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Chapter 1: A Reunion
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I think I was never happier or more relieved to exit a jet bridge and enter a terminal than I was when the plane finally landed at around 6:30 p.m. on Thursday in Huntsville, Alabama. I’d come from La Paz, Bolivia, via Santa Cruz and Miami.

The La Paz assignment was my first as a Contact-Operative Team Leader (COLT) for Blackwell Ops, and it couldn’t have come off any more smoothly. After a few long days of preparation, a dry-run walk-through, an hour-long ride in a Bell 412 helicopter, and a mildly difficult ingress through dense jungle with the excellent team I’d compiled—two trained snipers and two as-yet untested snipers plus two men who did double-duty as flank sentries and riflemen—the whole thing had gone off without a hitch.

All that time and effort boiled down to an almost anti-climactic fifteen-second time period during which my team punched the tickets of nine bad guys and started their journey toward a long sleep in a narrow box. Or rotting on the floor of a jungle valley. Six of one. Either way, the world was nine bad guys better off. 

And apparently we had started a war. But more on that later.

For now, the reunion’s the thing.

*
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As I descended the stairs in the terminal, my precious fiancée, Aspen Delaney, was waiting for me, her eyes shining and a broad grin on her face. She was dressed in white leather flip-flops, black shorts, and a frilly white peasant blouse with the tails knotted over her exquisitely flat tummy. The woman’s a feast for the senses.

Aspen’s mother, Georgia, had been visiting for the past few days helping Aspen plan for our wedding, so it didn’t surprise me in the slightest that she was standing a few feet away, leaning one shoulder against the wall. Georgia’s a sweety. She stood apart specifically so Aspen and I could celebrate our reunion privately for a moment.

Whenever I’m gone, I miss my girl like a drowning man misses air, so even after a flurry of kisses and hugs and I love yous and welcome homes and it’s great to be backs, I still clung to Aspen’s hand as I dropped my bag near my feet and hugged Georgia with my other arm. I kissed her on the forehead above her left eye, to which she responded with a blush, “Oh Sayum!” and a broad smile. 

Then I picked up my bag again and we all made our way through the throng of others who were welcoming their loved ones or headed for the baggage claim or otherwise coming in or going out. Soon we were through the sliding-glass-doors exit and walking along the sidewalk toward the short-term parking lot. 

As we approached my months-old dual-cab Toyota Tacoma, Aspen unlocked the doors with the clicker. 

I opened the back driver’s side door and tossed my bag into the passenger-side floorboard. Then I held the door open for Georgia. When she slid in and started buckling her seat belt, I closed the door.

When I turned around, the keys were dangling from Aspen’s hand. “You wanna drive, Sam?”

I grinned. “Nah, that’s okay. I’d rather watch you drive.” I kissed her, then opened the driver’s side door for her. After she got in, I closed the door and walked around the truck and slipped into the passenger seat and finally released a relaxing sigh. At last my long egress from that stupid Bolivian jungle was at an end. I could relax and be normal for a while.

And I was relaxed. As a result of Aspen driving, I didn’t even have to pay attention to traffic. Instead, with my arm along the top of the seat, I chatted with her and with her mother. And best of all, I was able to feast my eyes on Aspen’s angelic face and her smooth arms and that cute pixie cut brown hair and that little mole beneath her right ear and how her breasts pushed out against that peasant blouse and those absolutely drop-dead luscious legs. No man in the world is more fortunate than I.

Of course, Georgia, ever the mindful soon-to-be mother-in law, noticed me noticing Aspen. But unlike those future mothers-in-law who will go out of their way to make a nuisance of themselves, she didn’t. In fact, maybe a whole minute after Aspen pulled into the driveway of our house and we were all inside, Georgia extended her hand, palm-up, toward her daughter. “Aspen, dear, could I maybe borrow your Beamer?”

Beamer sounds so weird coming through those lips and from that face.

“Sure, Mom. Why?”

“I’m gonna drive over to Smoothies Café and enjoy one’a their banana splits.” Smoothie’s Café was several miles away in the direction we’d just come. It was almost all the way back to the airport. 

Aspen dug in her little purse and handed Georgia the keys to her grey BMW convertible. “Mom, you should’a said somethin’. We could’a stopped by there on the way home if you’d’a said somethin’.”

Her mother smiled. “Thank you, dear, but I didn’ want to delay Sam gettin’ home. Besides,” she shrugged, “the urge just suddenly came over me. Anyway, I’ll prob’ly do a little shoppin’ too. But mind you, I shouldn’ be gone much more’n a couple’a hours.” 

The whole time, I was standing off to one side, unable to stop smiling. I told you Georgia’s a sweety. Similar urges came over her anytime she thought Aspen and I might need a little intimate alone time. Bless her heart. 

She cast a quick glance at me and smiled and left.

Of course, Aspen and I took full advantage of her absence, and a couple of hours later when the front door quietly opened and closed and she didn’t find us in the living room, Georgia didn’t call out for us. She went to her room.

Like a couple of teenagers on their first hot date, Aspen and I stayed right where we were, me chuckling and Aspen giggling.

*
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Over the next few days, we all enjoyed good, brief visits in between Aspen and Georgia’s wedding planning activities. While they were doing that, I was reading or working in the back yard or otherwise regaining a sense of normalcy. 

On Saturday morning, with me in my usual boots, jeans and black t-shirt and Aspen in her same sandals and enticing pink shorts and a pink peasant blouse, we drove Georgia to the airport so she could fly home to Naples, Florida. 

As we left the airport, Aspen drove. As we pulled into traffic, she smiled. “That was a good visit. An’ Mom an’ I finalized Stage 1.”

I looked at her. “Stage 1?”

“Of the weddin’ plannin’, Sam. A weddin’ isn’t somethin’ you can just slap together.”

“Ah. Okay.” 

“We settled on invitations an’ ordered ‘em an’ we know where it’ll be an’ where we’ll hold the reception. Oh, an’ we settled on who’ll cater for us for that. Later, Mom’ll come back an’ we’ll decide the Stage 2 stuff.” She shrugged. “Like what kind’a cake we want an’ what style an’ a baker to bake it an’ the guest list. Stuff like that.”

“And Stage 3?”

She looked at me and laughed. “There’s no Stage 3, Sam. Stage 3’s the rest of our lives.”

I grinned. “Whew. Good.”

She laughed again. “You sound relieved.”

“I am.” Then another thought occurred. “Did you plan a date? When would you like to get married?”

“I figured we’d decide on a date.”

“Works for me. My suggestion is we do it whenever you want to. Like I said from the beginning, tomorrow wouldn’t be too soon for me. So whenever you decide, I’m good with it.” I grinned. “Just let me know, okay?”

She laughed. “I’ll do that. An’ I’ll probably have to remind you.” She hesitated. “What do you think of June first?”

“Done.”

She arched her eyebrows. “Just that easy?”

“Just that easy. Wait. You two didn’t plan the honeymoon too, did you?”

A sardonic tone in her voice, she said, “No, Sam. We thought you might wanna plan that. You know, make one last ‘grand gesture’ before I’m indentured to you for the rest of my life?” She giggled.

Smugly, I smiled. “Good. Actually, I already have it planned.” 

“You do?”

I shrugged. “Well, not the actual place. But now that I know the date, I’ll take care of all that. But I’m not gonna reserve a room for Georgia.” I chuckled.

Aspen grinned and shrugged. “Just as well. She’d prob’ly just disappear for two hours anyway every time you got that look in your eye.” 

“Exactly. And that’s one of the things I love about her.” I grinned. “I’ve always said she’s a sweetheart.”

Aspen only shook her head. But she was still smiling.

It was a truly wonderful homecoming.

Of course it was also short-lived.
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Chapter 2: An Assignment, and Ramón Escobedo 
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A little over a week after I got back, Aspen and I were just finishing our breakfast when my VaporStream device sounded with that screeching tone.

“Crap.” I took one more bite of toast, then got up and padded down the hallway to the bedroom. I pulled open the nightstand drawer and picked up the device, pressing the On button as I did so. Then I sat on the bed and raised the little screen so I could read the message. It displayed in light-green text on the dark-grey screen. The message was uncharacteristically long:


Sorry so soon

Great job in Bolivia

RTO Panama City, soonest

TWP Carlos Dehau +1

C1 Ramón Escobedo



I skipped the first two lines and re-read the meat of it to commit it to memory. Panama City, soonest. Carlos Dehau, Ramón Escobedo.

As I pressed Accept and the message disappeared, Aspen came into the bedroom, still dressed in her pink robe. “Is everything okay, baby?”

I looked up and smiled. “Yeah, I’m good. I got an assignment, but I shouldn’t be gone too long. It looks like an in-and-out thing. Panama City.” 

She shrugged. “Well, new job and all that.”

“On this one I’m not the team leader. That’s why I said it shouldn’t be long. But I have to fly out ‘soonest’ again, so—”

“Okay, baby. I’ll pack for you while you check for flights. Say three days?”

“Yeah. A pair of jeans, a few t-shirts, socks, you know.”

I slipped the device back into the drawer and closed it, then got up. “Thanks, baby.” I kissed her on the forehead.

As she turned away to pull my bag out of the closet, I went to my “office” at the far end of the kitchen table and opened my laptop. I keyed in soonest flight to Panama City.

The next flight to Panama was via Atlanta. It would leave the same afternoon at 1 p.m. I had hoped I wouldn’t have to leave until at least tomorrow. I sighed and booked a seat.

Since I had a “C1” for this trip, basically a contact who was also an operative, I didn’t bother to book a room in a hotel. Always before the C1 took care of that.

I closed the laptop and started for the bedroom.

Aspen met me at the bedroom door, my medium duffel dangling from her left hand. She smiled. “So when?”

“1 p.m. today. Sorry, baby.”

She rose onto her tiptoes and kissed me. “It’s all right. At least we’ve got time for a proper goodbye.” She smiled as she turned away. “C’mere a sec, my man.”

*
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The layover in Atlanta was only a little over a half-hour, and the plane set down in Panama City a little before 6 p.m. As I descended the stairs, Ramón Escobedo was there to greet me. At around 5'9" he was dressed in black shoes, dark grey trousers, and a white, untucked, button-down barber shirt. Same as last time except the barber shirt was light blue then.

I smiled and raised a hand.

He only nodded, and as I neared the bottom of the steps he turned and started for the exit.

I followed him out the door and along the sidewalk to the short-term parking lot. He still had the same older model white 4Runner, and the rust spots along the passenger side fender didn’t look any bigger. Of course it had only been a few months.

We both climbed in, and as I closed the door it made a hollow metallic sound. “So the target’s Carlos Dehau, right?”

As he backed out of the parking space, shifted into first gear, and drove toward the exit of the short-term parking lot, he nodded. “An’ a few others.”

“A few others? My message read Dehau plus one.”

“Yes.” He shrugged. “The plan has change’ slightly. We got lucky. There are now three other targets.”

“Three?”

He nodded as he turned left and headed toward the exit. “An’ one other operative. These targets are not as high-profile as Delinio was though. This will be an easy job for you.”

I grinned. “Are you the other operative?” 

“No. I will come along only as the spotter. I am good with a rifle, but I am not a sniper.” He didn’t slow down as we approached the exit gate, and he glanced at me. “You still  prefer the Heckler & Koch MSG90?”

The diagonally striped orange and white bar rose, and as we passed the booth he and the ticket-taker raised a hand to each other.

As we merged with traffic, a car horn sounded behind us and I reached forward to touch the dashboard. “What’s the range?”

He shrugged. “Probably two hondred yards. Maybe two and a half, sligh’ly downhill.”

“Okay, then the H&K should be fine. Sound suppressed, right?”

He nodded. “As always.” 

We were finally out of the airport traffic mess. “So who’s the other operative?”

He glanced at me. “She is yo’ng in the skill. Molly Barrett?”

“Oh. Sure, I met Molly when I was the team leader on the last op.”

He nodded. “I am aware.”

“And the other targets? What’s their claim to fame?” 

“In addition to Carlos Dehau, the other primary target is un hombre name’ Felipe Solis. The others are Roger Plinker, un norteamercano, and Roberto Sepulveda.” He tapped the steering wheel. “Solis an’ Dehau are a pair of tro’ble makers some other people need removed. Plinker an’ Sepulveda are attempting to learn what they can from Solis an’ Dehau. That is the why they are here. As I said, it is not the big deal.” He paused. “At the hotel, we will rest. In the early morning, we will go to the chopper for the ride to the drop zone. Then we will have a walk, do the job, an’ get out.”

“And the target site? Is it rural or in a city, like last time you and I played?”

He grinned. “It is very rural. A picnic, actually. In the jongle, along a river.”

“A picnic?”

He nodded. “You will see.” He pulled into a hotel parking lot and parked, then looked at me. “But forget about all of it for now. For now, we will enjoy the evening and rest. Tomorrow, we continue along the ghost trail.”

*
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In the hotel we crossed the lobby, got into the elevator, and went to the sixth floor. Ramón stepped out and straight across the hall, took out his keycard, then rapped on the door.

He waited a moment, then inserted the keycard in the slot and—

The door opened of its own accord. 

Molly Barrett smiled. “I’m decent. C’mon in, Ramó—Sam! Ramón told me he had to pick up another operative, but he didn’t say it was you. It’s you?”

Molly’s about 5’6” and trim, in her early to mid-20s with red hair cut in a style similar to Aspen’s, kind of a pixie cut. It looked good on her. Her eyes, like mine, were more hazel than any shade of blue.

As I stepped inside, I grinned. “Yup, it’s me. How you doin’, Molly?”

“But you were the man on the last one. You’re just another operative on this one, huh? Get demoted? We did okay for you, didn’t we? Did we let you down?”

I laughed. “We did fine. Nobody let anybody down. But yes, I’m just another operative on this one. That’s just how it goes sometimes.” I glanced at Ramón. “Where can I drop this? Then maybe we can all go get something to eat?”

He pointed down a hallway. “That is our room. Molly has the other.”

After I dropped my bag in the master suite, we all went down to the in-house restaurant for supper. At around 8, we visited the hotel lounge. 

Halfway through our first Negra Modelo, I looked at Ramón. Quietly, I said, “Okay, what was that about the ghost trail?”

Molly leaned in to listen. 

Ramón glanced at her, then looked at me. “Ah. As I said earlier, Solis an’ Dehau are tro’ble makers, an’ some others wan’ them removed. In the old days, they created moch grief as human traffickers. They even took children. That is the ghost trail connection. The other two are only op an’ comers, almos’ targets of opportunity. They plan to carry on the kidnapping tradition the older men started.”

I only nodded and sipped my beer.

Molly shook her head. “Sounds like a good reason to me.”

I looked at her. “Yeah, but you’ll sleep better at night if you remember that the why of an assignment doesn’t matter. Only TJ chooses who gets nailed and why. We’re only the hammer that hits the nail.”

She nodded.

Ramón looked at me. “By the way, TJ is pleased with his experiment so far. I think you will be long on the ghost trail, my friend, in every capacity.”

I shrugged. “Man’s gotta make a livin’.”
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Chapter 3: The Hit on Carlos Dehau +3

[image: ]




The next morning after we all enjoyed a room-service breakfast, we climbed into Ramón’s 4Runner and he drove us along the now-familiar route to Tocumen International and a little-used part of the runway. 

As we arrived, I glanced at my watch. It was almost 8 a.m. The sleek black Bell 412 helicopter was sitting at the end of the asphalt, its blades already turning in the morning sunlight. Consuela Aragon, our pilot and Ramón’s ex, was waiting just outside the open cargo door, her arms crossed over the chest of her flight suit. 

As Ramón pitched the 4Runner around and parked some thirty feet away and he and I stepped out, Consuela called, “Cohm on, you guys. We do no’ hahv all day!” Then she turned, stepped up into the chopper, and disappeared into the cockpit. 

Well, I guess that’s that. I grinned.

Ramón closed his door, shook his head, and started toward the chopper.

As he stepped up into the cargo bay, my door was still open, the back of my seat folded forward so Molly could step out. After she had, I closed the door and we went to the chopper and climbed in too.

As I stepped up, Ramón handed me my H&K. I took my usual seat just inside the cargo door next to the bulkhead. 

Molly received another H&K, then dropped into the seat next to me. She glanced up. “Do you mind?”

“Nah, that’s fine.”

Ramón sat down on the other side of Molly. He was holding a Tavor 7. 

As Consuela lifted off and swung the chopper in a wide arc, I got up, closed the cargo door, and sat down again. I glanced at Ramón. “Your Tavor’s chambered in 7.62?”

He nodded. “It is the one Federico liked.”

“It’s a good weapon.”

Molly looked at him and smiled. “So where’ we goin’ on this fine morning, Ramón?”

“Our destination is about two hondred miles wes’ and sligh’ly north. We should arrive abou’,” he glanced at his watch, “9:30 or 9:45.” He teeter-tottered his hand. “Give or take. Then we will have a walk, but it is not bad. Go time is anytime after abou’ 11.” 

She only nodded, and the three of us rode mostly in silence for a little over an hour and a half.

*
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When Consuela finally settled the chopper into a circle it felt like we were just above the canopy of the jungle. The reverberation from the blades reflected off the canopy and against the deck of the cargo bay.
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