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Chapter 1: Prologue 
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One month to the day after Aspen and I got back to Huntsville from our mini-vacation in Lima, Peru, my VaporStream device went off with the strangest message I’ve received from TJ to date:


Drive Menlo Park IL

TWP Silas Dunlap, Jared Denman

Drugs

Tomorrow, Sunrise 

[Grid coordinates]



I frowned at the message. For one thing, TJ’s never told me to drive before. I usually fly to assignment locations. But I was more concerned and confused because he’s never given me grid coordinates for a target site before. So in that way, the assignment was truly unusual.

I read over the message a few times to commit the details to memory, then pressed Send and got up to go do some research.

First I checked Google Earth for a satellite view of the location indicated by the grid coordinates. 

When the picture came up, I zoomed in. 

The exact location was an unassuming, small, white concrete-block building. It sat near the base of the northernmost of five white grain silos. A steel ladder ran up the length of each of them. The silos and the building stood maybe a hundred or a hundred and twenty feet south of a narrow dirt road.

Across the road to the north—around 1200 feet, so 400 yards—and in another field was another, lone silo, a silver one with a silver ladder. It sat just south of the front yard of what appeared to be an abandoned farmhouse. 

Half of the picket fence around the sparsely grassed, weed-overgrown yard lay on the ground, apparently twisted down from the section of fence that was still standing by the stiff prairie winds. North of the house, the roof of the barn had caved in, and even the nearby windmill had no blades. The stock tank was empty.

I zoomed out a little and studied the photo. 

Okay. So if the little white concrete building is the target site, the lone silo across the road would have to be my nest. There was no other high vantage point in the vicinity.  

Satisfied, I searched for articles about and pics of the targets themselves and for information on where each of them lived.

I hit a goldmine of information, and when I saw where the primary target lived in relation to the target site, I understood why TJ had sent grid coordinates. 

Silas Dunlap looked like the stereotypical midwest farmer, in lace-up boots and bib overalls over a white t-shirt. He appeared to be in his mid-to-late 60s. He had brown hair but was severely balding with a silver-brown fringe around the sides. Judging from the background in the photo, he stood about 5’9”. And he owned and lived on the farm that included the target site. His house was roughly a mile from the little white building and the dirt road.

Jared Denman, on the other hand, appeared to be in his late 40s or early 50s. At around 5’11”, he wore dress trousers and a white shirt with a tie, and he was both stocky and pudgy. He lived and worked as a life, auto, and farm insurance salesman in Menlo Park, a nearby town to the northeast of the Dunlap farm.

I frowned. In the message, the reason for the hit was stated as Drugs. So where better to meet than that little building on Dunlap’s farm? It’s both remote and maybe a twenty-minute trip from town.

Around midnight I drove northwest from Huntsville. It’s only about a four-hour drive. 
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Chapter 2: The Dunlap-Denman Hit, and the Quiz Master Thing 
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I arrived a half-hour before sunrise and scouted the area, then shouldered the sling of my Browning X-Bolt .308 and climbed around 150 feet up the side of the lone silo on the silver-painted steel rebar ladder in the pre-dawn darkness. I was surprised to find there was almost no breeze even on top of the silo. I wasn’t wild about the idea that I’d have to use that ladder again for the first stage of my egress, but it’s what I had.  

Then again, there were no other high vantage points in the vicinity, the little farmhouse behind me looked like it had been vacant for years, and there were only two targets. Plus the hit would occur shortly after sunrise. So it wasn’t like anybody would be around to interrupt my descent.

As I got into position atop the silo, the eastern horizon was just beginning to set up a violet haze. I double-checked the safety of my rifle, then sighted through the scope using the bottom knob of the top hinge on the door to zero in. Dunlap would probably arrive first, and he’ll probably unlock the door of the little white building in preparation for the meeting. Or the exchange. Whatever. The bottom knob of that top hinge on the door would align almost perfectly with his head. 

Now I just have to wait for the targets to show. 

I let the rifle relax and looked over the area from my new vantage point.

*

[image: ]


I couldn’t see Dunlap’s farmhouse, but I know it’s almost directly ahead of me and just a little to the right. So he’ll come from there.

And Jared Denman will arrive from the northeast. The meeting is supposed to happen shortly after sunrise. So probably in the next fifteen or twenty minutes. I hoped to pop them outside the building once they were both out of their vehicles. 

I rolled onto my left side to watch for a telltale rooster tail of dust from the dirt road while I waited.

It probably won’t be a long meeting. It’s probably just an exchange. So they’ll probably say hello or nod at each other, exchange money and drugs one way or the other, and maybe talk a little about “next time.” 

Only there won’t be a next time. Not for those two. 

From the few articles I browsed during my research, I inferred that Dunlap imports cocaine and sells it to Denman. Then Denman distributes it to dealers all over Menlo Park and the surrounding area. And from a few complaining op-eds, they’ve apparently been in business with each other for close to five years.

I shook my head. Disgusting. I can only imagine the grief those two slugs have caused.

That’s one reason I mostly like my job. I’ve long believed Justice should be not blind, but a little nearsighted. Homicide as such should not be painted with a broad brush. Unnecessary homicide certainly should be a crime. But in my mind, necessary homicide—homicide to remove parasites from among us—is justifiable in every case, and the law should be clear on that. This hit on Dunlap and Denman is necessary. 

I sleep fine at night.

I’m an operative for Mr. Blackwell and his company, Blackwell Ops. I’m also a specialist. TJ usually only calls on me every two or three months when he’d rather have a target sniped from some distance away instead of going up close and personal. 

Today that distance is only a little over 400 yards, so about a quarter-mile, though I’ll be shooting on a downward angle. It’s easy to shoot high when you’re firing on a downward angle, but I know how to make allowances.

Anyway, while I’m waiting, I’ll tell you about that “quiz master” thing.

*
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Yeah. The Quiz Master. That’s the handle Federico Cantán slapped on me the first time I met him in Quito, Ecuador. I guess I asked too many questions as he drove me to a remote staging area at the north-east corner of the country. From there, we boarded a chopper piloted by Dave and Celia Jordan and they flew us into Colombia to erase a bad guy. All in all, it wasn’t a bad tri—

Oh. Hold on a sec. 

A rooster-tail a couple of miles to the northeast. I’m betting that’s Denman’s car. 

Let me just take a look....

*
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I pulled my spotting scope from the right cargo pocket of my trousers, rolled onto my belly, then shifted around to face northeast and brought the scope to my eye.

In the pre-dawn light the windshield was a diaphanous blue and the face above the steering wheel was lit up like a full moon. It was definitely Denman.

I put the spotting scope back into my pocket, then swiveled around to my left again. Frankly I’d expected Dunlap to show up before Denman did since he was the host. But I hadn’t heard seen or heard anything from the direction of Dunlap’s farmhouse and his late-model Ford pickup still wasn’t parked outside the little building. 

I frowned. Did he maybe park behind the building?

I glanced back to the right. The plume of dust was still shooting up behind the car, then drifting lazily east in a gentle breeze. At the rate the car was approaching, Denman would turn right onto the little dirt road into the field in a few minutes.

I wriggled forward a little, set my legs and feet where I wanted them, then took the rifle into my shoulder again and sighted on the bottom knob on the top hinge. 

Perfect. 

As I broke my cheek weld and took my eye away from the scope, maybe three-quarters of a mile beyond the little white building and the line of silos another plume of dust appeared. 

There he is. There’s Dunlap. 

His house and outbuildings are maybe another quarter-mile past the low rise he’d just come over. So he and Denman will arrive at about the same time. 

Good. Perfect. Neither of them will think the other isn’t there and maybe call off the meeting.

As I put my eye to the scope again and watched Dunlap come closer, the first rays of sunlight glinted off the hood of his black Ford. Behind him, the plume of dust wasn’t drifting off the road at all. It was following him.  

*
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Anyway, I should bring you up to date. Very quickly, a few months after I first worked with Federico I teamed up with him again, this time in Iquitos, Peru. Dave and Celia and their helicopter were in on that one too. They flew us into the Amazon in Brazil. 

In that one Federico and a special guest and I nailed around 30 bad guys who were planning a coup in what I later learned was a neighboring country. It was basically a small battle, but owing to their lax discipline and the element of surprise, it was also a very one-sided battle. Only a few of them returned fire, and none of us were hit.

That assignment was also special because I was able to take Aspen Delaney along, at least as far as Lima. So she took a minor vacation while I was away at work. Aspen’s the love of my life, and we were able to spend several days on the beach at Lima after I’d done my job. I’ve never worked nine to five in a cubicle, but I’m betting people who do don’t get bonuses like that.

Have I said how much I enjoy my work schedule?

*
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Dunlap came on, swung the pickup into the lot and parked at the west side of the building. He opened the door and stepped out of the truck in his lace-up boots and overalls and a blue ball cap. He started toward the little office building. 

When he passed the hinged side of the office door, the top ball of the hinge disappeared just below the top of the blue ball cap. Perfect. 

But Denman hadn’t arrived yet.

About the time Dunlap inserted the key into the doorknob and turned it, Denman slowed his car and turned into the smaller dirt road into the field.

Dunlap pushed the office door open and went inside. The door remained open, but inside everything was still dark. 

As Denman turned his car left off the smaller dirt road and drove toward the little building, Dunlap stepped out of the office, a medium-sized black duffel bag dangling from his right hand. He raised his left hand in greeting to Denman.

Denman stopped the car maybe thirty feet from the building. The backup lights on the left rear flashed white through the dust as he shifted into Park. He powered down the driver’s side window, then leaned to the right in the seat. Maybe reaching for the glove compartment. He was wearing a white short-sleeved shirt.

Dunlap approached the car and set the duffel on the roof, then leaned his right elbow on the roof and crossed his lace-up boots at the ankles. He said something I couldn’t hear, then tipped the brim of his ball cap back slightly and grinned.

Denman’s left profile filled the driver’s side window again and I let the crosshair settle on his temple. I’d planned to pop Dunlap first, but I’d also expected both of them to be standing. 

Denman looked down as he shifted a stack of cash in three banded bundles from his right hand to his left, then turned his head to face the open window. As he reached the cash out to Dunlap, he smiled and said something, then rested his left forearm on the window opening. 

The crosshair centered on his forehead.

Dunlap took the stack of cash with his left hand, uncrossed his ankles and straightened, then flipped through the stack with the thumb of his right hand. He shifted, stuffing the cash inside his shirt, then reached for the black duffel and pulled it off the roof of the car. He turned away, opened the back driver’s side door, and bent to put the duffel in the floorboard. As he backed out, straightened, and closed the door—

I fired. With the sound suppressor on the barrel there was only a quiet pop and sizzle.

Denman didn’t even jerk. He slumped forward and to his left between the steering wheel and the door.

Dunlap’s bottom jaw dropped open and he gaped. And just as he realized he should run and his left boot shifted, I fired again.

The blue ball cap whipped away over the roof of the car and he dropped like a towel, his head near the front tire, face down in the dust.

Before the little puff of dust settled from the impact, my rifle was slung over my back, the strap cutting diagonally across my chest, and I was mounting the top of the ladder for my descent.  

Two more in the books.
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Chapter 3: Rafael Tornillo, and Two Jobs for the Price of One
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Not quite a week after I got back from Menlo Park, Aspen and I were snuggled on the couch, watching an old Humphrey Bogart movie on TV. The Big Sleep, I think. The film was about three-quarters over. And my VaporStream device went off. 

I couldn’t quite believe it. For one thing it was almost 9:30 p.m. My assignments usually come in during the day between roughly 6 a.m. and 6 p.m. Also, as I mentioned earlier, with my unique skill set I usually don’t get a message more often than once every two or three months. Yet only a month after Lima and Iquitos, he’d sent me to Menlo Park. And now, only a few days later— 

Well, there was nothing to do but answer it. 

As Aspen frowned and paused the movie, I pecked her on the cheek and slipped my left arm out from behind her lovely neck. “Sorry, baby. I’ll get it.” 

I trotted into the bedroom, jerked open the drawer of my nightstand, and pressed the On button to silence the device. As I carried it back into the living room I glanced at the message:


Sorry short notice and so soon.

RTO Veracruz

Tender Palms Resort, suite booked x 10 days

Take VS with

Next flight, 2 seats booked 

TWP Temido Salgado +4

Major drug meeting

C1 Rafael Tornillo, airport 



As I rounded the end of the couch, Aspen looked up. “What is it this time?”

I plopped down next to her and grinned. “You ever been to Veracruz?”

She sat up, her eyes wide. “No! Is that where you’re goin’?”

“It’s where we’re going. TJ booked two seats, plus he booked a suite for us. So everything’s on his dime. But he also apologized for the short notice, so you’d better go pack.”

“But TJ never apologizes.” She leaned over and read the message. 

I chucked. “Trust me, he’s only apologizing because it affects you.”

“Yeah right.” She grinned and got up. “I’ll go pack. Want me to pack yours too?”

“You can get a start if you don’t mind. He reserved the suite for ten days.”

“Ten days in Veracruz?”

I held up the device and grinned. “That’s what the man says.” 

As she turned away, I said, “Or you could pack for fewer days. I’m sure they’ll have laundry service. And stores.”

She only wagged a hand as she walked toward the bedroom.

I switched off the TV, committed the essentials in the message to memory, hit the Accept button, and went to my laptop on the near end of the dining room table. We’d been meaning to buy a small desk and convert one of the bedrooms into an office, but we hadn’t gotten around to it yet. 

When I opened the laptop, I went straight to the airport website.

The next flight to Veracruz was set to depart at 9 a.m. tomorrow morning. As was the case with Lima, the flight would connect through Houston. There would be a one-hour layover, and the whole trip, including the layover, would take only about five hours.

I called out, “Baby, we go wheels up at 9 a.m. tomorrow, so no rush.”

“Okay. I’ll go ahead an’ pack anyway.”

While I was online, I also keyed in Tender Palms Resort, Veracruz. The place was beautiful, and nestled on a broad, white-sand beach. I checked for the reservation too. It was for ten nights beginning tomorrow. It was under the name Aspen Delaney.

I grinned. She’ll get a kick out of that.

I closed the laptop and went in to help her finish packing.

*
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Of course, we made the flight in plenty of time and we even had time for a good breakfast first. As it turned out, our connecting flight was at the next gate over in Houston’s George Bush Intercontinental, and two hours after we boarded that one, we set down at Veracruz International.

As we descended the stairs into the terminal, I was in my usual attire: jeans, my combat boots, and a black t-shirt. Aspen was in black shorts, white leather thong sandals, and a frilly, white, short-sleeved blouse with the tails knotted at her tummy. As usual, she was gorgeous with her smoothly tanned skin, her warm brown pixie-cut hair, and those absolutely striking blue eyes. Anytime I was anywhere near her, I felt as if I’d won the lottery. 

There were only maybe a hundred and some people in the terminal. Two small groups were gathered at the Departures and Arrivals boards, their necks craned as they searched for flights. 

Some would-be passengers were headed toward the ticketing counter or kiosks to get their boarding passes. Some had-been passengers and those who had come to greet them were either moving left toward the luggage carousels or moving right, pushing or pulling or carrying luggage toward the exit. An underlying buzz of conversation echoed through the terminal. 

In the reception area, a dozen or so people, also craning their necks, were awaiting passengers. One of them, a tall, thin man in dark trousers and shoes, a short-sleeved white shirt, and bronze-colored glasses, was holding a sign over his head: Granger. 

I smiled and leaned in a little as Aspen and I approached. “I’m Sam Granger.”

He glanced at Aspen, then back to me, and nodded slightly. 

“A real-time solution?”

“Ah.” He grinned as if relieved and lowered the sign. Again his gaze shifted to Aspen, then back to me.

I hooked a thumb toward her and said quietly, “It’s all right. Aspen is a contact for the company. She’s also my bride to be.” I grinned. 

He eyed her again, smiled and nodded, then looked at me. “For the real-worl’ pro’lem.” He put one palm on his chest. “I am Rafael Tornillo. It is good to mee’ you.” He glanced at our bags, then frowned slightly. “You have other bags too?”

I smiled. “No. We travel light.”

He nodded, stepped back, and gestured toward the exit. “Please? If I may, I will see you to you’ room. We will talk there.”
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