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Chapter 1: A Disappointing Assignment
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My VaporStream device went off only a few days after I’d returned from Blackwell Ops headquarters in Golden, Colorado. So only a few days after TJ Blackwell had shocked and awed me by naming me—out of his thousands of operatives, team leaders, contacts and eyes-and-ears people—as his second in command. 

*
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When the device screeched, Aspen and I were grocery shopping a few miles from our home in Huntsville, Alabama. Fortunately nobody was in the aisle with us. Still, the lone cashier was in the store and probably the manager, and I’d seen a few other customers, so I quickly reached into my left-front jeans pocket to press the On button and silence the device. 

We were almost through shopping anyway, so I left the thing in my pocket, grinned to downplay my excitement at getting my first assignment as TJ’s Number One, and bent to peck Aspen lightly on the lips. “You’ll be okay to check out? I’ll step outside and see what’s up.”

I don’t like leaving her alone unless I absolutely have to. She was raped by an unscrupulous operative a few years ago. The creep had paid dearly for his crime, but that wasn’t something I’d allow to happen again.

She smiled. “Go ahead, baby. I’ll be fine.”

“I won’t be long.” I turned away, and as I approached the end of the aisle, the front end of a grocery cart came barreling around the corner. 

I assessed the threat. There was none. The woman propelling the cart was middle-aged, short, and plump in black slides, a loose white pullover blouse, and orange Capri pants that were strained to their limit. Her purse was in the tray of the shopping cart, closed, and well away from her hands. 

As the front of her cart bumped my thighs, she jerked and looked up, her eyes wide with surprise. “Ooh, sorry.” A frown creased her forehead beneath short, curly grey hair. “But did you hear that awful noise?”

I smiled and nodded. “Yeah, it was my phone. I need to change the ring tone. Excuse me.” I stepped past her and headed for the exit. Once you press the On button you have only a minute until the message disappears like vapor. Hence, VaporStream.

Outside the air was in the upper 90s with no breeze. The sky was white with humidity. I pulled the device from my pocket as I passed by some other cars in the parking lot and approached Aspen’s slate-grey BMW. I hit the clicker to unlock the door, slipped into the driver’s seat, and closed the door. The Beamer’s dark-tinted windows would hide the screen from curious eyes: 


RTO1 Managua via Atlanta, soonest

TWP Selwyn DeTrosse et al

Major drugs 

C1 Reuben Montoya



I frowned, a little disappointed. My first assignment as TJ’s second in command has nothing to do with my brand new role? He’d even assigned a C1—that’s a contact-operative—named Reuben Montoya. I’d never heard of him.

On the surface, the assignment looked routine, something I could probably pull off in my sleep. Knock off a drug dealer and a few of his closest friends. I’d hoped for something a little more in line with my new status.

I glanced through the driver’s side window. 

Near the storefront, a couple of guys in sneakers, jeans, and dark-grey pullover hoodies were approaching the front door of the store. Both were skinny and around six feet tall.

I grinned and shook my head. Hoodies? In this heat?

Whatever. 

I glanced at the message again and committed the names to memory, then pressed Accept and worked the latch on the car door. As I pushed it open a little and turned in the seat to step out, I glanced through the window again.

At the front of the store, the hoodie brothers were about to go in. The door, a sliding-glass thing framed in aluminum, slid open and the front of a shopping cart appeared. My lovely Aspen’s face was centered above it.

I paused and just took in the vision. She is such a beautiful creature. 

To the left of her cart, one of the guys in a hoodie turned sideways, ostensibly to step past her. On the right, the other one glanced around, sweeping the parking lot with his gaze. Dark-complected with black horn rim glasses, he looked to be in his late teens or early twenties. His hands were jammed into the pockets of his hoodie like he was cold. 

My precious little Aspen smiled up at the first guy and lifted the handle of the cart, tugging it to one side so he could get past. 

But he shook his head and said something I couldn’t hear. 

Then he grabbed her shoulders. He turned her away from the cart and shoved her!

The hell! I exploded out of the car.

The car door rebounded and slammed behind me as I walked between Aspen’s Beamer and the next car, an old brown boat, a Plymouth I think. I stuffed the VaporStream device into my left front jeans pocket, and about the time I rounded the right-front corner of the boat, I reached back with my right hand and slipped my little Beretta 21 A Bobcat from its holster at the small of my back. I held it close to my right thigh as I continued along the row of cars toward the front of the store.

The second hoodie brother had jerked his hands from his pockets, glanced around to his left again, then grabbed the front of Aspen’s cart. He shoved the cart back into the store, then sauntered inside.

As the back of the cart slammed into one of the check-out kiosks, the front door started to slide shut. But as I stepped up off the tarmac parking lot, it slid open again and I walked through. I said, “Hey!”

As Hoodie Brother Two turned around, his face went all tough and ugly and he pulled a revolver from his right hoodie pocket.

I stepped inside the hand with the revolver, brought the palmed Beretta up, and slapped it hard just above his left eye.

The sound was like a hammer on a coconut. His eyes closed and his legs went slack and he went down. The revolver fell from his hand and clattered away to his right as I slipped the Beretta into the right-rear pocket of my jeans and stepped past his stupid feet.

When the revolver hit the hard linoleum tile floor, Hoodie Boy One glanced over his shoulder. He saw his friend on the floor and flashed wide eyes at me. Then he stabbed his hand into his right hoodie pocket, pivoted, and reached with his left hand to grab Aspen again. 

She was waiting for him. She slipped inside his left arm, grabbed two fistfuls of the shoulders of his hoodie, and brought her right knee up. She connected, then released his shoulders and disappeared like smoke in a high wind. Her blur spun away and ducked behind the checkout kiosk.

The startled cashier, a balding, round-faced man of about 50 in grey trousers and a white shirt, gaped down at her as Hoodie Boy One groaned and bent double, cupping himself with both hands. A small chrome semiautomatic pistol shimmered in his right hand.

Before he looked up again, I’d stepped past the kiosk. I brought my right fist around from somewhere near the Gulf of Mexico and hit Hoodie One on the right temple with everything I had. 

His head snapped to the left, and he sighed, sagged, and went face-first to the floor, folding down like an inchworm.

Some twenty feet beyond him, the short grey-haired woman from before stared from behind her shopping cart, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open.

I flashed her a thumbs-up and a smile as I put the toe of my boot on the semiautomatic. I slid it over behind another kiosk, then offered my hand down to Aspen as I looked at the wide-eyed cashier. His black name tag read Simon Templeton, Asst. Manager. “Don’t touch either of the guns, Mr. Templeton. But do call 911, okay? Tell them there was an armed robbery in progress but that the perps are both asleep now. Of course, you don’t know what happened or what the lady or I look like, right? It all happened so fast?” 

“Right. Right.” He glanced past me at Hoodie Boy One on the floor. “Very fast.”

“Thank you, sir. The cops’ll take care of the rest. You have a good day now.”

Still gaping, he only nodded. 

I wheeled the cart full of groceries outside as Aspen rested her hand on one side of it. As we approached the car, she pressed a button on the clicker to open the trunk, then audibly released a breath. “So anyway, you got an assignment? Where we going?”

“Managua.”

She frowned. “The Philippines?”

I shook my head. “Nicaragua.”

“Ah.” As she slipped into the car, started the engine, and switched on the AC, I loaded the trunk and put the cart away.

When I dropped into the passenger seat, she shifted the car into gear. “So, soonest?”

I grinned. “How’d you know?”
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Chapter 2: On the Road Again
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At home, as Aspen was putting away the groceries, I opened my laptop in my “office” at the far end of the kitchen table.

The soonest flight to Managua via Atlanta would leave Huntsville at 7 a.m. tomorrow. We would endure a one-hour layover, and the second flight would set down in Managua at 1 p.m., give or take a few minutes. I bought Aspen a ticket on the same flight, then glanced across the kitchen. 

In her white leather thong sandals, black shorts, and untucked pink t-shirt, she was on the tiptoes of her left foot. Her right foot was raised a few inches off the floor. The fingertips of her left hand rested on the counter for balance as she stretched with her right arm to reach a fat tube of oatmeal up into the cabinet. The narrow V of her pixie-cut brown hair pointed to a small mole a half-inch above the collar of her t-shirt. 

I grinned. She looked like a tiny point guard about to score a tip-in. Only better. No matter which way Aspen’s facing, no matter what she’s doing, she is absolutely delicious. I said, “Airport by 6, board at 7. Atlanta layover from 8 to 9, Managua at 1.”

“Sounds good.” She grunted as she tipped the box of oatmeal onto the shelf, then closed the cabinet. She turned around and frowned. “So how long? I’ll go pack.” 

I shrugged. “We’ll get there on day one. I’ll probably do the job that night or the next day, and we’ll fly home that day or the next.” 

She crossed the floor, came around the table, sat on my lap, and put her arms around my neck. “So only one or two nights and two or three days, Sam? Is there a beach at least?” 

I chuckled. The woman’s part fish. “There are beaches all over the place. You can take your pick. Lake Managua’s just north, Lake Nicaragua’s 20 miles to the southeast, and the Pacific’s 25 or 30 miles to the west.”

The frown remained. “But we won’t have much time together will we?”

“Probably not. But we have the plane ride down and back and whatever time I’m not in the field.”

“Hmm. Maybe I should just stay back. I have the garden to tend, an’—”

I jiggled her slightly. “You know I don’t like leaving you alone. That goes double now that I’m TJ’s number one.”

“I know.” She hesitated. “But maybe Mom could fly down from Naples. We could buy her a ticket.”

“Maybe next time.” I hesitated. “I’d really like you to go with me on this one. Let me ease into the idea of leaving you on your own.”  

She grinned, popped up off my lap, and gave me a quick peck on the lips. “Okay. Like I said, I’ll go pack.”

She started alongside the table toward the living room. 

“Start on mine too if you don’t mind. Cammies, an extra pair of jeans, a few t-shirts and the rest? Thanks.”

As she nodded and turned for the bedroom, I looked at my laptop screen. 

Okay, I won’t need to research the target. The C1’ll have everything on Selwyn DeTrosse.

I’d never met or worked with this particular C1, but if he wasn’t at least adequate TJ wouldn’t have made him a C1.

While I was in Golden, along with my promotion to his Number One, TJ had given me a flash drive that contained a duplicate of his master list. It consisted of hundreds of file folders: those contained intimate information on every contact-operative team leader (COLT), every C1, every regular operative, every contact, and every eyes-and-ears person worldwide. 

That was his innocuous way of telling me I was in training to take over the company someday. And a little later, to be sure I got it, he said so pointedly.

So I opened the company files, found the C1 folder and opened it, then opened a folder labeled Montoya, Reuben. 

My C1 for this assignment was 5’6” with mocha skin, a slight build, and large brown eyes in a thin, serious face. A slice of his conservatively cut black hair angled down across his forehead toward his right eyebrow. He was single, 28 years old—so a few years younger than I—and proficient in three disciplines of martial arts as well as with pistols and rifles. 

That’ll work. 

I closed my laptop and got up to go help Aspen finish packing.

*
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The next morning, both flights went as expected. When Aspen and I stepped out of the jet bridge at Augusto Cesar Sandino International in Managua, I guided her toward the near end of a round chrome railing that bordered the mezzanine overlooking the floor of the terminal. 

As almost always, my head was on a swivel as I watched for threats. The fact that I hadn’t found any so far only meant the next one was getting closer.

To our left some sixty feet away at the far end of the same railing, a slender man in a blue uniform with black trim—probably airport security—spoke briefly into a walkie-talkie. Finally he nodded at the device, then clipped it to his belt, and glanced at us—or maybe past us; past us would be better—and turned away. Still, I committed his face to memory.

The combined quiet clatter of conversation and footfalls on the stairs—those were set on either side of the ever-descending escalator—echoed through the room, punctuated now and then by laughter. As numerous other passengers, all chatting quietly, passed by us and started down the near or far stairs or stepped onto the escalator, I averted my attention to the floor.

I pointed. “There he is.” 

Below us to the right near the exit doors, a white sign with black lettering was held aloft and clutched between two thin, well-tanned hands. The sign read S. Granger. A wedge of black hair was centered below it. I couldn’t see the face for the angle.

Aspen and I stepped around the railing and past the escalator and started down the stairs on the right.

By the time we were halfway down, the crowd had thinned. Most of the other passengers had reunited with loved ones and either left the terminal or moved off toward the baggage-claim area. Somehow the clatter of conversation remained as loud as ever. 

As we neared the bottom of the steps, the man with the sign spotted us, lowered the sign, and approached. His skin was the color of warm coral. He had conservatively cut black hair, and it angled down toward his right eyebrow. He smiled and extended his right hand. “Mr. Granger?”

As we shook, I said, “Yes. Sam’s fine. And you’re Reuben?”

He grinned. “At your service.” He glanced at Aspen. “And this delightful creature must be—”

“Let’s do the formalities first. Real-time solution?”

He peeled his gaze off Aspen and leaned toward me slightly. “Ah. Of course. For a real-world situation.” He looked at Aspen again. “And now?”

I chuckled. With both halves of the passphrase repeated, I said, “This is my bride, Aspen.”

He smiled. “Of course.” When she reached to shake his hand, he bowed at the waist, brought her hand up, and touched it lightly with his lips. “I’m am honored, señora. Welcome to Managua.” He shifted his gaze back to me. “I expected you to come alone, Mr. Granger, but—”

“It’s fine. We can make our own arrangements.”

“Yes sir.” He turned away. “Right this way.”

Sir? 

Outside we climbed into a waiting cab and the driver started for the hotel. From the front passenger seat without looking around, Reuben said, “I am aware of your status, sir. Why are you only an operative on this one?”

I smiled. “God and TJ work in mysterious ways.”

He only chuckled and nodded.

After a drive of around twenty minutes, the cab pulled up in front of Globales Camino Real hotel.   

*
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Inside, Ruben accompanied us to the waist-high counter that served as the front desk. The clerk was a trim, statuesque young woman in a sleek black dress with her hair pulled back into a tight bun. Her silver name tag read Gloria, Asst Mgr. She smiled as we approached.

Reuben said, “Gloria, these are my friends. We will need an additional suite, but one as close to mine as possible.”

She smiled and nodded, then glanced at Aspen. “Off courze.” 

As she made the arrangements, Reuben said, “And while we men are away, you will be so kind as to assist señora Granger with her needs?”

Aspen glanced up at me and frowned slightly, then extended her hand toward Gloria. “Aspen.”

As Gloria shook her hand, she smiled. “I weel be delighted to help, Ahspen. We weel arranche sohm things later.” 
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