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NO ESCAPE

America the beautiful isn’t so beautiful anymore.

—Anonymous Canadian.
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Prologue
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SATURDAY 12:01 A.M.

The instructions came from museum management late in the afternoon preceding the four-day long weekend. Security was stepped up.

As was usual for such a holiday weekend, the building was open for the duration, since it was a very popular destination. In keeping with the current regime’s policies, many employees had been declared surplus to the museum’s operation, and had subsequently been laid off.

The ticketing and gift shops were closed. The remaining employees could not operate them with the expected weekend crowds. That there were hordes of people expected wasn’t unusual in itself. It was normal long-weekend traffic. Families with children in tow were excited to view the original founding documents.

The Executive Order was signed and communicated to museum management by a lone security guard. The attached instructions were plain enough. The documents referred to in the Order were to be immediately pulled from public view. They were to be replaced with copies. The original documents were to be loaded into transport vehicles and taken to the White House for safekeeping.

Should anyone notice the switched documents for the copies—which in itself would be unusual, unless they were an expert in document forgeries—they were to be pulled aside. The explanation to be offered was that the documents in question were being examined for degradation before being returned to their display cases.

It happened regularly when the same original documents required inspection for deterioration. In one case years ago, small flakes of ink had separated from the paper. The flakes had to be painstakingly glued back onto the paper.

Never in history had the documents in question been moved into the White House for such inspections. There were no experts there.

The Marine guard entered the museum and proceeded immediately to the display hall. An officer directed them to each of the document containers. They were removed and placed on carts to be transported out of the museum and into a waiting vehicle. All associated documents were to be removed at the same time.

It was all according to plan.
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Chapter 1
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JIM NASH SIGHED AS he looked up from across the street at the neon sign in his second-story office. The sigh wasn’t for the sign. It looked pretty good, lit up and blinking as it did in the early darkness of night. It was a good advertisement for his investigation business.

The sigh was for the concerns he had for his business. Or the lack of business lately. Pickings were slim. He had definitely been slacking following some recent successes. He’d rewarded his part-time employees quite handsomely for their efforts and dedication to the company.

Maddie Spence, his partner in the business as well as romantically, was happy. She kept his books. While she hadn’t yet begun to hound him about it, she had of late been expressing concern about their shared financial pickle.

Jim owned the building outright. He’d been smart enough to buy it when he had returned, complete with bags filled with cartel cash, from one of his adventures down Mexico way.

The previous building owner hadn’t blinked an eye when Jim opened the bags to display what they contained. He too had been smart enough to recognize an opportunity. He quite happily loaded the trunk of his car with his asking price for the building and headed off for parts unknown.

That cartel cash episode had left Jim KOS—kill on sight—down Mexico way. He was doomed never to return if he knew what was good for him.

Consequently, he had been relegated to picking up the odd federal government job—no questions asked when he delivered the results. Their paydays came in the form of cash. It allowed him to make his payroll, both full-time and part-time.

Full-time meant a payday for him and another for Maddie.

Part-time meant the same for Luz and for Emma Mayberry.

To put it another way, he needed regular work with a regular payday. Depending on the feds for that was a one-way ticket to bankruptcy.

He put those thoughts out of his mind when he crossed the street to arrive at the door to his building.

Friday met him and barked from behind the glass. No doubt the dog was annoyed Jim had sneaked off without him.

He opened the door to let Friday’s nose sniff at the bag of Chinese food. Satisfied, the dog scampered up the two flights of stairs ahead of him. The dog knew where his Chinese food was buttered, and it was upstairs in the third-floor apartment with his mistress.

Jim arrived at the second-floor landing and the open door to his office. The phone in his pocket rang. He debated whether he should answer it. At the last minute, he took it out and flipped it open.

“Jim? It’s Nancy. I need your undivided attention. Do you have time?”

He dropped the bag of Chinese on Maddie’s desk and pulled out a drawer in search of a notebook and a pencil.
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Chapter 2
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JIM NASH WAS QUICK to reply to Nancy Boyle’s query. “I always have time for you, Nancy. You know that.”

Nancy Boyle was the wife of Don Boyle, a Magic City detective. Don was responsible for convincing Jim to get his concealed carry permit. That had eased him into starting the private detective agency.

Jim continued up the stairs with the takeout to the third-floor apartment he shared with Maddie and her black Labrador, Friday. He kept the phone to his ear on the way.

Nancy Boyle, wife to Don, his good fishing buddy, and mother to their daughter, Tricia, had been the one to stand by him on his last foray into mainland Mexico. What he hadn’t known at the time was the reason she had insisted he come along.

It wasn’t for the ride. Nancy’s illegitimate daughter, Luz, had gone rogue down Mexico way and was cleaning up the cartel killers who had eliminated her entire family. This after she tracked them to Magic City and chased them down. Cold-blooded killer that she was, Luz had sent them all to hell.

It had taken him and Nancy both to convince Luz to return to Florida.

That was the thing of it with Nancy. Once she committed to something, be it wife, mother, or homemaker, there was no holding the woman back. When it came right down to it, Jim was happy to have had her along—and it wasn’t only for her company on the ride.

Nancy had a jet waiting for her when she finally got across the border into home territory.

He had a hard time figuring that one out. He chalked it up to a part of Nancy’s life she never talked about, even with her husband, Don, the Magic City police lieutenant.

Nancy said, “You might not be so happy about having time for me after you hear what I have to say. I’m coming right over.”

“Just in time for Chinese. I’ll be sure to keep some warm for you.”

He hung up and made his way to his second-floor office. He fished in a drawer for a cell-phone jammer. He collected all their phones and put them a tin box after turning each of them off. He picked up the box and the food before climbing the stairs to the apartment.

As promised, Jim kept the Chinese warm. He was glad he did.

It would have gone ice cold while he and Maddie listened to Nancy’s unbelievable story.
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Chapter 3
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WHAT HAPPENED TO JIM Nash was something that rarely happened. He was completely taken aback. Speechless. Unbelievable—but for who had delivered the request: Nancy Boyle.

Jim said, “I’m going to have to consult with some people, Nancy. Forgive me, but I’m going to have to send you down to my office. I’ll call you back up when I’m ready.”

“I understand completely, James.” Nancy always called him James. “Maybe I could take Friday with me for company while I wait.”

She looked at Maddie.

Maddie called to her dog. “Friday.” His ears perked up instantly. “Go with Nancy. Guard Nancy.”

Friday obeyed instantly. He walked down the stairs in front of the person he liked. He led her into Jim’s office, and she closed the door behind them.

“Did you see under that woman’s blouse?” Maddie asked. “She’s armed to the teeth. She’s got a magazine stuffed in her bra, Nash. Both sides.”

“Maddie, go get Luz and Emma. Tell them to bring their offshore account numbers. And tell Luz to arm up in case we need her right off.”

When Maddie left, Jim busied himself writing both his and Maddie’s offshore account numbers on a piece of paper. He made sure to leave out their names. When Emma and Luz arrived, he took their account numbers and added them to the note.

“What’s going on, Nash?” Emma asked. “I was in the middle of cooking Friday’s fave steak dinner, only this time, it was going to be for me. Speaking of the devil, where has that dog disappeared to?”

“He went downstairs to the office with Nancy. There’s something I need to tell you. And then there’s something I need to ask you. Oh, and put your phones in the bucket.”

He stood up and opened the tin box.

Maddie used the break to refill the coffee pot while Jim patiently explained what Nancy had told him. When he finished, he pushed back his chair, grabbed the coffee pot, and filled everyone’s mugs.

His gaze wandered from Emma to Luz to Maddie. “I’m going to ask for a million up front.”

Emma gasped. “A million? That’s a lot for a job we don’t know anything about—”

Jim interrupted. “That’s a million each. For each one of us. Up front. No questions asked. For nothing more than considering the request. Payable whether we take the job or not.”

Emma’s second gasp was much louder.

“To be deposited into our offshore accounts. Verified before we move an inch.”

While Jim left them to consider, he opened the apartment door and walked downstairs to confront Nancy.

“They’re thinking about it,” he told her, in barely a whisper. “Here are our agreed-upon conditions.”

He handed Nancy a piece of paper with the four account numbers hand-written in Maddie’s script. He tore a piece of paper off a memo pad and began writing.


1 million in advance. To be deposited into each account. Plus an additional 1 million into the account marked with a check mark. That’s for unforeseen expenses. I’m sure you know what I mean.



He slid it across the desk to Nancy.

Was she in agreement? He couldn’t tell.

“One more thing,” Jim said. He picked up the pencil and began writing again.


If the operation is successful, the fee is an additional 5 million dollars upon completion. No questions asked.



Nancy stood up. “I’ll be back in a bit. Can I take Friday with me?”

“You can, but you can’t take him out of the building without Maddie or me to keep an eye on things. We need to know more about what’s going on.”

“Very well. Keep him here. I need to do this in private,” Nancy said. She halted by the office door.

“I understand.”

Jim called up the stairs. “Maddie? Bring Friday home. Nancy has to step out for a minute.”

Nancy made her way down the stairs and out into the street.

Jim stood by the upstairs window, looking down on the street. Nancy crossed it and halted. Took out her phone. She began talking. Looked up.

Jim stepped into the office shadows. He didn’t want her to know he was spying on her.

Nancy Boyle’s conversation was animated. She paced back and forth. Waved her arm toward the office. Looked up again.

Jim had no idea who was on the other end of her call, but whoever it was, he or she was getting an earful.

Finally, Nancy hung up and crossed the street to her vehicle parked in front of the office building. She removed a large suitcase from her vehicle before she entered the building a second time.

Jim beat it upstairs to join Maddie and Luz and Emma. There was no sense in telegraphing his anxiety about the job and the much-needed cash he expected would flow into each of their accounts.

“I don’t know who she was talking to, but they were getting an earful from what I could see. Don’t tell her I said that.”

Nancy towed the heavy suitcase behind her. It banged and bumped up the stairs. The quiet announced her arrival on the third floor. She pushed it on wheels past the open door into the apartment ahead of her.

“Your conditions are acceptable,” were her only words.

“What the hell, Nancy? What’s going on? And when are we going to find out?” Jim asked.

“Check your bank accounts. The money should be there by now.”

Maddie opened her laptop and went through the motions. “The advance has been deposited into our accounts,” she announced. “We’re good. Emma and Luz, you need to check, too.”

Emma said, “Nancy’s word is good.”

“I’ll check later,” Luz said.

Nancy reached into her shoulder bag. She pulled out four file folders and handed them off.

“There’s one for each of you, all identical. Each of you needs to sign off. I strongly recommend you read through the documents to be certain you know your rights.”

Jim waited until everyone finished reading.

“We have no rights. No talk. No whispers. No dreams. No deviation from your instructions. I think we can live with that last bit.”

Nancy collected the sheaf of papers. She checked the signatures and deposited the pages into her briefcase.

“I need to remind you.” she said. “You have signed your allegiance to the Constitution of the United States of America. You will defend the Constitution with your lives. You did not sign your allegiance in any way, shape, or form to a man. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Nancy halted, looking from Jim to Maddie and Luz and Emma. She heard “Yes” four times.

“A van is going to show up.” She handed off a key fob. “You should prepare for a week on the road. Load your gear. No phones. You’re to leave them behind.”

“Where are we going?” Emma asked.

“There will be a map in the van. Don’t lose it until you get to the destination. I’ll meet you there. Any questions?”

Jim looked from Maddie to Emma to Luz. No one as much as raised an eyebrow.

“We trust you, Nancy,” he said. “We have no questions. But you should know we’ll be armed to the teeth. Four times a million bucks buys a lot of trouble in my book.”

“You’re right to be concerned. Now then, I’ll be happy to take Friday for a visit with Tricia and Lola. What do you say, Maddie?”

Friday’s ears perked up when he heard the familiar names.

“Look at that dog,” Maddie said. “I swear, Jim, he’s human.”

Maddie retrieved Friday’s food and water bowls and packed them. She threw in a few of his favorite toys. “That should do it. Come here, Friday.”

Maddie bent and patted and slapped and scratched at her dog’s ears. “You listen to Don and Tricia and behave, okay? We’ll see you when we get back. We might even have a water party with Tricia and Lola.”

Jim and Maddie walked down the stairs with Friday. He held the door for Nancy. As he did, a dark red van pulled into a parking spot in front of the building. The driver got out and crossed the street, walking fast. He turned into an alley and disappeared.

“Good,” Nancy said. “Your transport is here. I’ll see you soon at the destination.”

––––––––
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Emma and Luz went to their apartments to empty their gun safes. They packed up the arms into duffle bags. Threw in boxes of ammunition for the Glocks and MP5s. Rails for the MP5s were next on their lists.

Emma walked next door to Luz’s place in time to see her pack an old AK-47 into her duffle.

“You’re bringing that antique? How come?” Emma asked.

“The AK antique, as you call it, is an extremely reliable weapon, Emma. No matter where it falls or what it gets dropped into, it works. Every time. It’s one of the most dependable weapons in the world.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Perhaps I’ll get a chance to show you just how dependable it is,” Luz said.

“Do I really want to know?” Emma asked.

“No.”
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Chapter 4
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JIM TURNED THE RED van into the Orlando airport’s parking garage Alpha. He stopped and wrote out a note.


We need plates from North Carolina, West Virginia, Pennsylvania. Questions?



No one said anything. Emma dug around in a bag and found screwdrivers. She took one and handed the other two to Luz and Maddie.

“Let’s get going. We’re burning daylight,” Jim said. “I’ll walk the van beside you.”

In ten minutes, they had six or eight plates.

“Climb aboard. We have somewhere we need to be.”

He exited the parking lot and got onto S. Semoran and 436 North.

Maddie handed Jim a note.


Orlando? Not DC?



He nodded before making a flying sign with his right hand. It seemed to satisfy her. Ten minutes later, he was pulling the red van into a diner. He waited until everyone had exited the van before making the announcement.

“Plan B. Bring everything. We’re ditching the van.”

“What are we doing, Nash?” Maddie asked while they were hauling their bags into the pancake house. “Nancy told us to drive.”

“Red is not our color. We’re flying to D.C. It will allow us to get the lay of the land before we’re needed. Also, I think someone was following us. Did anyone notice anything? And since we’re here, buckle up and eat. Maybe get some go-coffee. I don’t think our quick and dirty charter service will have meals for us. Or any kind of service past engines and wings.”

Jim led them to a table in one of the diner’s front windows. It overlooked the parking lot and the busy street.

Their bagged goods clanged and clanked as they slid them beneath the table.

He inhaled and caught the scent of hamburger and frying bacon. Maybe a sausage or two. Cutlery clinked into trays, dumped there by a busboy. Jim did a double take. It was a busgirl.

The server approached. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen. “What’ll it be, folks?” She poured coffee into cups while she waited for a response.

“We don’t need menus.” Jim ordered for everyone. “Waffles. Bacon. Two eggs-over for all. Keep the coffee coming.”

“You got it, mister.” The server walked off to pass the order to the cook.

There was a babble of voices in the background.

Finally, Luz spoke up. “I didn’t notice anything unusual in the side mirror, Santiago.” She had been sitting in the front passenger seat with Jim. In the back, Maddie and Emma had busied themselves checking their firepower and loading magazines.

The foursome ate quickly, in relative silence. Jim sensed his partners in this deal weren’t happy about what they knew—which was about as much as he did.

“Look. You might as well know as much as Maddie and I do.” He hesitated. “Nancy showed up. Told a believable story. Asked for our help. Given what she said, I immediately thought of the two of you. And our payday. We need the money, folks. Business has been slim.”

“Well, it’s not so slim now,” Emma said. “Even if I decide to walk before we get on that airplane, my dad and Janine are set for the rest of their lives.”

“You’re free to walk if you want to, Emma,” Jim said. “That’s your decision to make. No one will hold it against you.”

“I know that,” Emma said.
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Chapter 5
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NO ONE WALKED.

Jim pulled a burn phone from one of his pockets.

Maddie dug an elbow into his ribs. “What are you doing? Nancy said no phones.”

“It’s the twenty-first century. No one can live without a phone. Besides, it’s one we’ve never used. I took it out of its sealed box.”

He opened his wallet and took out a card. He dialed two numbers and ordered cars from two services to park and wait for them in the lot behind the diner. When the texts came through announcing the cars, he put cash on the table and added a healthy tip.

Emma said, “Crap, Nash. I never got to finish my waffles.”

“Our rides are here. You can eat later. Collect the luggage and let’s get going.” He looked around. “Where the hell is Luz? Dammit, Emma. Go check the washroom, would you? We need to get going. Now.”

Emma quick-walked to the bathroom. She pushed open the door. It banged against the wall. She was greeted by Luz climbing back into the bathroom through the window.

“What the hell, Luz?”

Luz held up a small black box with a short wire attached. “It’s a tracker. I wanted to show Jim to let him know he wasn’t wrong.”

Emma said, “There’s an old half-ton truck in the parking lot. Toss it in the back and we’ll tell Jim, okay? He’s in a hurry to get on the road.”

Luz detoured out the diner’s front door while the rest of them followed Jim through the kitchen to the empty rear of the diner’s lot. He gave instructions to the two drivers to transport them to the Orlando Fixed Base Operator’s side of the airport tarmac.

“Emma? I thought I told you to find Luz. Where the hell is that woman?”

“She found a tracker on our van. She’s dumping it in a truck in the parking lot,” Emma told him.

“So, I was right after all. Good to know.”

––––––––
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Diamond & Dorado Jet Charter Services was not a large operation. While the hangar was huge, it appeared to be shared with several other air charter businesses. Huge open sliding doors revealed smaller planes parked inside. A small outbuilding attached to the hangar floated a rooftop neon sign advertising the D&D business.

Their cars took them straight to D&D’s front gate, where they were allowed in without a check of any kind. They got out with their luggage, and Jim paid the two drivers in cash. He left tips for both.

D&D’s main building was a giant aircraft hangar. The small office building was tacked onto the side, probably as an afterthought to keep the curious out of the hangar.

The Nash crew picked up their baggage, such as it was, and made their way into it.

A dark-skinned, friendly woman with a Spanish accent greeted them from behind a counter. A noisy window-shaker blasted cold air. It made it difficult to hear her.

Jim addressed Luz. “You deal with her. We’re going to D.C. Reagan. DCA I think. Query her about what’s around close to downtown. That’s where we need to be, according to Nancy. We need to deplane at an FBO where our luggage doesn’t get checked.”

Luz approached the counter. She greeted the woman in rapid-fire Spanish and began explaining what they would need. When she finished, Luz returned to Jim and the group.

“She’s from a part of Mexico I am familiar with. I treated her as a long lost amiga. She assures me we can board here with no baggage problems whatsoever. She also told me that where we deplane in D.C. will be no problemo. I trust what she says.”

Luz went on. “We can get on a backhaul flight that normally would return empty to D.C. It will cost quite a bit less than a full charter. It’s supposed to arrive and depart in about half an hour.”

“Tell her we’ll take it,” Jim said.

Luz returned to the counter, where she told the woman they would accept the flight.

“Normally, the flight would have no amenities,” the agent explained in Spanish. “I can plan for coffee and fresh fruit and snacks and some croissants if you want.”

“That would be great,” Luz said. She slipped the woman a hundred-dollar bill. “For your family back home. It is for helping us,” she told her.

“I just remembered,” Jim said. “It’s DCA. How much cash does she want for the flight?”

Jim turned his back and unzipped one of the bags. He reached in and withdrew three banded bundles of cash.

Luz said, “Thirty-five hundred.”

He reached into the bag a second time and withdrew another bundle. “Give her four and tell her to keep the change. I overheard her mentioning her family back home. Be sure to tell her it’s a gift to them for her help.”

“Santiago,” Luz said, “sometimes you surprise me.”

“Of course I do. I surprise you the same way you surprised me on that wharf in Cabo. Without you, I wouldn’t be here today handing out someone else’s cash, Luz. Mucho gracias.”

“De nada,” Luz reassured him.
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Chapter 6
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NANCY BOYLE HAD HER hands full for the first time in a long time. She hadn’t been this busy since she had last crossed into Mexico with Jim Nash. That ill-fated trip had been to find her daughter and bring her home. She had succeeded with Nash’s help. Somehow, she had a feeling that caper was going to be remembered as being a lot more successful than the one she was on.

She knew Jim wouldn’t turn her down this time, either. What surprised her is that he had brought along Maddie, Emma, and Luz. She was certain he hadn’t revealed to them the reason he needed them—mostly because she had sworn him to secrecy until the goods were in hand.

Who the hell would believe her story, anyway?

Jim Nash had. He did so without the slightest hesitation on his part. He had very few questions. Thank goodness. But for that of money up front. He was getting smarter that way.

All she had to do was come up with the goods. The cash she had acquired to advance Nash was the easiest part of the entire scheme.

Some in high places were desperate to accomplish the deal and acquire the goods before even more questionable things occurred. Getting the items out of the country was a complete figment of their collective imaginations.

It was no wonder they had settled on someone of Nancy’s caliber and professional expertise. That she had also convinced Nash and company came as a complete surprise.

But was it really? She knew Jim well. He never deserted his friends in need, as witnessed by his most recent ‘fishing trip’. This time, it would be up to her to deliver the goods. It would be Nash’s job to carry them down the line and make sure they found safety until such time as the goods could be returned to a grateful nation.

If that time ever came.

––––––––
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Nancy closed her thermos of coffee. She checked the GPS for the coordinates of the bag of cash she had left with Jim. That much money was known to do strange things. Even though she trusted Jim, she needed the reassurance.

All the people in on this deal needed the reassurance.

She scrolled into the map and discovered he was parked at an airport in Orlando. What the hell? That wasn’t part of the plan. He was supposed to be on the road in a van.

She turned into the FBO’s north parking lot at ORL Executive Airport and rolled down her window for a better look.

They were there, all right. Their luggage was being loaded onto a plane. Jim was carrying the bag of cash. Her phone pinged with a text.


We’re on the way to DCA Reagan International. Estimated flight time 1:30. Let me know where you want us



Nancy turned her car around and made for ORL—Orlando—and her own waiting jet.

So far, the plan appeared to be working. Trusted people were moving into position.

The goods were waiting to be acquired. They were being moved into place. Still, it was early in the grand scheme of things.

Experience had taught her how it went when things began moving sideways.
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JIM NASH’S CREW OF Maddie, Emma, and Luz unloaded their bags from the vehicles onto the tarmac in front of the D&D Fixed Base Operator’s hangar. A huge private jet was idling on the tarmac. Whining engines made conversation difficult. The cabin door was open and the airstair was down. A lone woman stood in the doorway at the top of the steps.

Jim collected his crew off the tarmac, in front of the FBO’s entrance.

“Wait here. I’m going to find someone to talk to about our charter.”

“What about the King Air you reserved?” Luz asked. “You paid already for that one.”

“I’m confused about all these airplanes. Sketchy, if you ask me,” he said.

“Wasn’t that why you wanted them in the first place?” Luz asked.

“Man’s prerogative. I changed my mind. You women are familiar with that, aren’t you?”

Luz gave him a dirty look.

He grinned back before he turned and entered the office. He walked to the front desk and the attendant. That was when he learned the King Air 350 he had hired wouldn’t be available. He checked his watch, asked for his cash, and returned to his waiting crew.

He raised his voice above the whine from the idling jet’s twin engines. “Our plane is going to be late,” he announced. “About four hours, minimum.”

“We’ve got four hours to kill?” Maddie asked. “We might as well drive. Who knows if the plane is available even then? Why don’t you check that one out?” She gestured to the noisy jet in front of them. “It’s parked on the D&D tarmac. Maybe we can hire it.”

“Good idea. I’ll go ask,” Jim said.

He approached the jet and its screaming engines. He halted at the bottom of the airstairs. He looked up at the woman blocking the entrance and motioned for her to come down. He began walking up to meet her.

The woman began descending the stairs. Half-way down, she held up a hand. “Stop!”

Jim ignored her. He grabbed the rail and gained his footing on the unfamiliar stairs and climbed higher. He looked up at the woman. She had filled a hand with an automatic. He recognized it immediately. Luz carried the same weapon.

Movement caught the corner of Jim’s eye. Luz was bending over a bag. He knew immediately what she was going for. He was about to lose control of the situation, if he hadn’t already, considering what was in front of him.

“Luz, no!” he yelled.

Drawn by the loud voices, two huge men looked out from the cabin at the top of the idling plane’s stairs. They were wearing Hawaiian shirts. The woman was too, now that he had noticed them.

Jim held up his hands. “I’d like to talk to someone about chartering your plane.”

“In that case,” the woman said, “go back down the stairs and wait on the tarmac. Do it now. Someone will come for you.”

Jim retreated and joined his crew, still waiting beside their bags on the FBO’s tarmac. “I’ve asked if we can hire it. In for a penny, in for a pound,” he announced.

Another man wearing a Hawaiian shirt deplaned. The tall man approached Jim and his crew standing around on the tarmac. The four large, well-worn duffel bags were at their feet.

The man was accompanied at a distance by the woman on the staircase who had prevented his access. She stood off to the side. The familiar Beretta was still in her hand. She held it down at her side.

“I’m Harry Delaney.” He didn’t hold out his hand. “Ziv said something about a charter. Where to and how many?”

“Four of us,” Jim said. “And our luggage. As close as you can get us to D.C. We’re in a hurry.”

“We can do that. It’ll cost you 25 grand. In advance. Wait here while I consult with my crew.”

The man climbed the stairs and disappeared.

Jim dug into a bag and hauled out large wraps of cash. “That should cover it. Let’s go.”

“He told us to wait, Jim,” Maddie said.

“He said he’d deliver us for 25. I’m holding 25. Let’s go.”

The woman appeared in the doorway again. This time, the two men were behind her.

“Backup,” Jim said. “I guess we’ll have to wait.”

The woman the man had addressed as Ziv descended the stairs and approached. “We’ll take you where you want to go. Hand over the payment.”

Jim held out the cash.

Ziv said, “Consider us hired.” She tucked the wad of cash into several pockets on her cargo pants. The motion revealed two Berettas neatly outfitted beneath her Hawaiian shirt.
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