distant runway-parked trucks. A flock of birds flew, flared, and circled over a nearby muddy field, hacked from jungle. Sweat dripped, the pre-evening heat relief not yet arrived.


  “Absolutely no right. I had a flight scheduled. It was prevented from landing.”


  “Shut up, Sokolov,” I said.


  Bo shoved his assault rifle into the Russian’s back. “We require a candid Q and A. With quick and honest responses. Savvy?” He rammed the weapon into Sokolov’s back again, and forced him toward the shed’s door.


  “You know the game, Lee.” Sokolov pressed a hand against both sides of the door opening. “And this is out of bounds! You know it!”


  Catch ripped his hands off the doorjamb; Bo finished pushing him inside. The entire setting was too unnatural, too scripted. An orchestrated play. The pilots walked long distances toward the trucks. Left us with the Russian and the empty shed. My gut roiled.


  I stepped inside. Sacks of rice, stacked. A flimsy table. Canned goods, boxes of nails. Oppressive heat, musty smells, the soft scamper of mice, hidden. Sokolov held out his hands. Stop. Stop this madness.


  Abbie brushed past me, silent. Then it hit. Landed like a collapsed building. We were on stage. Satellite imagery, both US and Russian, watched this vignette play out. Pilots—Company employees—distanced themselves from the scene. Abbie’s role and responsibilities detailed during Marilyn Townsend’s call. With Bo, Catch, and I the bit players, providing the Company cover.


  “Abbie!”


  She continued past me, raised her arm, and blew Sokolov’s brains against the tin wall.


  “Shit!” Catch yelled.


  She turned, dropped the .45 on a pile of rice sacks, and walked out. She stared into the big lost and never made eye contact with me. We stood silent, absorbed in the wasted, futile moment. Ears rang from the gun blast, sweat dripped, possible answers dead at our feet.


  “I believe proper protocol for these situations,” Bo said, “is to ask questions first, then shoot. The Company may have a glitch in their training process.”


  I couldn’t move. The unmitigated hell of fighting our way upriver, fighting JI, losing Luke. Severe wounds salved with the knowledge we might, at last, find who paid for the bounty. Gone. All of it. Gone.


  Catch eased past me, paused. “Let’s saddle up. I may actually need stitches.” He patted my back, pocketed Abbie’s pistol, and left. I turned as he walked toward the plane. Abbie had already boarded. Two of the trucks were driven off the runway into the muck and mire. One pilot returned, the other walked toward the final truck.


  “She rolls, tumbles, creaks, and groans, my brother.” Bo placed a hand on my arm. “The big enchilada.”


  Sokolov lay splayed on the dirt floor as blood and brain matter slid down the corrugated tin wall. And Case Lee, played again. Played like a freakin’ drum.


  “Saved your friend,” Bo continued, delivering a gentle shove toward the shed’s opening. “A solid adventure. Solid. Weights and measures, my Georgia peach. Weights and measures.”


  Bo and a pilot boarded. The plane’s engines fired. A final stare toward the overhead audiences. Both groups would flick off the satellite feed in their respective conference rooms, discuss Spookville’s latest dramatic play. Dissect its finer points—one side speculating on who offed Sokolov—and make plans for the next grand production.


  Catch took Sokolov’s death in stride. An event, finished. Move on. Bo wrapped it with his cosmic view. Part of a larger picture. I lacked either perspective.


  The second pilot passed, headed for the plane. “Let’s go,” he said over the prop noise, Ray-Bans and Company strut on full display. “Jet waiting at Moresby. We’re getting you medical help.” He climbed the three steps and crawled into the copilot seat.


  Yeah, jack. Help. Get us help. Maybe help me understand the black hole in my gut. Help explain why now—while I grapple with death and rescue and survival—the entire damn thing rings so, so hollow.


  One last glance above, past the satellites, and headshake wonderment. What a world. Oh, it rolls and tumbles, Bo. Yes it does. And sometimes it circles the drain.




  

  
Epilogue



  I slathered on the best possible medicine. Cruised the Ditch while the Ace of Spades rumbled its siren song. CC occupied a wheelhouse stool alongside me. Tinker Juarez climbed a supply box pressed against the side and hung his chin on the top railing, capturing scents. Isle of Palms, Dewees Island. Sewee Bay and a cut-through to Bull Harbor. Salt grass marsh, warm breeze, and silent glory.


  “Tinker Juarez likes this,” she said.


  “Me too. You thirsty?”


  “No. I’m happy.”


  “Me too.”


  A top-notch Brisbane hospital had sewed and patched us, overnight stay recommendations declined. We had exited through the facility’s sliding doors, where another spook greeted us with a large manila envelope. Abbie stood near a parked sedan and stared at the ground.


  “Tickets. First class,” he said.


  We wouldn’t take the Company’s jet home. Reserved for Abbie. Fine. I approached her while Catch and Bo held back.


  “Tell me how you’re doing,” I said. “You look good.”


  Eyes questioned, unsure, but a half smile and a step closer. She wrapped her arms around me. I flinched—the rib wound wouldn’t take much pressure.


  “Sorry.”


  “No worries.” I hugged back, a soft squeeze.


  “Thank you. I don’t know what else to say. Except you saved me. You, and Bo, and Catch. Thank you.”


  “We on for that bottle of wine next time I’m in DC? With your partner?”


  “Sure.” She spoke into my shoulder, voice muffled. I held serious doubts we’d meet again. I represented a past she’d soon discard. A slow release, gentle rub of my cheek, and she climbed into the sedan. Abbie Rice would follow her own rocky road.


  CC pointed out wonders. A tug and barge pushed along the Ditch, fish splashed, and shore birds on stilted legs fast-danced away as we passed.


  “Are they scared of us?” CC asked.


  “Probably a little nervous.”


  “I get nervous. Sometimes.”


  “What about?”


  “Things.”


  “Things like burgers and fries? Because I was headed into McClellanville for burgers and fries.”


  She laughed, sparkling. “I don’t get nervous about burgers, Case! Or fries.”


  “Good, good. Just checking.”


  She slid off the stool and leaned against me, a hand around my waist.


  We’d said goodbye to Bo at the Brisbane airport. The Company hadn’t known his point of origin, so he’d purchased his own ticket. Alice Springs, where his motorcycle, sidecar, and hammock waited.


  “So the whole On the Road thing can’t last long,” I said. “You like to get situated. Park.”


  “Maybe I’ve changed.”


  “What are the odds,” Catch said, shaking his head.


  “Maybe you could dry out here for a while and then join me on the Ace. Get situated. And cruise the Ditch. Best of both worlds.”


  “One world. A boundless arc filled with possibilities. Possibilities and life. And love lost and love yet found.” Uttered with the utmost seriousness.


  “Willa misses you,” Catch said. “She digs it when you say that crap.”


  “And I miss her. You may remind her we are still bound spiritually. Ask her to listen.”


  “The van is still up the tree. Gonna leave it there.”


  “Another totem.”


  “Another way of letting you know you’re always welcome.”


  “And answer your phone,” I said. “And answer text messages.”


  Bo hefted his rucksack. A group hug, “take care’s” exchanged, and he limped away. Bo Dickerson turned five shuffled steps later and locked eyes.


  “I always answer, my brother.” A wink, a wide smile, and eyes glistened with wild mirth. “Always.”


  I missed him before he disappeared in the crowd.


  Back stateside, I’d touched base with the Clubhouse. A sense of obligation but no desire for connectivity. Burned so badly by that world, I also burned mental bridges. Because the Kiunga airport final scene held another possibility. The Company—Marilyn Townsend—knew full well what we wanted from Sokolov. And maybe, just maybe, they didn’t want us finding an answer. Leverage for the future.


  The Clubhouse message, a small brush with the clandestine universe, fed finality.


  Back. All well. Over and done.


  A slice of intent for Jules. No more. No more wading those waters. I would move forward, accept staid gigs only. Private investigator stuff, low key. Twenty-four hours later, I heard back.


  It’s never over, dear boy. And it’s never done.


  



  Thank you for reading The New Guinea Job!

 

  I hope you enjoyed the experience, and thank you for joining me on the trip.


  If you would like to get updates and insights on the next Case Lee adventure, please join my newsletter list by simply clicking below.


  http://eepurl.com/cWP0iz


  And I need to ask a favor. If you are so inclined, I’d love a review of The New Guinea Job on Amazon.com. Whether you relished it or it put you to sleep, I would appreciate your feedback. Reviews mean a lot to potential new readers.


  If you enjoyed The New Guinea Job, please check out Case Lee’s first adventure—The Suriname Job.


  Also, be sure to check out the books in my good-versus-evil Challenged World series. Come celebrate remarkable characters who band together to confront dark supernatural forces.


  The Unknown Element


  Pretty Little Creatures


  Gather the Seekers


  Again, thank you so much for dedicating the time to spend with me and Case in The New Guinea Job. Here’s hoping you and yours are doing well. And remember, we’re all in this together.


  Sincerely,


  Vince Milam
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