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Ray Hauser crawled to the wide stream, a mountain plateau section of Mexico’s Rio Cuale. The rock-filled brook’s splashing covered the scrape of his chest. The sandy color of the waterside pebbles matched his desert camo. But the river’s best feature was how the water carried memories of his wife. She’d loved picnics and swimming at the lake. Even fishing. Ray’s uphill, three-hundred-yard scrabble had been grueling and hot. Sweat soaked his clothes. His knees and elbows throbbed. But recollections of Alissa helped him easily master the punishing journey.

And now he was over target.

Fifty yards upstream, men talked in Spanish.

Atop the mountain wilderness overlooking Banderas Bay and the resort city of Puerto Vallarta, birds called whenever a breeze moved the hot August air. Their treetop sighs and squawks blurred or blocked many of the guards’ words, the sentences impossible to understand.

Ray understood Spanish like he did quantum physics. Poquito. A little bit.

He peered around a boulder to see the isolated, hillside restaurant where the young woman’s smart watch had brought him. The kidnappers had turned off or ruined the device’s Global Positioning System, but the watch’s health features—temperature and pulse—still emitted signals. At least one US satellite-based system was collecting and relaying that data to him via his encrypted cell phone. The kidnapped woman rested against the back wall on the second floor, which, because of the sharply sloped knoll, was at ground level.

He sometimes wondered what other information his government collected.

What stuff he didn’t know about.

The man who’d called the poor woman’s father and put a dollar number on a daughter’s life claimed to be with the Mexican Federal Police. Doing the father a favor to act as broker. Might be true, but Ray’s information said the Morales family had been driven out or murdered, their property and restaurant taken over by the Jalisco New Generation drug cartel. And here is where the kidnappers held their captive.

A longer look confirmed his suspicions. The establishment included two dining rooms on two stories, plus brook-side seating. On a large, L-shaped patio above the riverside tables were eight young men, a few of them teenagers. Nobody wore any uniforms.

All cradled or wore automatic assault rifles.

He checked the time. Ten minutes behind. The rough, rocky terrain had done damage to his schedule, as well as his thirty-six-year-old knees and elbows. He needed to hustle, to reach his planned overlook position before dark.

He stuffed his phone and two fake ballpoint pens inside sealable plastic bags before rolling himself slowly across the shallow stream. He wasn’t sure the water would damage the clip-on “pens,” but he couldn’t take the chance. Bringing a real weapon into Mexico was too dangerous for his employer, the US Department of Homeland Security. There wasn’t enough time to be detained. No one on his team back home expected the kidnapped woman to live through the weekend. Tonight was his one chance to get her.

Saturday night.

 

 

Behind another boulder, enjoying the coolness of wet clothes in 90-degree heat, he removed the pens from their plastic and clipped them to his shirt collar, behind his neck. The devices were really fifteen-shot containers of Sabre Red pepper spray, an incapacitating brew of capsaicin, the heat in hot peppers. On human skin, the stuff was molten lava. Any facial contact, victims couldn’t open their eyes. The production of respiratory mucus hampered breathing. In most cases, pepper spray was the most painful thing the victim ever experienced.

Pepper spray was all he had. But also all he should need.

As long as the trucks came.

 

 

Watching from inside a tree-shaded clump of dry brown grass, thirty yards above the old restaurant and creek, he wondered why Eric had picked him for this particular mission. Thought of him first thing he’d said. Asked him before considering anyone else. Did he want to rescue a kidnapped young woman in Mexico? A schoolteacher who’d been stupid on vacation, smoked killer weed at a private party, and asked about taking some home. Maybe in size because she had her dad’s private plane.

Ray shook his head. Not many dumber things to do in a foreign country than buy illicit drugs while announcing your wealth. The combination can be lethal. The local police won’t investigate robbery or even your murder, at least not further than the dead foreigner was buying illegal substances.

But stupid was one thing. Getting kidnapped was criminal, the kind of punishment a drug cartel might hand out. And this American citizen happened to be the daughter of a very important person connected to the US Senate Intelligence Committee. Extended family, a close friend, maybe a major political donor.

Daddy wanted his daughter back.

Ray didn’t know who the woman was, only the name Mia. And not why Eric thought of him first. He hadn’t been given him the woman’s surname, so maybe secrecy was the reason his boss asked him. His loyalty to Eric would be especially valuable to the mission if politics were involved. Ray could keep a secret.

But he had a personal issue which might come in handy for the mission, too. He was sick about his missing and presumed-dead wife. Two years she’d been gone. Six months he’d boozed too much. And though he no longer drank, used his sponsor, and still attended Alcohol Anonymous meetings, he didn’t sleep well. Lying in the dark, he sometimes obsessed. His hurt and regret over her loss attacked muscles near his center. Scar tissue being retested.

And his boss, Eric, knew all about it. The dreams. The pain. The doctors.

For Ray, saving women could be therapy.

Did the boss choose him for this mission because the intel might be wrong? Maybe the trucks didn’t come every Saturday night. Eric knew Ray might be the only Homeland asset who would still consider a rescue if all twelve-to-fifteen cartel soldiers stayed home tonight. One unarmed man against a dozen automatic rifles was suicide, not salvage. But his boss might figure Ray would find a way.

No. Eric wouldn’t do that to him.

 

 

Hours later, tire and engine sounds eased the tension in his neck. He watched two, dirty white Japanese pickup trucks pull into the restaurant’s gravel parking lot between the river and the L-shaped patio. There was back and forth happy talk between two men with rifles and the truck drivers. Most of the men had disappeared inside minutes earlier.

Now they came outside again, in groups of two and three, eleven of the fifteen men. No rifles. Each wore khakis or blue jeans and freshly ironed shirts. About half wore straw ranch hats. If they carried weapons, the pistols were concealed. One by one, seven men seated themselves in the truck beds, with four taking the vehicles’ driver and shotgun seats.

Ray whiffed a new smell on the breeze. Cologne.

He smiled. He’d been briefed how the cartel’s safehouse above Puerto Vallarta almost emptied on Saturday night, pickups hauling most of the men to different spots. A dance hall in the Buenos Aires section and a crowded, outside restaurant-bar in the Benito Juarez district were two favorites. They wouldn’t return for hours.

That meant the men left behind would soon do shots of tequila, mescal, or something, too, throwing a party of their own.

Give them an hour or two.

Then go for the woman.

 

 

The sun dropped quickly in Puerto Vallarta. In the darkness beneath that wrap-around patio, Ray could only hear the men laughing above him, four men sitting at two tables, making plans and telling jokes while they drank. They’d been slugging back the booze for less than an hour, but the sound of their guffaws suggested drunkenness.

One drinker emitted high-pitched giggles, a sound which made Ray grin—until he realized the guy’s profanity-filled speech involved the captured woman. Mia.

Time to move.

Ray used a blue BIC to light the loose stack of scattered papers and dry grass he’d collected and hidden between some cardboard boxes and the building’s exterior wood. He made sure the bonfire flared, then hurried outside and moved quickly up the hillside.

Now a deck below him, the guards’ voices climbed.

He recognized the word fuego. Fire.

A herd of boots thundered down the outside stairs.

His satellite-based phone device showed the woman’s heart rate and temperature still emanated from the rear corner where he stood. He explored the wall’s painted, wooden slat boards, yanked one off and found plywood, and beneath that, drywall. The men had been sitting cater-corner to the woman, at first one floor down, now two floors as they tried to douse the stream-level fire. He needed to move fast, get Mia out before they discovered she’d left.

He gripped and ripped five more painted wooden slats, then pulled off a four-by-eight-foot section of underlying plywood. Even with tactical gloves on, his fingers tips complained. But the steel gave way. When he’d exposed enough drywall, he kicked out a hole, and used his hands to enlarge the passage. He needed a new pair every few missions because the finger pads wore quickly, but the new PIG gloves both protected and allowed use of touchscreen devices.

He slipped his head and shoulders inside. “Your dad sent me, Mia. Let’s get out of here.”

The woman, mid-twenties, was frightened and bound. On her haunches, short blond hair wet and tangled. Her clothes were ripped. Torn white shorts, now with bloodstains, and a tank top hanging from her neck in two pieces.

In Mia’s eyes was the suffering and disbelief Ray had been exposed to throughout his time in Iraq. But for Mia, he knew the violent, gruesome things humans do to one another had been a frightening revelation. Each torture inflicted on her a soul-wounding discovery.

His teeth rubbed together as he came inside, removed his camo top, and slipped it over her head. Untying her hands and feet, he could see what the kidnappers had done. What they would do again and again until they’d killed her. They didn’t care if the money arrived or not. Mia was scheduled to die.

He helped her stand and to slip her freed arms into his shirt. The garment covered her to the knees. A piece of him wanted to stay and take out these four men. Maybe leave the other bastards a present, something nasty waiting for them when they came home tonight.

But that wasn’t his mission. Nor was any delay safe for Mia.

She latched on to his outreached hand, ducked, and joined him on the other side of the broken wall. Standing together in the dark, he handed her one of the pepper spray pens, showed her how the top came off, exposing the nozzle.

“If anybody catches us, aim for his face,” he said.

Mia nodded. Her eyes were blank as marbles. He shouldn’t count on her for help. He gently firmed his grip on her forearm. “Stay close to me.”

He towed her straight for his shaded watching spot, then guided her down river. He’d found a narrow animal trail along the slope, above the tumbling water but well below the ridgeline. They used palm trees, boulders, and brush for cover. Scooting and stopping like rabbits. He forced her to travel faster than she wanted, but Mia was no complainer.

She knew the stakes exactly.

 

 

He steered them through thick brush and shade along the water, keeping them well away from the two-lane pavement, a mountain road which followed the river. He’d parked his vehicle well off-road, and partially covered three sides with branches.

Mia tripped and fell twice before her legs gave out. The distraught woman was weak and sick. Halfway back, he lifted her off the ground and carried her in his arms.

After their wedding, he’d tried to carry Alissa this way across the threshold of their new apartment. But she’d refused, said she’d make her own entrances, and on her own two feet. The pretty redhead said the words with a wide smile.

But they were no joke.

Back across the river, less than thirty yards from his rented Volkswagen, Mia gasped. Her neck was cradled in the crook of his elbow, her gaze focused behind them. His pulse jumped, his body tense because they were so close to the car.

He turned to glance back.

A blur came at him from the front. From behind a bush, he’d been about to carry Mia past. His peripheral vision caught the movement, but threat recognition was late. He relaxed his knees, letting Mia’s weight pull them down. Trying to duck.

A wooden baseball bat glanced off his scalp line.

The world exploded. Stunning pain wracked his head and spine.

Because he and Mia had been moving lower a split second before the blow struck, the club bashed his head’s rounded top, not his flatter forehead, a one-inch difference that probably saved his life. And the young woman’s, unless she was better than he expected with the pepper spray.

His vision flamed with flashing stars. He couldn’t roll when he landed because of carrying Mia, so he dropped her onto the grass as gently as he could before reaching the turf himself. He landed hard on his left shoulder. Bounced his head, too. But he was fortunate to be alive. Charmed to be conscious.

Lucky, but maybe not lucky enough. Flat on his back, he couldn’t find his own pepper spray and couldn’t see much but flashing lights and gray shapes. He focused on a motion, saw Mia rising to her knees on his left. He glanced right when a large man stood over him and straddled his ankles. The baseball bat hung by his side.

A swishing noise.

Mia fired her pepper spray as the Batman raised the club above his head.

She was a terrible aim. Her stream of hot pepper juice strayed to the left, then zeroed in on Batman’s leg. But she was a great distraction. He cursed and swung backhanded at her with the bat. An impressive motion, the guy maybe a veteran of Liga Mexicana de Beisbol.

Mia jumped out of his reach as Ray dug in his hands and heels, pulled himself along the ground to his attacker. Before Batman saw him again, Ray punched his crotch from underneath. He drove the first two knuckles of his right hand into the guy’s package as hard as he could.

The Batman screamed, then groaned, bent over at the waist, holding himself. Ray pushed all the way through the guy’s open legs and scrambled to his feet. From behind, he circled an elbow around Batman’s thick neck, Ray’s other arm reaching beneath the man’s opposite shoulder to press a hand against Batman’s head, forcing him into Ray’s elbow.

The man struggled, but Ray was six inches and fifty pounds bigger. When he bent the guy’s head and squeezed his elbow—shutting off circulation to the brain—Batman went limp in seconds. Dangerous cutting off a man’s oxygen. But the chance of death or injury had to be taken. At stake was the mission and Mia’s innocent life.

Plus the Batman tried to kill him.

Even so, Ray checked his pulse. He’d wake up.

 

 

He kept Mia stretched out in the back seat and Batman bound and gagged in the trunk until five minutes before they reached Puerto Vallarta International Airport. Batman he let go by untying his feet two miles from the nearest phone. Then brought Mia up front to ride up with him and drink another bottle of water.

The airport’s private-plane entrance had Mexican Federales at the street checkpoint. Four of them in dark blue uniforms and assault rifles. They’d been briefed, paid, or both. Their captain greeted him at the driver’s window by saying buenos noches and checking their faces against his own pictures of him and Mia.

The young woman cried as she climbed the ramp to her father’s jet.

Behind her, Ray felt like weeping, too. Not from the physical pain, although the lump on his head grew bigger and sorer each minute. Nor did he feel guilty about being tricked into turning his head and nearly getting killed. No, his eyes nearly spilled watching Mia fall into the arms of her father at the top of the gangway.

Dad had gotten back his missing woman.

Alissa was never coming home to Ray.
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Vincenzo already sat at his favorite table when Ray arrived ten minutes early. He eyeballed the older man behind the Chinese restaurant’s plate-glass window while he parked his black government Suburban. The older man sipped his iced coffee, asked the waitress Diane to bring him something. Probably more milk and sugar.

Vincenzo liked iced tea milkshakes.

Ray didn’t go to many Alcoholics Anonymous meetings anymore, one or two a month in Oceanside because the church was close to base. But he liked having lunch with his sponsor once a week in Solano Beach. Vincenzo had lived in Southern California all of his sixty years. A funny and thoughtful man, and a much better stay-sober experience than most AA meetings. The two men usually met on Sunday afternoons when Vincenzo didn’t work and Ray only taught a single morning class.

The accountant and avocado farmer wore blue jeans, which meant he had something for Ray to lift, pull, or carry after they ate. That was okay. That’s what Vincenzo did to all the men he sponsored. Alcoholics had to earn instruction from a man who’d been sober twenty-five years. Vincenzo often used Ray’s unusual size and strength like he would a farm animal.

“That’s some lump on your head,” Vincenzo said.

“Biggest mosquito I ever saw. You’re wearing jeans. Should I eat light?”

“Remember those shingles we unloaded last week?”

“Uh, oh. You said you’d have professionals re-roof your house.”

“I am. Well, semi-professional. He’s done some roofing. I’m not asking you to install the new roof.”

“Good. What do you want me to do?”

“A little lifting.”

Ray examined the restaurant’s computer-printed list of daily specials. He liked the dishes with red hot chilies printed beside them. “You mean you want me to carry those bundles of composite shingles up a ladder, stash them on the roof?”

Vincenzo nodded.

“Did you ask the roofer for a discount if you put the shingles up there?”

“Seventy bucks.”

Grinning, Ray shook his head. He’d been back from his Puerto Vallarta rescue mission two days. Exercise would be good for sore muscles. His head and shoulder still aggravated him, and a new, possibly major assignment loomed. The boss was being secretive.

“I’ll buy lunch,” his sponsor said.

Ray lifted his eyebrows, glanced once again at the specials list, then waved at the waitress Diane.

“It’s a deal,” he said.

 

 

Three hours later, Vincenzo strolled with him to the SUV. Ray had discovered ropes and two pullies in his friend’s barn, so the lifting had been easy. They’d spent the last thirty minutes walking through Vincenzo’s avocado trees, discussing water shortages, guacamole, and Oceanside’s historic San Luis Rey Valley.

Being born and raised in Jersey, Ray had never heard of Father Junipero Serra and his California missions. Vincenzo was happy to explain California’s role in Spanish and Catholic ambitions, the Southern California’s native population before and after, plus the mass migration of English in the mid-nineteenth century.

“Thanks for your help today,” Vincenzo said. “The new roof is costing me a fortune. Every little bit helps.”

Ray felt a pang of guilt opening the door of his SUV. He’d eaten too much. “My pleasure. And thanks for the lunch.”

His sponsor squinted like he’d forgotten something. Standing at Ray’s driver window. “We didn’t talk at all today about your recovery. You don’t come to many meetings these days. Everything okay? You’re on track?”

“I’m doing fine. Clean and sober, thanks to you and my sister. A year next week.”

Vincenzo reached up to touch his shoulder. “Good to hear, Ray. Thanks again for your help.”

 

 

Ray hustled the narrow trail down Camp Pendleton’s ocean cliffs, curiosity and anticipation propelling his size-16, steel-toe Belleville military boots. His assignments routinely came via encrypted telephone calls from Quantico, Virginia, but this time his close friend and Commanding Officer at Homeland Security had arranged a one-on-one.

Eric traveled coast-to-coast to speak with him privately.

On a guarded and lonely Southern California beach.

At the bottom of the trail, a canvas-topped, two-seat Jeep waited on the wet sand. A major US Marine Corps expeditionary training facility, Camp Pendleton covered over a hundred thousand acres, and included twenty-plus miles of virgin, San Diego County coastline. Best weather in the world, Ray had decided after a year stationed there. America’s national debt probably could be cut in half by selling the Marines’ beachfront property.

Inside the green Jeep waited Homeland Security’s Principal Deputy Under Secretary for Intelligence and Analysis, Marine Corps General Eric Johannsen. He lit a cigarette when he saw Ray. The fire illuminated his familiar, round face. The two men had known each other twenty years, meeting inside a Jersey recruiting office within a week of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. He was probably the only man alive Eric trusted to witness his smoking. A two-star general, Eric was still ambitious.

He landed hard in the passenger seat. Perhaps with too much enthusiasm. The vehicle rocked on four wheels. He couldn’t wait to find out why Eric wanted so much privacy.

“Careful, Ace,” Eric said. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

His rear-end fit okay in the narrow bucket seat, but not so much his shoulders or head. In fact, any vehicle but a truck was uncomfortable.

Eric’s cell phone blurted an older Rolling Stones tune.

One of twenty Principal Deputy Under Secretaries inside the Department of Homeland Security, Eric ignored his electronic summons. He slapped Ray’s shoulder and plopped a two-inch-thick Manila folder on his lap. “Good to see you, buddy. Look these over while I get rid of Congressman Jaggerfield.”

Eric scrambled outside to take his call. He was older than Ray, already a college graduate when they’d joined the Marines. The two men’s careers had gone in separate directions for more than a decade, converged again after Ray’s Marine unit helped rescue Eric and his trapped intelligence staff near Fallujah.

Ray flipped open the bulging file of reports, documents, drawings, and photographs. The top, black-and-white shot showed a GAU-8 autocannon—labeled so in the caption—stacked behind a Volkswagen Beetle. The Gatling-like, seven-barrel, rotary cannon was as thick as the famous small car and twice as long. The caption said a loaded cannon weighed over four-thousand pounds.

Eric clambered back inside the Jeep, phone in his pocket. “You know what an Avenger is?”

“Sure. We saw them in Iraq. The autocannons inside the Air Force A-10. Hissing, flying dragons, spitting fire and smoke. The bad guys ran when they heard a Warthog coming.”

Eric reached over and pulled a different photo from the stack, an image of total devastation. A junkyard-like, burned-wreckage trail of destroyed humans and vehicles alike. Death, stretching toward a desert horizon. Ninety percent of the work of Warthogs.

“I was only a kid,” Eric said, “but I remember this picture. Highway of Death, the TV talking heads called it.”

Ray was six when America went to war over Kuwait. But as a Marine in 2003, in Iraq, he’d seen a single Warthog take out a line of five military vehicles in one pass. He’d asked around, found out the Warthog’s cannon fired at the rate of seventy shells per second, four-thousand rounds a minute. Each two-pound, eleven-inch cartridge threw a bomb equal to a stick of dynamite.

“Did you see the executive summary of potential terrorist uses?” Eric asked.

Ray pulled the stapled six-page report from underneath the photos. “Not yet.”

“Check item number seven. I think they buried that one on purpose.”

He glanced at his friend. “Somebody lost one of these autocannons?”

“Read number seven.”

He figured he’d soon be tasked with finding a lost cannon, or rather fixing a broken investigation somewhere which hadn’t reclaimed the autocannon fast enough. That’s a job he often took on for Eric. Drag some stubborn-ass colonel to the ‘splaining department. Find a new leader for the investigation or other group task. Maybe take the job himself. But above all, restore order and fix the problem. What he couldn’t figure this time, why Eric wanted to meet on the beach. He’d gone to work for him when Eric moved to Homeland’s Intelligence and Analysis unit, and in all the assignments Eric had offered him over the years, not one had been extended so privately.

“Shit.” Ray rarely cursed, but “number seven” involved a rush-hour traffic scenario, the cannon mounted on a swivel and parked on a hillside near a Los Angeles freeway interchange. FBI analysts predicted two-to-three-thousand casualties within eight minutes, the shortest possible response time.

“Yes, Ray, brother, this is serious. If the Air Force can put one of these monsters in a Warthog aircraft, anyone mechanical could attach the cannon to a flatbed trailer, link the hydraulics and a generator, haul that weapon under supermarket or shipping company camouflage anywhere in the US.”

“We need to find it,” Ray said.

He liked his job, thought it his very nature to straighten the twisted and fix the broken. His father teaching him how to pound out automobile dents felt like torture as a child, but watching bent steel reshape itself under his guidance eventually became a gratification. Sure, his muscles pounded out each flaw with a two-pound, ball-peen hammer, but once his hands, wrists, and arms mastered the weight of his tools, their summertime, all-day use, his imagination seemed to make the surfaces smooth again.

It was his will which restored a thing’s proper function.

He repeated his question. “So, someone lost one of these autocannons?”

“Yes.” Eric said, “and you’ll want to be part of finding the people who stole it, though your involvement creates an additional problem. I don’t want to send anybody else, but like always, it’s up to you.”

He frowned. Eric sometimes tossed extra mustard on certain, baloney-sandwich kind of assignments. But his pal normally minimized the mess, not supercharged the mission with problems. What was going on? Unless…

“Two years you’ve been waiting for this call,” Eric said.

He held his breath. “Alissa?”

Eric nodded. “The Air Force lost one of these cannons a week ago. The jerk in charge of the investigation sat on a smart theory, too busy chasing the agent who’d figured out the theft.”

“What agent? What theory? What does this have to do with Alissa?”

“Special Agent Sunny Hicks is the agent. She works for the Air Force’s Office of Special Investigations. She believes the autocannon was stolen off its flatbed railroad car.”

His throat went dry. “While the train was moving?”

“Yup. The same way Alissa thought her generator was taken, her generator within a hundred pounds of the same weight. Plus, get this. Agent Hicks thinks an organized gang grabbed it between Tucson and Gila Bend.”

“Alissa was searching the same stretch when…”

The word murdered had gotten stuck between his head and his mouth. There was no doubt his wife was dead. The blood evidence on her shredded clothes had been convincing. But he didn’t like saying that word out loud.

Eric grunted. “That’s why I said this is big.”

Ray scrambled out of the confining Jeep. His fingers had curled into fists, so the door opening and the steel-framed canvas top tried to block his exit. Like wartime tangos grabbing at his arms and legs to keep him from breaking loose.

Fresh air helped. Standing free, finally, he walked on the sand in a tight circle, his mind creating photo after photo of his dead wife. Alissa’s dark red hair and soft green eyes danced into his arms. The old, ripped muscle in his heart pinched him again.

“Ray!”

He recognized his anger and relaxed his hands. A deep breath and he could stick his head back near the Jeep’s window, talk to Eric. “So, this is why we’re meeting face-to-face? I couldn’t figure.”

Eric nodded. “If I suspect there’s a connection to Alissa’s case, you know regulations require me to recuse myself, then report—”

“Of course there’s a connection, Eric. A theft from a moving train? On the same stretch of track where Alissa disappeared?”

“But you understand if I assign you, we can’t let anyone know we know about a connection to Alissa. Right?”

“Because Alissa is my missing wife?” he said.

“Right. And because Alissa was my sister. The regulations apply to both of us.”

Eric opened the Jeep door, forcing Ray to step back. Eric joined him and a dozen white and gray seagulls lined up diagonally in front of the Jeep. Everybody aimed their beaks and feathers into the cool morning breeze. A gray cloud bank blocked the horizon.

“We could both be court-martialed, huh,” Ray said.

Eric shrugged. “Most likely only if the job goes south. Like we don’t get the autocannon back before people get killed. Then somebody else would investigate that.”

Ray envied the cigarette between Eric’s fingers. He wasn’t sure why. He’d never smoked one in his life, even at AA meetings when the whole place puffed away. “But that won’t happen if you use the premier horse in your stable, right, boss?”

Eric laughed. “Yeah, that’s the real problem, isn’t it? You’re the best. If you’re not the man sent to Arizona, maybe bad guys get hold of this autocannon, kill hundreds or thousands of innocent people. And Alissa’s killers go free.”

“Let me handle it,” Ray said. “I’ll complete the assignment successfully. Like I always do.”

“You forgetting Colonel Lyon at McGuire?”

“He left the task force, didn’t he?”

“On a stretcher. He resigned and sued us.”

Ray stared at his friend. “That was a crazy situation. Incredible coincidence, me running into the same Adam Henry I fought with in high school.”

The wind whistled against his ears while the seagulls walked farther away, maybe wanting more distance from the humans or the Jeep. He figured the silence meant Eric wanted more reassurance.

“The missing cannon will be my sole focus,” he said. “Alissa’s case stays in the bottom drawer. If a direct connection does get made, I call you with it right away. We decide then what, if anything, we do about it.”

“You can’t bring her back, Ray. The autocannon, you can.”

“I understand. Who did you say is in charge of the investigation now?”

“The Air Force. Their Office of Special Investigations in Virginia. It’s a good, systems-based outfit, but this guy Colonel William Seager sounds like a misogynist. He’s definitely a meatball, sitting on Hicks’ theory for two days.”

Ray growled. “Now there’s a guy should be court-martialed.”

“You’ll have his job by this afternoon,” Eric said, “but the problem is bigger than Colonel Seager. I might come myself. The Navy SEALs are investigating because the weapon was on its way to them, some kind of boat installation they wanted to test, plus the FBI and NSA are conducting inquiries. There’s been internet chatter about terrorists.”

The assignment would be life-changing. His instincts lit him up with that knowledge the moment Eric said, “two years you’ve been waiting.” Over those ugly twenty-four months, they’d never discovered Alissa’s body. He’d searched himself for over ten weeks, Eric allowing him the time off and helping support the cost. Private investigators had done no better.

“If I do come out, it’ll be to handle the alphabet soup coordination,” Eric said. “I’d want you to run the investigation like you always do, the way you want, the people you pick for our staff.”

Even after two years, Alissa’s disappearance was still difficult. He’d conquered the four-month bout with booze and depression, but occasionally he couldn’t sleep, unable to force the images of his wife’s blood-stained blouse and jeans from his mind. Even with meditation techniques he’d learned through martial arts, insomnia was a recurring disruption. Night-long ruminations made him sick with anger and thoughts of revenge.

“All right, Ray. Go get’m. I’m counting on you.”
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He kept a go-bag in his apartment, so when Eric called back with final approval hours later, he was already traveling east toward Phoenix on US Highway 8. Forty minutes east of San Diego, he enjoyed Southern California’s five-thousand-foot mountain scenery and looked forward to the below-sea-level Yuha Desert to come.

His vehicle was a special SUV he took on assignments when possible, a black Chevy Suburban with a one-man jail in back. More precisely, a steel-tube chair, bolted to the truck frame. One that locked down a perp with an overhead bar, like a rollercoaster seat, but also with side restraints, locks, and open space in back for handcuffs.

The intelligence and analysis Eric passed on during their second encrypted call that day had included both Colonel Seager’s office and private phone numbers. Being in the same room with an outgoing, out-of-favor colonel usually made the dismissal job easier. Showing offenders how big he was made most guys less confrontational. But he didn’t give a rat’s ass about this jerk. Dumping Romeo flyboys could be handled by phone.

“This is Colonel Bill Seager,” the man said. “What can I do for you, General Hauser?”

He still wasn’t used to his newest promotion. Seemed like Eric had gotten carried away this time, naming Ray a brigadier, or one-star, general. “Like you, Bill, I’m looking for that missing autocannon. Any luck?”

“Not yet, sir, no. But—”

“How come?”

The long silence told him much about Bill Seager. Unprepared, mostly.

“It’s hard to say, general,” Seager said. “We can’t…uh, pinpoint the crime scene. There aren’t any real clues or witnesses.”

He did have a point. “Not yet, you mean.”

“Yes, sir, That’s right. Not yet.”

“Tell me about Special Agent Sunny Hicks.”

“Hicks?”

“Yes, the Air Force Special Agent who came up with the moving-train theory.”

“Well, she’s tall,” Seager said. “Tall and blond.”

Incredible. Was he really that big a dope? Maybe he was joking. “Are you serious? I want to know what you think about her theory, Bill, not her looks.”

“Sorry, general. Her idea has potential, but the center pivot point she describes would have to be impossibly strong—a tough set-up to build in the middle of the Sonoran Desert, especially at the center of a horseshoe turn. They usually encircle some natural obstacle.”

“Pivot point?”

“Her theory is centrifugal force was used.”

“I don’t get it.”

“She found a horseshoe turn—they’re not uncommon—where the tracks form a perfect half-circle. If strong chains were attached to cargo near the beginning of the half-circle, centrifugal force could take the cargo right off the train at the end. When the tracks changed course.”

“Oh.” Ray considered three beats. “Okay, the pivot wouldn’t be hard to set up, not if there’s an access road to bring in equipment. Thick chains anchored by say a bulldozer, blade down, would make centrifugal force do the heavy work. I see what she’s saying.”

“Even with a pivot, the thieves would have to board the train, detach at least some of the autocannon’s packaging, hook up the chains, make adjustments before the half circle was gone. Not easy.”

“There’s a way. A practiced crew, no doubt at night, dressed in black so the engineer and conductor couldn’t see them.”

“We’ll know soon if she’s right,” Seager said. “Special Agent Hicks flew to Phoenix yesterday. She’s hooking up with an experienced Air Force agent named Walker today, checking out the site. They should be there right now.”

“Special Agent Hicks is new?”

“This is her first field assignment. She talked me into it because it was her theory.”

Ray wasn’t thrilled but wouldn’t say anything. He didn’t like criticizing agents, women especially because of his sisters. He’d been brand new once, too.

“When do you expect to hear?”

“Whenever they find something. End of today if they don’t.”

The conversation had reached a point where silence worked in his favor. Let Seager worry why he had called, maybe who he was, exactly. He kept his eyes on the wide mountain road and wondered if he should stop for lunch. The gas tank was low. He tried to remember if there had been a town up in these mountains the last time he’d driven through.

“So, my commanding officer called an hour ago,” Seager said. “He told me Homeland was sending special help. Would that be you, general?”

“Yes, it would. I’m on my way to Phoenix now because I have a hunch this railroad theory is a good one.”

“We can use all the help we can get, sir.”

“I’m more than help, Bill. It’s been a week, and considering the dangerous nature of that autocannon, Homeland Security thinks your investigation is broken. I’m the fixer.”

“Fixer? I never heard of that. I mean, not in the Air Force.”

“Where have you heard it?”

“Boxing, bookies, horseracing. You know. Breaking legs because a guy didn’t pay.”

“That’s pretty close,” Ray said, “but I swear I haven’t broken any bones recently. Pretty sure that’s why I earned my first star.”

Seager went silent. Maybe his situation had clarified. Or not.

“Here’s the story,” Ray said. “I’m replacing you as head of the investigation.”

“That’s ridiculous. Homeland Security can’t just take over an Air Force investigation. That cannon belongs to the Air Force. We lost it, and we’re—”

“You’re out, Bill. Call your CO again if you don’t believe me. He should have explained the first time.”

Seager made a sound, but it wasn’t speech. A gurgle. Or a swallow.

“I’ll be in the Phoenix DHS office three or four hours from now,” Ray said. “Know where it is?”

“I can look it up.”

“I need copies of your files there waiting for me.”

“You can’t give me orders,” Seager said. “I don’t work for Homeland.”

Ray shook his head. “You’re an asswipe, Bill. You want, I can have strange men in black suits come arrest you. Might take a day. But they’ll come for you. You know why?”

“No, tell me.”

“Because that’s an extremely dangerous piece of weaponry you flyboys lost and can’t find. The whole Pentagon is worried your investigation is stalled.”

“You wouldn’t call me an asswipe to my face,” Seager said.

That’s all he heard? Maybe this Seager guy was even a bigger loser than he thought. “Why wouldn’t I? You some kind of tough guy?”

“I played football for Michigan State, first string defensive end. But my daughter is probably tough enough to kick your ass. Some parachute-in overseer and organization planner. Probably an accountant with team-building training.”

Ray smiled. “That’s me, Bill. You nailed it. Why don’t you fly out to Phoenix and join us?”

“I just might.”

“We’d love to keep you on the team. Agent Hicks in particular.”

“You’re an asshole, Hauser.”

“I understand your feelings,” he said. “And you are metaphorically correct. I did indeed dump a large piece of crap.”

 

 

Ray turned off US Highway 8 inside a pine forest to eat and fuel his gas-guzzling Suburban. In Alpine, California, the first friendly-looking restaurant had a long counter for single travelers like him, and the kitchen emitted enticing, home-cooked smells. He ordered the day’s special, roast chicken with mashed potatoes and peas.

One of the few meals Alissa had enjoyed cooking. She said the dish was easy and tasty. How apropo to find it on the specials menu. A hunch about Alissa’s case getting solved on this trip blossomed again in his gut.

 

 

After lunch, Ray filled the car with gas and let his mind wander. How Alissa had pushed his life into a different gear, Ray falling in love for the first time. The physical sensation had struck him so hard, he looked for explanations on Google. Discovered some changes were his own organs releasing hormones. Chemicals to make you feel wonderful.

Nature’s way to encourage mating.

They had eighteen months together.

Returning to the freeway, eastbound traffic was heavier than before. He slowed, moved to the right lane, and placed his private iPhone on speaker to make a call. Ray had three older sisters, Aretha, Dinah, and Etta, all four Hauser kids named after rhythm and blues recording artists. Each sister had been important in the building of Ray into a better man than their alcoholic and violent father. But Etta, the oldest, was one of his best friends.

She’d loved Alissa, too.

After their usual, family-based Q-and-A session, Etta loudly chopping vegetables with her grandchild, Brianna, watching Elmo’s World in the background, Ray ended a lull in the chit-chat. “I might find out something about Alissa on this assignment.”

The chopping stopped. “Really? How so?”

“I’m investigating the theft of equipment, like she was.”

He heard Etta put down her knife. Of course, his sister was interested.

“What else can you tell me?” she said.

“I’ve already said too much. You know I’m not supposed to talk about what I do.”

“But you just did, Ray. You volunteered information about your missing wife, a woman I loved dearly. Now, what else?”

After Etta’s breast-cancer surgery three years ago, it was Alissa who’d taken off work to help with Etta’s chemotherapy and doctors’ visits. Not Etta’s busy two sisters or Ray. His wife had spent the whole month with Etta, driving her, managing the house, her two single teenagers, one with a baby named Brianna.

“I’ll know more in a few days,” he said. “I’ll call you then.”

“Listen, Ray. You’re the one who brought her up. But forget that. Let me point out the gorilla in the room. Shouldn’t somebody else be handling a case which could involve your missing wife? Nothing personal for investigators?”

“I’m focused on an important, current case. If anything turns up directly about Alissa and her missing generator, I probably would turn over that part of the investigation.”

“I don’t think so. And finding her killer could set you off, Ray. It’s an emotional sore spot. You know I’m right.”

He blinked when Alissa’s freckled face superimposed on a car’s rear window. Almost forgot he was driving. “I’m a level-headed guy, Etta. Good at keeping things cool.”

“Yeah? Tell that to your father.”

“You’re being silly. Getting emotional is not an option.”

“It wasn’t an option until you put your father in the hospital for three months. What would make you angrier than coming face-to-face with Alissa’s killer?”

“Eric wouldn’t send me if he thought my emotions were a problem.”

“Eric’s not logical about Alissa either.”

“You’re wrong.”

“You want to find the guy who took her and choke him with your own hands.”

“Nonsense.”

“You know I’m right.”

Ray considered two beats. His sister’s ideas were worth consideration. He should always pay attention. And though his brain wanted to arrest the men who’d taken Alissa, bring them all to justice, even now his hands wanted to rip their heads off.

If Special Agent Hicks’ theory proved accurate, and Ray’s own investigation successfully tied the cases together, he actually might get his hands on them.

Then maybe he’d have to be careful.

Before he’d finished saying goodbye to his sister, he wondered if Special Agent Hicks had found anything yet on those train tracks.
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At a slow but dependable crawl, US Air Force Special Agent Sunny Hicks guided her rented Jeep Wrangler alongside an isolated stretch of Southern Pacific Railroad track. Twenty miles east of Gila Bend, Arizona, hunting for what amounted to busted junk, she poked her head out the window to better search the rail bed’s crushed gray rock.

A blue Dodger baseball hat and aviator sunglasses protected her eyes from the dazzling Sonoran Desert sun, but nothing screened her from the withering, convection-oven gusts of searing, dry air. At twelve-thirty that afternoon, the first week in August, the temperature topped one hundred and nineteen degrees.

The expected high was one-twenty-one.

Sunny’s seconds-ago mental joke about ‘broken junk’ pushed a smile across her lips. True, her search list featured severed bolts, snapped links of steel chain, fragments of elastic tie-downs, and torn pieces of a particular kind of waterproof tarpaulin. But these damaged goods hardly qualified as worthless.

On this search, her first field assignment, even one item found beside these train tracks would constitute precious treasure. The discovery would prove her theory and likely get her the full-time, field status she sought. Working behind her OSI desk, she’d figured how thieves might have stolen the four-thousand-pound weapon from a moving train.

But she needed proof, and busted junk was evidence.

For comparison purposes, she carried unbroken samples of each searched-for item in an athletic bag on the Jeep’s passenger seat. Also inside the Reebok sack were four bottles of water, a special satellite telephone in case her cell phone lost signal, which it already had, and her Air Force-issue nine-millimeter, a Sig Sauer P320.

She braked the Wrangler and stared through her windshield at the train tracks. Twin steel lines crossed an expanse of desert, a light brown landscape dotted with darker-colored creosote and saltbush. A mile or so distant, the rail lines turned right and swooped behind rock outcroppings, an offshoot of the South Maricopa Mountains. Several black ridges sank into the dirt, descending lines of ever-smaller rocks, like the buried spine of a dinosaur.

A bright flash in the foreground of her vision clutched her focus, a sparkle on the sloped, gray rocks not far ahead. Something next to the tracks was throwing sunlight at her. Glaring through the glass. Her pulse rose as she marked the bright flash to the left of a particular creosote bush and scrambled from the cool Jeep. She’d only been searching ten minutes.

Dare she hope?

Halfway up the steep bed, the desert’s intensity wrapping her like an electric blanket, she squatted to examine a shiny metal object among the gray rock. Her mouth fell open. A broken bolt. She gasped with pleasure. The stainless steel connector was among the items she sought, identical to the sample in her bag.

Oh, lucky me. She slipped on a protective glove from her pocket and pinched her proof of success. Thieves had taken advantage of the railroad’s perfect, half-circle shape at this spot. A first piece of the missing-cannon puzzle. Now the Air Force knew exactly where the bad guys committed the theft.

And how. Why else would a horseshoe turn be involved?

She had an urge to kick her feet. How sweet was she going to feel calling up that butt-head Seager, telling him she’d been right. She couldn’t cha-cha to the Jeep for fear of tripping and falling, but she could waggle her extended elbows like a bird as she hurried back. No time for anything more of a celebration. She wanted back inside the air-conditioned Jeep, get her hands on that satellite phone.

The military phone was ringing. Her headquarters.

“Special Agent Hicks,” she said.

“Have you found anything?”

“Excuse me. Who is this?”

“Sorry. I thought the call-patch lady would have introduced me. This is General Hauser with Homeland Security. Have you talked to Colonel Seager?”

“Not today.”

“Oh. Well, Homeland Security is seriously worried about that missing cannon. I’ve been sent to take over Colonel Seager’s investigation. I was checking in to introduce myself and see if you’d found anything yet.”

She grabbed a breath. “Wow.”

“Yeah, I know. Surprise, surprise. By the way, I think your theory is right on target.”

Her pulse ramped again, Sunny undecided on which development was more exciting—finding the evidence or Seager being gone. Best tell Hauser the good news.

“Both of us are right, general. Between my rubber-gloved finger and thumb, I hold a newly discovered, sawed-off hunk of stainless steel bolt, a match for my sample. I just found it this minute. This horseshoe turn is where they took our autocannon.”

“Fan-tas-tic,” Hauser said. “Congratulations, Special Agent.”

“Thank you. I just started looking. It’s amazing. Walker said he was five-minutes behind me, and I’ve found the bolt before he got here.”

“You’re there alone?” Hauser asked.

“For a minute or two. Walker lost a crown at dinner last night, stopped this morning to see a dentist. That’s why we’re starting so late. He was on time when we talked minutes ago. Wait. This is him now. I see his dust coming.”

A rising column of dirt sped toward her on the same railroad access road. The vehicle had raced out from behind the remote, jagged ridge of mountain rocks where the train tracks passed from sight.

“Let’s hope so,” Hauser said.

“What’s the matter?”

“These people stole a deadly weapon worth millions of dollars. They’re smart and organized. They’re going to watch the place where they grabbed it, see if and when law enforcement finds their trail.”

What if this wasn’t Walker coming? What if this was one of the guys who’d stolen the Air Force’s weapon? Her stomach turned sour over the possibility of a gunfight. Twice a week she fired seventy-five rounds at the range’s paper targets. She’d barely qualified with her Sig Sauer nine-millimeter at special agent training school in Glynco, Georgia the previous winter. That was reason enough to perfect her technique and prepare for the next test. But a bigger reason for her dedication to the range was the way she felt when she held any pistol.

The coldness of death chilled her.

“Sunny. I called Walker on another line. He’s fifteen minutes away, at best. He’s calling for help, but no one can reach you in time. Are you armed?”

She swallowed. “My Air Force-issue Sig Sauer is on the front seat.”

“Better go get it, check if it’s loaded.”

As the vehicle and the dust cloud drew closer, sunlight reflected off a shiny square grill and windshield. She recognized an extended-cab pickup truck. Multiple unknown visitors. It would be a minute before she could read the plates.

Her heart thumped. She breathed through her mouth. Good thing Hauser couldn’t see her face. She hadn’t been frightened for her life since that C-17 landing at Ramstein Air Base on a rainy night. Bouncing on the runway, blowing out every tire on the plane. Going sideways.

She glanced quickly around her, all three hundred and sixty degrees. Not another human or vehicle in sight. Just her Jeep and the truck.

“Sunny?” Hauser said. “Did you get your weapon?”

The truck drew within a hundred yards. She ducked back inside the Jeep, extracted the holstered Sig Sauer from her athletic bag. The advancing truck could be anybody, a railroad employee, a tourist looking for psychedelic cactus, or a cop curious about her activities near the tracks. A few days ago, Homeland Security had issued a memo to law enforcement along the four-state, Southern Pacific route.

“Answer me, Sunny.”

“Yes. Give me a second.”

She needed both hands to clip the holster to her belt, so she switched the satellite phone to speaker and placed it on the Jeep’s roof. What had she done? Pushing herself into her first assignment, too eager to wait for Walker. Maybe she’d lined herself up for an Air Force Office of Special Investigations record—shot dead on her first day in the field.

“If I were you, and considering the evidence you’ve found,” Hauser said, “I’d draw my weapon and take a low ready behind the driver’s door. How does that sound to you?”

She drew the Sig Sauer and checked the slide and magazine. She’d done both before placing the semiautomatic in her bag that morning but double-checks were standard. Her successes in life had always resulted from preparation and precaution. Her failures came as the result of impulse and eagerness.

“Sunny? You okay?”

Watching the truck close in, she reminded herself again most local cops and federal agents never fired a weapon on the job in their entire career.

“I’m fine, General. Ready for anything.”

Less than fifty yards away and throwing dust like a mini tornado, the black truck shifted direction, re-aiming directly at Sunny and her comparatively pint-size, Jeep Wrangler. All the extended cab’s windows were darkened. The truck’s intimidating speed and direction had to be deliberate.

“Looks like a Chevy,” she said. “State government’s. That big S inside the Arizona border outline. Three-four-three-nine.”

“Got it. Sounds like law enforcement.”

Her weapons instructor at special agent school told her she needed to think of pistols as tools. “You want to tighten a nut onto a bolt, a wrench is your tool,” he’d said. “You want to protect your life or the public from a dangerous bad guy, you need a pistol.”

“Talk to me, Sunny. Describe the vehicle.”

“If these are bad guys, they’re going to kill me while I’m stuck on the phone with you. How about letting me deal with this?”

She shifted a step, so the Wrangler’s door post provided better cover. The hot dirt road warmed the soles of her hiking sneakers. Another gust of wind chopped at the rolling dust cloud following the black truck.

“Got a search on that plate working.”

“Shut up, sir.” Her chest was ready to burst.

The black pickup braked hard at the last second. Rocks popped from under its wide tires as the Chevy Silverado skidded to a stop near her Jeep. The long-watched, billowing dust cloud engulfed her.

Sunny tugged the brim of her blue baseball cap and squinted into the whirling dirt. She detected nothing of the truck, only flowing sand which bit her cheeks and soiled her US Air Force T-shirt and jeans. There had been no collision, no contact. But the noisy truck engine growled only a few feet away.

She tapped her leather holster and remembered to trust her training.

All six months.

Any tool can be used for good or for evil. But she couldn’t think of anything good when holding a pistol. She’d experienced a devastating gunshot death early in life and would always know well the effect on family and friends of a loved one’s shooting death.
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