

  	
	    
	      Also by Dwayne Clayden

	    

      
	    
          
	      Speargrass Series

          
        
          
	          Speargrass-Opioid

          
        
          
	          Speargrass-Vengeance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Brad Coulter Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          Crisis Point

          
        
          
	          Outlaw MC

          
        
          
	          Wolfman is Back

          
        
          
	          13 Days of Terror

          
        
          
	          Goddess of Justice

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Dwayne Clayden’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      Crisis Point

      A Brad Coulter Novel

    

    
      
        Dwayne Clayden

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Dwayne Clayden

          

        

      

    

    
      The Brad Coulter Series

      
        
        Crisis Point

        Outlaw MC

        Wolfman is Back

      

      

      Coming Soon

      
        
        Speargrass - Opioid

      

      

      Short Story

      
        
        Hell Hath No Fury

        AB Negative. An Anthology of Alberta Crime

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 Dwayne E. Clayden

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention Permissions Coordinator,” at:

      dwayneclayden@gmail.com

      DwayneClayden.com

      Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

      Published in Canada

      Cover Graphic by Travis Miles, Pro Book Covers

      Editing by Jonas Saul and Robb Grindstaff

      Proofing by Laurie McMillan

      Formatting by Adam Dreece

      Social Media & Marketing Support by Catherine Saykaly-Stevens

      Crisis Point / Dwayne Clayden—3rd print ed.

      ISBN: 978-1-7752564-0-3 (pbk), 978-1-7752564-1-0 (eBook)

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my mother, Sheila Clayden.

        My earliest memories are

        of her reading to me.

        We still share a passion for reading

        and still share novels.

      

        

      
        Thank you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Calgary, Alberta, Canada

      

      

      Brad Coulter refused to believe he was trapped. He crouched in the corner of the hayloft, back against the rough wall, heart pounding, his breath coming in rapid gulps. His sweat-soaked shirt clung to his skin.

      The barn wasn’t much of a hideout. The floor creaked. Light slipped through cracks in the walls and broken windows, shards of glass still attached to the frame. A slight breeze curled around him but did little to cool his anticipation. The smell of manure and animal sweat lingered heavy in the air. Brad crawled to a window, his .38 revolver clutched in his left hand. Outside gravel crunched and branches snapped. A dog barked. Muffled orders came from the advancing cops.

      Brad scanned the hayloft. The window provided the only way out. He had to leave now. He took a breath, flung his legs over the windowsill, and jumped. His bootlace caught on a nail twisting his foot. He swallowed the pain as the lace broke and his back slammed into the sloped roof. He grasped for anything to slow his fall, missed and dropped the last ten feet into the corral. Air burst from his lungs and his gun flew from his hand, the fall softened by several inches of wet manure.

      Brad lay in the muck, gathering his breath, listening over the rustling leaves and his ragged breathing. They’d be here soon. He pushed himself up, hands sinking into the mud and shit. Pain rippled through his body. His muscles ached. He grabbed his gun, wiped it best he could and stumbled across the corral.

      The three-rail fence felt like a mountain as he hauled himself over, mustered the last bit of adrenalin, and ran. Halfway across the straw field he thought he’d made it. Free and clear.

      “Take him! Take him! Take him!”

      Dogs growled and barked.

      “Take him!”

      Brad glanced over his shoulder. Two German shepherds raced after him, gaining ground. This wasn’t part of the drill. One dog he could handle. Not two.

      “Constable Coulter,” Sergeant Jackson yelled after him. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Running for his life, that’s what.

      Brad had one canvas-training sleeve for one dog attack. The dogs rapidly closed the distance. Brad couldn’t breathe and his legs burned.

      He clambered up a haystack just as the dogs reached him. Snarling and snapping, they circled the hay.

      Brad looked back at the barn. Sgt. Jackson stalked onto the stubble field, one hand hovered above his holster. For a brief second, Brad thought Jackson would draw and shoot—him or the dogs.

      “Jesus Christ, Coulter!” Jackson shouted across the field. “Stick to the scenario. Keep the dogs entertained for a while. I’m having lunch.” He stomped back to the barn.

      Brad pulled up his knees and caught his breath. Despite his regular workouts, that had taken everything out of him.

      So he’d improvised a little. Adding the escape gave the drill more authenticity. But it didn’t give Jackson the right to send two dogs.

      The dogs circled, barking. They hopped and twisted, growing more agitated each time Brad made even the slightest movement. One pulled a bale loose with his teeth. They clawed and tore at others without success.

      Brad knew these dogs from previous training exercises. They’d chased and bitten him too many times to count. He leaned over the edge of the stack and shouted, “Sit!”

      The dogs sat and stared. Brad started to climb down but the moment he moved the dogs jumped to their feet, snarling between bared teeth and snapping at the air.

      Jackson shouted, “Coulter. Get your ass back here!”

      “Call them off.”

      Jackson nodded to the canine officers, who recalled the dogs. Brad slid to the ground and jogged back to the barn. The dogs lunged from the end of their leashes, and Jackson ambled toward Brad.

      Jackson was tall and lean, with a rugged, weathered face framed by over-the-collar brown hair. A toothpick hung from the corner of his mouth, half-covered by a bushy mustache. He had a gunslinger walk—legs spread and balanced, hands loose at his side. Like a marshal from the Old West who had ridden his steed hard a few too many times.

      Jackson cornered Brad at the barn, his nose in Brad’s face, the clean musk of Old Spice mixed with his roast beef lunch.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Jackson’s eyes bulged and the vein on his forehead pulsed. “The training is scripted for a goddamn reason. I make the script. Not you.”

      Brad sank back on his heels. Since when do criminal dirtbags follow a script?

      “These cops don’t move on to more difficult scenarios until they master the basics. Got it?” Jackson continued.

      “Yes, sir, but …”

      Jackson sprayed spittle as he spoke. “I don’t want to hear it. You do as I say!”

      “Yes,” Brad mumbled.

      “What was that, Coulter?” Jackson’s eyes blazed.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s better.” Jackson stepped back. “Now get your ass back in the hayloft. Do it again.”

      Brad stalked into the barn. He knew what Jackson meant. But these guys were clowns. They didn’t get it. Half-assing it wouldn’t save lives.

      Jackson called after him, “Let’s see you smart-ass yourself out of this one!”

      Brad climbed the stairs two at a time to the loft.

      A whistle signaled the beginning of the training exercise. Brad positioned himself in the corner like before and waited. The dogs yelped and whimpered. Silence was a strategic weapon and these dogs were too noisy. A real criminal might be scared or panicked. Fuck the script. No one would sit in a corner waiting to be arrested.

      Brad crawled to the window. A cop sprinted from tree to tree. Amateurs.

      A shotgun popped. Then another. And another. Brad whirled toward the sounds.

      Not a shotgun. One, two, three canisters landed and rolled across the old floor toward Brad. Tear gas.

      Clouds filled the barn. He covered his face with his shirt and dove to the floor. Fire in his eyes. His skin burned. His lungs screamed.

      Claws scrambled up the stairs, growing louder. Brad lifted his padded right arm to defend himself. The dog attacked, biting and ripping at the padding, unaffected by the tear gas.

      Each breath was more painful than the last. The dog slowed its attack, holding Brad’s arm, chewing occasionally. Brad pulled himself along the floor, dragging the dog with him, searching for the fresh air seeping through the cracks in the wall. It didn’t quench the blaze in his chest and the burning in his eyes.

      The floor vibrated. Brad waved in weak surrender. Two figures in gas masks appeared and lifted him. He couldn’t hold himself upright. The cops dragged him across the hayloft and down the stairs. His boots bounced off each step as they stomped out of the barn and dropped him on the ground.

      Brad gulped air, shallow at first, then deeper, clearing the gas from his lungs. Snot and tears streamed down his face. He closed his burning eyes.

      Jackson knelt beside Brad, the Old Spice giving him away. “Slow, deep breaths. It’ll take a while to clear.”

      He took Brad’s hand and wrapped his fingers around the handle of a bucket. “Dump this on your face.”

      Brad poured the bucket over his head—cold water. Breathing came easier. His eyes hurt less. Brad kept his head down, waiting for the yelling to start.

      Instead, Jackson’s voice remained calm and soft. “There are problems training these guys. I don’t need you to point that out.” He rested a hand on Brad’s shoulder and gave a squeeze. “You’re competitive and need to win. Today wasn’t about you. Get it.”

      Jackson stalked away. Brad knew he’d asked for it.
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      Brad drove back to Calgary with his windows open. His eyes were raw but at least he could see—sort of. He pulled into the parking lot two blocks from police headquarters and checked his watch: 1630 hours.

      Thirty minutes until his shift started. Most days that would be plenty of time but today he cut it close. And he’d be working with Jackson again. Couldn’t catch a break.

      Tonight he was on the swing shift, coming on at five in the afternoon and ending at three in the morning, providing coverage during the busy evening and over the 2300-hour shift change.

      With Brad’s eyes still blurry from the tear gas, he stumbled out of his car and across the street.

      A car horn honked and the driver gave him the finger. “Get off the road asshole!”

      Brad kept going down the alley to the officers’ entrance and burst into the locker room at 1635 hours.

      “Right on time again, I see.” Curtis Young, Brad’s partner, sat at his locker lacing his boots. “Oh jeez, what happened to you? You stink. You been on a bender?”

      “Fell off a roof into manure, was tear gassed and violated by a German shepherd.” Brad peeled off his clothes and threw them into a pile.

      “Just another Friday night for you.” Young laughed.

      Jackson entered the locker room. He stomped across the room and disappeared behind a row of lockers.

      Brad ducked into the shower, hoping to avoid any further attacks from his sergeant. One wrong move and Brad would find himself alone on traffic duty.

      Through the water hum of the shower, Brad heard Larry Walker and Hank Bell from Unit 421 preparing for their shift. Walker and Bell were twenty-plus-year veterans and as old school as they come. The younger cops called them Abbott and Costello, though never to their faces. Walker was tall and thin, with a complexion like a fish’s underbelly. Bell stood no more than five-foot-eight, but weighed more than two-hundred pounds. His face held a permanent cherry-red flush, a stark contrast to his ghostly partner.

      He shut off the water and stood in the stall, waiting for the right moment.

      “Congratulations on making the Canine Unit, Young,” Jackson said. “When do you start?”

      “Next week, sir,” Young replied.

      “That’s quick,” Jackson said. “Dinner’s on me tonight.”

      “That sounds …”

      “Sounds great, Sarge.” Brad made his move.

      “That’s what you think,” Jackson said. “You screwed us today.”

      “If those guys were any good, I wouldn’t have escaped so easily.”

      “You had the advantage, Coulter—you knew the scenario. Upstaging the other men doesn’t benefit anyone. Least of all you. Those are your brothers out there.”

      “Those clowns? They’re never going to catch on.” Brad pulled his T-shirt over his head.

      “You’re right,” Jackson shot back. “Some won’t catch on, but these new tactics will make the whole damn city safer, and what I’ve got in mind will be even better.” He paused and turned to face Brad across the room. “I’m meeting with the chief in a couple of weeks to convince him to set up a SWAT team.”

      Interesting. “Good luck finding guys who’ll measure up,” Brad mumbled into his locker.

      “You don’t know when to shut up.” Jackson hit Brad on the side of the head with a towel.

      Young grinned.

      Jackson checked his uniform in the mirror.

      Bell and Walker snickered, shaking their heads.

      “When we walked the beat,” Bell said, “we knew everybody.”

      “And they knew us,” Walker finished. “You kids don’t know nothin’ about nobody. You drive around in your cruisers with the windows up listening to your transistor radios. Don’t know what’s happening right beside you.”

      “We had street justice.” Bell struggled to pull his shirt tight enough to button. “We kept things out of the courts and off the public dime.”

      “I read about that in history class,” Brad said. “It must have been exciting catching cattle rustlers and hanging horse thieves.” Brad hung his head to the side and lifted his arm like he was holding a rope and rolled his eyes upward.

      Curtis laughed and then covered it by clearing his throat.

      Bell punched his locker. “You kids think you’ve got it all and then some. We paved the way for you. We did great police work without all the toys. You dummies would be lost without your radio and your fast car.”

      “Great police work?” Brad smirked. “The biggest crime around here back then was Inspector Caruthers getting shot in 1933. You guys still working on that?”

      “You’re a lippy little cuss, Coulter.” Bell’s face went from its usual red to purple. “We’ve got instincts and experience. All you’ve got is your mouth.”

      Brad leaned down toward Bell’s ripening face. “All I see is twenty years of donuts.”

      Walker put a large hand between them and urged Brad back with a long arm, before speaking in a low rumble. “You’re gonna get yourself killed.” Walker jabbed a finger in Brad’s chest. “We’ll be lucky if you don’t take some of us with you.”

      Jackson slammed the locker door shut. “Enough.”

      Walker and Bell’s spines shot straight. Brad slunk back to his locker.
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      The sun disappeared and the sky darkened as Brad came out of the gas station washroom and walked back to the cruiser.

      Curtis sat on the hood, leaning back against the windshield, tilting his clipboard to catch the amber glow from the streetlamp. He watched a plane crossing the downtown core leaving the city behind.

      Brad crept silently beside the car, crouching low against the front wheel as he readied to pounce.

      “I wouldn’t,” Curtis said flatly. “You might get shot playing that game.”

      Brad popped up and sat on the hood. “Damn.”

      Curtis’s eyes followed the lights as they faded into the distance.

      “Making a wish?” Brad asked.

      “Yeah, that you’d do some of these reports.”

      Brad gazed skyward with exaggerated concentration.

      “Come on, Brad. This is the fourth theft of car stereos we’ve gone to since 1900 hours. I’m buried in paperwork. Just one?” Curtis held out the clipboard.

      “Nice try, but no.” Brad yawned. “We have a system here that you agreed to.”

      “You want to drive first because you plan to sleep the rest of the shift.”

      “I had a rough day.” Brad rubbed his neck and stretched his back. “You have no idea.”

      “Jackson was really pissed with you.” Curtis snickered.

      “Thanks for backing me up, partner.”

      “I’m not stupid. Dig your own holes, brother. I’m not pulling you out. You’d be a great cop if you took it seriously. You know it, I know it, and Jackson knows it. Why do you think he rides your ass?” Curtis held out the clipboard again.

      “Nope. It’s not even 2200 hours. At 2300 hours, you can drive. Not a second before. That’s the deal.”

      “Some partner you are.”

      “Best partner you’ll ever have.” Brad laughed. “Besides, writing is good for you. You need the practice for wedding invitations. Shelley proposed to you yet?”

      “We shopped for rings.”

      Brad raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

      Curtis reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box, which he passed to his partner. “Okay. We looked and then I went back and bought the one she liked.”

      Brad flipped open the ring box. A tiny gold ring with a lovely diamond twinkled in the streetlight’s glow. “Nice. Why the hell are you carrying it out here?”

      “Wasn’t going to leave it in my locker.”

      “Bell might think it’s a small donut.”

      Curtis sighed. “Let it go, buddy.”

      Brad nodded, turning the gleaming ring toward the light. He handed it back to Curtis with a smile. “Another good man bites the dust.”

      “You’re jealous.” Curtis stared off into the skies shaking his head and then turned back to Brad. “Be my best man?”

      Brad brightened. “Me?” Couldn’t he think of anyone else?

      “Who else?”

      “I’ve got to plan a bachelor party. I know just the girls ...”

      “You can plan the party, but no girls.”

      Brad wasn’t opposed to begging. “Come on. Just a couple?”

      “No.” Curtis cocked his head and glared.

      “One for me?”

      “I thought you and Tina were an item?” Curtis put his hand over his heart and fluttered his eyelashes. “The last time we were at the Cuff and Billy Club, she followed you around like a puppy, hanging on your every word.”

      “I broke it off,” Brad said. “I haven’t seen Tina for a month. Shift work screws up relationships, especially with cops. Besides, she was nuts.”

      “Nuts about you,” Curtis said. “Maybe Shelley can set you up with the maid of honor.”

      “Got a picture?” Brad perked up. Being a best man wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “She has a great personality.”

      Brad laughed. “I’ll find my own date, thanks.” He lay back against the windshield. “How’s the mutt?”

      “Lobo? He’d chew your leg off if he knew you called him a mutt. He’s proud of his regal lineage.”

      “You know he loves me more than you!”

      “You wish.” Curtis set down the clipboard. “The other day he cleared a five-foot fence in the park, no problem.”

      “That’s great.”

      “Not really.”

      “Why?”

      “The fence in my backyard is four feet.”

      Brad laughed.

      “I came home yesterday and he was sitting on the front porch.”

      “Be glad he stuck around.”

      “He’s gonna be a better cop than you.” Curtis paused for a second. “What do you think of Jackson’s idea for a SWAT team?”

      “Do you have any idea what those special tactics guys do? He can’t get guys to stop stepping on twigs and tripping over their own feet. How’s he going to train anyone to be elite cops? I wish him luck. He’ll need it.”

      A loud muffler caught Brad’s attention. A dented piece of crap car rumbled past. The driver kept his head forward, leaning into the steering wheel, making a cautious glance in their direction as he drove by. Brad tracked him down the street. Tires squealed at the end of the next block.

      “You want to go after him?” Curtis asked.

      “Nah,” Brad said. “What were you saying?”

      “You’re just pissed because Jackson has your number. You screwing up the training was making the rounds of the station before you crawled into the locker room this afternoon. You deserved every word of that tirade and you know it.”

      “Yeah, maybe. It would be better to select a few guys rather than train everyone. It’s a good idea but I’m not gonna tell Jackson that.”

      “I think you want to be on that team.”

      “What, and be training with Jackson all the time? I’d sooner eat a bullet.”

      Curtis laughed. “You say that but you’d jump at the chance. You don’t hate Jackson. You respect him. Then you fight your instincts. It’s a love-hate relationship. You worship him.”

      “Worship is a strong word.”

      “Schoolboy crush?”

      “Screw you.”

      Curtis cuffed Brad on the back of the head, knocking his hat off, then slid down the hood and opened the driver’s side door.

      Brad spun off the front of the cruiser, swept up his cap, and wheeled around to face his partner, left hand on the butt of his service revolver. “I don’t think so, podnuh,” he drawled.

      Brad stepped around the door, pulled Curtis back with one hand and slid behind the wheel. “2300. Not before.”
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      Kevin Giles was finally on the way to Calgary. He hadn’t been back or seen any of his family since his cousin’s wedding in 1966. His recent transfer to CFB Suffield brought him closer to home.

      If it hadn’t been for Torres’s surprise call, he wouldn’t have bothered making the trip. Giles wasn’t sure about Torres’s proposal. But after a couple of weeks of planning by phone, and more than one heated argument, they’d finally agreed.

      The drive from Suffield Base to Calgary seemed longer than three hours, but the freedom—the open road and time to himself—was refreshing. An opportunity to get away from monotonous drills.

      Construction cranes topped dozens of buildings, all rising above twenty stories. The Calgary Tower dominated the expanding skyline. It’d been less than a hundred feet high when he’d left. Now you could see it from anywhere, like a middle finger pointing skyward.

      Giles swung north on Crowchild Trail to Motel Village and pulled into the Western Star. He slid out of the car and stretched.

      He attracted attention when stretching. Over six feet tall with a big chest, thick pipes, and shoulders that seemed to start at his ears. He couldn’t disguise his close-cropped haircut. Out of habit and training, he scanned the parking lot and then the lobby for friendlies, exits, and threats before taking the few long strides to the reception desk.

      “Credit card?” the clerk asked.

      Giles shook his head. “Cash.”

      Once he was checked in, he returned to his car and drove to the outside staircase below his room. He grabbed two heavy, green duffel bags from the trunk, and carted them up the stairs to the second-level outdoor walkway.

      The room was typical for a low-rent motel—two double beds, a bathroom, an old TV with rabbit ears, and a table with two chairs. The window faced the parking lot.

      Giles tossed one duffel bag on the floor, the other onto a bed. This one he unzipped, then took out two 9mm Browning Hi-Power handguns, an AK-47 assault rifle, a Remington shotgun, and a NATO C1A1 combat rifle.

      He’d cleaned the guns before he left the base, but he stripped and cleaned them again. Out of habit and need. Also, it calmed him. Who needs meditation when there are guns to take apart and put back together. The feel of smooth metal under a cleaning rag, the sweet smell of gun oil.

      Someone pounded on the door, the sound echoing throughout the small room. Giles grabbed the Browning and looked through the peephole. He lowered the gun and unhooked the door.

      Torres slipped into the room. He hadn’t changed a bit. Same compact olive-skinned man with a crew cut. The two men sized each other up, shook hands, then pulled each other into a quick embrace. Three claps on the back.

      “Damn, it’s good to see you.” Torres sniffed the air. He stepped to the bed and ran a hand over the guns. “Still love oiling them up, eh?” He picked up the shotgun and racked the action. “Smooth. Nicely done. How’d you get them here?”

      “In the car.”

      “That’s great. Ship guns by plane, they catch you every time. Throw guns and ammunition in the trunk of your car and you can take them anywhere. Gotta love this free country, man.” He set the shotgun on the bed and turned back to Giles. “Jeez, you look like crap. You okay?”

      Giles shrugged. “Not sleeping well. Nightmares.”

      “Cyprus?” Torres slumped in a chair.

      “Yeah. Always.”

      Torres stabbed a finger at Giles. “Me and Nadeau, you saved our skins. We’ll never forget that.”

      “How’s Nadeau?”

      “Crazy as ever,” Torres said.

      “Haven’t seen him in years.”

      “He hasn’t changed. A little chunky now that he’s out. Fat French frog.”

      For Giles, the predawn darkness of Cyprus seemed a lifetime away. “You miss it?”

      Torres ran his fingers through his hair. “I miss the guys, but not the other crap. Me, I’m my own man now. There’s no sergeant like you barking orders at me, telling me what to do, what to think. And the nightmares don’t come so often. You thought about civilian life?”

      “Wouldn’t know where to start,” Giles said. “Cadets in high school then straight to basic training.” He pointed at the guns. “This is what I know.”

      Torres reached into a shopping bag, pulled out a six-pack, and grabbed two beers. He tossed one to Giles.

      “I’m glad you’re back out west.” Torres opened the can of beer and took a drink. “What’s up in Suffield? Some top-secret security thing?”

      “They got us training for this year’s Olympics. Montreal, for Christ’s sake.” Giles spun the beer in his hands. “What could be worse? Bad enough taking shit on foreign soil, but dealing with protesters in our own country? I’ll probably snap and take out a bunch of frogs.”

      “Don’t let Nadeau hear that.”

      “Nadeau’s the exception. He’s like us. Righteous Airborne through and through. A proud frog, you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t get it. Why send the elite Airborne to the Olympics?”

      “Politicians are afraid of a repeat of Munich.” Giles opened his beer and took a long gulp. “They think a show of military force in Montreal will scare away terrorists.”

      “Or maybe downtown Montreal will turn into a free-fire zone,” Torres said. “Wouldn’t that send the media into a frenzy?”

      They laughed.

      “Why don’t you get out now man?” Torres asked.

      “Might happen sooner than you think.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “After the Olympics, they’re downsizing the military.”

      “They won’t get rid of you. You got too much experience.”

      “Don’t be so sure.” Giles shrugged. “I don’t fit the new mold of peacekeeper.”

      “Screw them. Get out now.”

      “Yeah, and do what?”

      “RCMP, city cop. Whatever, man. Just get out.”

      Giles shook his head and took another long swig of beer. “Time’s not right yet.”

      “When’s the right time? When you get your pension? Nickels and dimes.”

      “I’m hoping for a big buyout.”

      “From the military?” Torres laughed. “You’re crazy.”

      “You tellin’ me civilian life is great? So, why are you here?”

      “There are drawbacks—like lack of cash. It’s expensive out here. You have to pay for stuff—rent and food. This job is about funding our retirement. I got expensive plans. I ain’t waiting twenty years to get what I want.”

      “Your retirement plan is to hit a few banks and chill on some Caribbean beach?”

      “Riviera, man. Fast car, beach house, and babes. Gotta have the cash for that—lots of cash.”

      “Not as easy as you think,” Giles said. “If it was, everyone would be doing it.”

      “Come on. We already talked about this. The goddamn government trained us for years in planning and tactics. Why let that free education go to waste? They ain’t giving us anything else to fall back on.” He sat back. “You backing out?”

      “Not a chance.” Giles drained his beer and tossed the empty in the trash. He reached for another and popped the top.

      Torres had a point. Life in the military was dull, routine and didn’t pay worth shit. Hard to get up every morning for more training. Is that what he wanted?

      The military was gonna dump him. This was a good exit strategy. Giles was good at training and planning—very good. Torres had the ideas and Giles brought them to life. Tight, precise and without fail. If they pulled this off, they’d be set for a long time.

      Torres rolled a large coin over his knuckles.

      “You still carrying our Airborne challenge coin?”

      “You bet. Good for free beers in most legions. It’s my good luck charm. You got yours?”

      Giles nodded and rolled his coin onto the table. “Yup. We’re getting a new one for the Olympics.”

      “Nice. Snag one for me.”

      Giles grabbed his coin. “All right, let’s go over the plan again. Then I need a big, blue rare steak.”

      Torres slapped his thigh. “That’s more like it.”

      “Did you get the Brinks info?” Giles asked.

      “Yup, my guy with Brinks came through. Each shift, they get the keys to the malls and banks on their route. Sanders made a copy of the keys to the North Hill Mall doors and the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce inside.”

      “Those keys are hard to duplicate. They even have, ‘Do Not Duplicate’ on them, don’t they?”

      Torres nodded. “Yeah, they do. Sanders did it himself. They work. I tested them last night.”

      “Security?”

      Torres shook his head. “None in the building after hours.”

      “Alarms?”

      “None on the mall doors. Sanders gave me the alarm code for the bank. We’ve got thirty seconds once we’re inside. The panel is outside the manager’s office.”

      “Sanders is sure of the code?”

      “Swears by it.”

      Giles nodded. “Okay. Go on.”

      “The key is to be in the bank before Brinks gets there. Sanders will be one of the guards. They’ll give up right away. We tie them up, take the money, and get out. Shouldn’t take more than three or four minutes.”

      “Won’t his partner resist?” Giles asked.

      “Nope. Sanders says their guns are for show. His partner will shit his pants and surrender. He won’t have a clue this is a setup. Sanders wants his cut real bad. Oh yeah,” he said, nodding, “they’ll give up the money, all right.”

      “How much cash are they carrying?”

      “Two-hundred thousand.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “That’s what Sanders says. Enough for us to live high.”

      “What’s the ETA on the Brinks truck?” The questions came easily to Giles. He loved the logistics of a plan.

      “About 2300 hours.”

      “Police response?”

      “That’s the beauty of this,” Torres said. “Shift change for the cops is also 2300 hours, so they’ll be downtown. Even if something goes wrong, their response will be slow. We’ll be long gone by the time they get there.”

      “Vehicles?”

      “I picked up a fresh ride from long-term parking at the airport,” Torres said. “Car hadn’t moved in months. Oldsmobile. Big engine—it flies.”

      “If we need a fast car, it means we screwed up big time. What about escape routes?”

      “I worked it out just like you told me.” Torres pulled a city map out of his jacket pocket and spread it on the table. North Hill Mall was circled in yellow with different colored paths branching out in all directions. Torres traced the routes with a finger.

      “Primary escape route is red,” he said. “Blue and green lines are secondary routes. If the alarms go off, cops on the north side are dispatched. The red route will be best. Takes us away from the mall and away from the cops coming from headquarters downtown. They’ll either come up Center Street or Edmonton Trail, here,” he jabbed a finger down, a full fifteen blocks away from the mall, “or down Sixth Avenue to Tenth Street, here.” He traced another route, closer to the mall.

      Giles worked the routes in his mind. The city had grown and sprawled in his absence. He didn’t know if he could find his way around if he left the main roads. But Torres had it mapped out. It made sense, and two-hundred thousand was a lot, even split between four guys.

      Giles focused on the map. “Yeah. That works.”

      “I rented an old farm west of town. That’s where we’ll stay.” Torres lit a cigarette and leaned back in his seat.

      “Under whose name?”

      “You’ll dig it. Lamereaux. Our basic instructor.”

      “I haven’t thought about Lamereaux in years. When do we go?”

      “Tonight. We’ll check out the mall first, then get you a steak.” Torres exhaled a cloud of smoke.

      There was a light rap at the door.

      Torres stepped up to the door and onto his toes to glance through the peephole.

      Giles checked the safety on his Browning and stood to the side of the door.

      Torres looked back and laughed. He threw open the door and watched as Giles’s face drop.

      “Nadeau!”

      “Bien sûr.”
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      Giles coughed and swatted at the cloud of smoke filling the motel room. It was only 2145 hours. Still too early to leave.

      Torres and Nadeau both smoked when they were nervous, just like they had in the service. They had chain-smoked in Cyprus, just before it all went to hell. But that was outside, in the warm night air of the Mediterranean, with the smell of the ocean to wash it away. In this tiny room, it stank like a locker room. Man-sweat and testosterone. Nervous energy. Ready for the hunt. They weren’t defending anymore—now they were the aggressors. The rules of engagement had changed, and Giles was giddy at the idea. He’d waited a lifetime to charge the hill. No more waiting for a first shot. If there was a first shot, it would come from them.

      He needed air. Giles wanted to open the window, but the crank had busted off. He thought about putting an elbow through the glass, but a broken window would draw attention. Giles squeezed past Torres and opened the door a couple of inches and peered into the night. He swung it open and sucked hungrily at the fresh air. Then he stood in the doorway watching the other two.

      Nadeau sat on the edge of the bed watching TV. Taller than Torres, but somehow, he always seemed smaller. The last guy you noticed in the room, but the first to jump into action.

      “What the hell are you watching?” Giles asked.

      “Barney Miller,” Nadeau said. “Cop show. A comedy.”

      “Fuck the cops,” Torres barked and shut off the TV.

      Giles closed the door and glanced at the clock beside the bed. 9:50. “Time to get ready.” He sorted the guns on the bed and tossed Torres a Browning Hi-Power 9mm. “Keep that in your pocket. There are four more magazines on the table—and you carry the AK.”

      Torres caressed the rifle. He ran his hand over the wooden stock, grabbed the banana-shaped magazine, and slammed it home with a satisfying click. “Fuckin-A, man, I love this gun. It’s indestructible.”

      Giles pointed to a toggle on the gun. “Do not shoot in full auto.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Torres grumbled. He lifted the heavy gun to his shoulder and sighted his reflection in the mirror. He flipped the toggle to fully automatic.

      Giles grabbed the gun. “What’d I just say?” He flipped the toggle back to safe. “Do you want to get us all killed?”

      Torres snatched the gun back. He glared at Giles. “I ain’t one of your fuckin’ recruits. Don’t touch a gun I’m holding ever again.”

      Nadeau stepped between them, green eyes blazing at Torres, and held a hand out to Giles. “Give me the keys. I’ll check the car.”

      Giles, eyes locked on Torres, handed the keys to Nadeau. “Check the fuel. And the tires while you’re at it.”

      “Right, boss.” Nadeau nodded.

      Giles took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He put the guns back in the duffel bag and held it open. Torres glared at Giles, then placed the AK in the bag. Giles put the bag on the bed and handed Torres a heavy green jacket from a pile on the nightstand. “Flak vest. If the shooting starts, we’ll have some protection.”

      “I know what it is,” Torres snarled. “You worry too much. They won’t fight.”

      Giles stepped close to Torres, imposing his size on the man. “I’ve survived in the military a long time, Torres. A lot longer than you. There’s one rule. One. Hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”

      Torres stood his ground, planting his feet and pushing his barrel-chest up like a retaining wall against a surging tidal wave, his dark eyes shooting daggers from under heavy brows.

      Nadeau was at the door. “Car’s ready, boss. Go time, no?” Nadeau peered from one man to the other. He shook his head. “You two rather stay ’ere and dance?”
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      Clint Sanders fed his timecard into the clock at 2155 hours. He took the stairs to the basement locker room at the Brinks headquarters.

      He changed at his locker and holstered his .38. He dropped two additional speedloaders into belt pouches.

      Sanders’s driver’s license said he was five foot ten. What he didn’t have in height, he made up for in girth. The guys at work called him, “Blimp,” but that was going to change. He’d seen a TV commercial for a home gym. It was expensive. Soon he’d be able to afford that and a whole lot more. Workout at home and get in shape. Maybe they’d use him for one of those before-and-after advertisements. Yup, the good life was just around the corner.

      Sanders was under the truck’s hood when he heard his partner approaching. “Hey, Webber, you ready for a fun night?”

      “Yeah, sure.” The voice wasn’t his partner’s.

      Sanders jerked around to see a tall, muscular man with short-cropped hair, looking like a poster boy for the armed forces. “Where’s Webber?”

      “Webber called in sick. I’m Charlie Zerr.”

      Sanders forced a smile, a bubble of anxiety working itself up to his throat. “Heard about you. Wondered when we’d meet. American, right?”

      “My mother’s family has a ranch in Southern Alberta. Dual-citizen.”

      Sanders stared at a bag at Zerr’s feet. It was army-green with C. Zerr and a bunch of illegible letters and numbers. They made no sense to Sanders, but the patch did—a blue bullet shape with a yellow sword crossed with lightning bolts. Zerr was a goddamn Green Beret. Like John Wayne. Sanders stared blankly at Zerr, eyes blinking. “U.S. Army, huh?”

      “Got out six months ago.”

      “Went to ’Nam?”

      “Yeah, caught the end of that in ’75.”

      “What’re you doing here?” Sanders ducked back under the hood, grabbing the frame to keep his hands from shaking.

      “Just signed on with Calgary PD. This job pays the bills until I start training.”

      Sanders stared into the engine block, his heart racing.

      “I don’t think nobody calls it PD up here.” He swallowed hard.

      Zerr came around and peered at him under the hood. “You okay, Sanders? You don’t look so good.”

      “Something I ate. Give me a couple of minutes.” Sanders raced down the hall into the bathroom and leaned on the toilet. He convulsed once, retched, and vomited his fried chicken dinner. He staggered to the sink and splashed water on his face. Now what? He cupped some water in his hands and rinsed his mouth.
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      “Park here,” Giles said.

      Nadeau pulled the car up to the mall entrance. Giles checked his watch—only 2215. Still early. He surveyed the parking lot. At this hour there was no cars, no movement. The movie theatre had emptied a while ago. They were the only car in the lot. They’d look suspicious if the cops spotted them.

      At 2230 hours Giles got out of the car. Nobody was in sight. Torres slid out of the backseat with the duffel bag. He and Giles strode to the mall.

      Giles unlocked the mall door and they sprinted to the bank entrance. He inserted the second key.

      The key turned.

      They ducked inside and locked the door behind them.

      Giles hurried across the bank to the alarm panel outside the manager’s office. He popped the cover and entered the four-digit code—8501. The display read Error. He tried the code again. Error. Fuck. The screen changed to One More Attempt. Sanders had insisted the code was 8501. Decision time. If Sanders screwed up the number, what was most likely? The last two numbers? He typed in 8510. The display read Unarmed. He exhaled.

      Giles pulled the AK-47 and two thirty-shot magazines from his duffel bag and handed them to Torres. He grabbed the C-1 rifle, chambered a round, slung it over his shoulder, then added four thirty-round magazines to his pockets. If it came to a firefight, he wouldn’t lose. He tossed a blue ski mask to Torres and put on his own.

      Torres hid behind a desk, out of sight of the front entrance. Giles crouched in a file room doorway where he had a perfect view of the bank entrance. He’d counted the time it would take the guards to cross the lobby—ten seconds.

      Giles looked at his watch—2255. The flak jacket’s heat and the ski mask were too much. He pulled the mask up and rubbed his face.

      A faint sound of voices drifted from the entrance. He pulled down the mask, cradled the gun and crouched in the dark.

      Click-clack. The lock turned in the door. Giles moved the rifle to his shoulder. The door closed with a thud. He counted slowly to allow the Brinks guards to cross the lobby.

      Eight. Nine. Ten.

      Giles stepped out of the file room expecting to see the guards. Instead, they stood at the door, about ten feet away, staring straight at him. One guard, short and fat, dove to the floor and placed his hands over his head, shouting, “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!”

      The other guard drew his gun in a single motion, swinging it toward Giles.

      What the fuck?

      Giles leveled his rifle and aligned the sights, moving his finger to the trigger.

      The guard shot first. The buzz of the bullet sliced past his head and slammed into the wall behind him. Giles didn’t flinch. He refocused and aimed his sights on the center of the guard’s chest. The guard crouched, preparing to fire again. Some balls on this guy, for sure.

      Giles aimed at the guard’s right shoulder and fired. The bullet hit its target, spun the guard around, his gun flying from his hand. The guard scrambled into an office.

      Gunfire echoed through the bank, thudding into the counter, the walls, the floor. Giles ducked behind a pillar. Debris flew. Bullets shattered glass. A fire extinguisher ruptured and blasted a chemical fog throughout the bank.

      The Safeway store windows across from the bank shattered. An alarm sounded. The gun clicked on an empty chamber. Torres was busy replacing his magazine. What did I tell Torres? Keep it on semi-auto.

      Giles moved toward the money cart, his gun on the fat guard cowering on the floor.

      Giles grabbed his duffel bag off the floor and two bags of money from the cart. Torres grabbed another two sacks.

      Giles yelled, “Smoke!” He tossed a canister into the office where the wounded guard hid. “Let’s go.”

      White smoke filled the bank. As they ran toward the mall exit Giles noticed a fire alarm. Half the Calgary Police Service would be responding by now so one more alarm wouldn’t matter. Giles pulled the fire alarm. Might as well add firefighters to the chaos.

      They threw the bags in the back seat, Nadeau’s foot already on the gas as Giles slid into the passenger seat.

      Torres screamed from the back, “They weren’t supposed to shoot. I swear. They weren’t supposed to shoot.”

      “He was calm,” Giles said. “Not your average security guard. He’s had training and has seen combat. Military for sure. We’re lucky to be alive.”

      They sped east away from the mall, then south across the Bow River. Giles glanced at the speedometer. “Slow down. We’re far enough away. We don’t want to draw attention.”

      “That wasn’t my guy, I swear,” Torres said. “My guy hit the floor.”

      Several blocks ahead, the red and blue lights of a police cruiser lit the night and raced past in the opposite direction.

      Nadeau turned into a residential area.

      “What the hell were you shooting at?” Giles demanded.

      Torres didn’t answer.

      Giles turned in his seat to face Torres. “What the hell were you shooting at?” he yelled.

      “I got amped up when I saw that guard shoot. Guess I had it on full auto.”

      “You guess? You lost control—lost focus. Fuck, Dave, that’s not how we trained. We left a lot of money behind. What was there, eight, ten bags?”

      “Hey, we got four. That’s twenty thousand a bag. Eighty thousand or more. That’s not too bad.”

      “Shoulda been more,” Giles grumbled. “Nadeau, pull over.”
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      Brad paid the 7-Eleven clerk and sauntered back across the sidewalk with two large cups of black gold. Only a few more hours.

      He handed Curtis one coffee and carefully slid into the passenger seat with his own. “Our last shift together,” he said. “Man, I’m gonna miss you.”

      Curtis shot a deadeye stare over his cup’s rim. “You’re not crying, are you? I’m telling everyone you’re a big baby. Your reputation’s shot, buddy.”

      “Yeah, that’s one thing I’ll miss, my reputation.” Brad laughed. “You know what I mean. I don’t know where the time went. We fought crime for the last year, and now you leave me for Canine.”

      “Yeah, now that we’ve made the city safe, what’s left?” Curtis eased the cruiser away from the curb. “We could have gone to Canine together. But you gave up on that.”

      “Gave up? I say, ‘dog slobber.’ No, buddy. I want to do something besides street patrol, but Canine isn’t it. I’ll figure it out.”

      Curtis sipped his coffee. “Funny that our last night together is quiet. Your black cloud has whitened.”

      Brad rolled his eyes. “We don’t ever say the ‘q’ word out loud. You know better.”

      “The night’s not over,” Curtis said. “It’s not even midnight. A lot can happen before 0300.”
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