
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: image]



    
        
          The Blighted Mission

        

        
        
          Rogue Adventures, Volume 1

        

        
        
          E. Chris Ambrose

        

        
          Published by Rocinante Books, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE BLIGHTED MISSION

    

    
      First edition. December 25, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 E. Chris Ambrose.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1941107423

    

    
    
      Written by E. Chris Ambrose.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by E. Chris Ambrose

	    

      
	    
          
	      Bone Guard

          
        
          
	          Bone Guard Adventures, Books 1 - 3

          
        
          
	          The Secret Word and More Bone Guard Adventures

          
        
          
	          The Mongol’s Coffin: A Bone Guard Adventure

          
        
          
	          The Nazi Skull: A Bone Guard Adventure

          
        
          
	          The Assassin's Throne: A Bone Guard Adventure

          
        
          
	          The Maya Bust: A Bone Guard Adventure

          
        
          
	          The Fascist Frame

          
        
          
	          The Roman Candle

          
        
          
	          Conquistador's Blood

          
        
          
	          
          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Rogue Adventures

          
        
          
	          The Manky Head

          
        
          
	          The Blighted Mission

          
        
          
	          The Flaming Wreck

          
        
          
	          The Blasted Mine

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at E. Chris Ambrose’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Nigel Rowe reclined on a poolside chaise, sipping a cocktail, interviewing bodyguards, and contemplating how they would kill him. Not the bodyguards, but the cartel, the gang, the thoroughly rotten ex, or whomever it was who tried to kill him the last time. He imagined it would come by bullet at a long distance, no time to see it and react, no chance of lining up the wrong man, no chance of his producer getting shot in the back as Nigel tried frantically to get the man to bloody move, would you! 

Poison would be another good choice. Spooky action at a distance, as it were. He gave his tropical drink the side-eye, except he'd prepared this one himself. He rather hoped the assassin could be more clever than that.

In fact, if they asked him, which they hadn't and wouldn't, he'd like them to choose something exotic and striking—like hiding an eyelash viper in his bedsheets—that would be striking, indeed, or perhaps causing an "accident" with an ancient artifact. 

He'd even settle for some cultural weapon or device, the sort of thing that would be displayed on that American program with the blacksmiths as an iconic weapon from history. Something he could stare at while it protruded from his chest and think, "Ah! That's a museum piece. Pity about the blood," as he expired.

At least there'd be good press. Excellent ratings boost, dying in a way appropriate to one's life. Pity he'd not be around to enjoy the fame.

Pray God it wouldn't happen for a long, long time. Perhaps this next bodyguard candidate would be the one to prevent it, though she hardly looked the part. Clearly tall and vigorous, with a queue of long, dark hair, sunglasses, and an ambiguous skin tone. Plain t-shirt and pants that cut off mid-calf. The better to display the said calves? Perhaps. She carried a colorful shoulder-bag slung across her chest, more like a tourist than a bodyguard. 

The prior candidate had weighed double this woman, and what he lacked in length of neck, he made up for in breadth of shoulder. He'd stuck out an enormous hand to engulf Nigel's, and said, "Mr. Rowe, I'm your biggest fan." Nigel didn't doubt it. 

He set aside his drink and picked up the tablet, scrolling to the resume of the present candidate. Schooling: US Naval Academy at Annapolis, subsequent service in Iraq and Afghanistan, a decorated veteran. Well. She was certainly a decorative one. Nigel rose, as his own breeding and training suggested one should.

He put out his hand. "Ms. Alexander? Nigel Rowe."

Stopping in front of him, she slipped off her sunglasses and tucked the arm of the frame through her collar, sweeping the villa and grounds with a glare like a dark laser flecked with gold. "What am I doing here?" She spread her hands, palms up.

He took back his hand and slipped it into the pocket of his swim trunks, thumb on the outside, tapping. "Presuming you are, indeed, Devi Alexander, then I further presume you've come about the posting—unless your application was only in jest." He tried a smile that had often achieved good results in the past. "I find myself in need of a defender, the Lancelot to my Arthur—"

"If you want me to betray you with your wife, you're out of luck." She returned her gaze to him, and he stood as if naked, in spite of his swimmers and the holiday shirt flapping open around his hips. "Am I supposed to take you seriously? I'm getting mixed signals here."

"I rather prefer to be taken seriously, at least by those whom I might employ, but I do feel as if a few steps have been missed between introductions and accusations. As the prospective employer, I anticipated that I would interview you, and not the other way 'round."

"Huh. My experience is, it's always mutual. We size each other up, learn more about the risks and rewards, make a mutual decision that the latter outweighs the former, and proceed from there."

"How very American."

She flashed a smile, like a fox through the bracken. "Yep. Guess we're done here, but thanks." She turned on her heel and flipped out the sunglasses, already deploying them as she crossed the pool surround heading back to the gate she'd just walked through.

Utterly bewildered, Nigel stepped after her. "I beg your pardon?"

She rubbed a hand over her face, and glanced back over her shoulder. "Okay, look, the British thing is fun, and that's part of why I applied. I'm up for the travel, I match your qualifications, and the salary range is low but adequate. But I can't protect the life of someone who won't protect his own." A shrug.

Drawing himself up, Nigel looked around, trying to imagine what she saw. Two chaise lounges, a table and an ash stand for the smokers stood close by. The villa occupied two sides of the pool area, the other two had a tall fence, topped with spiky bits handy for impaling the skulls of one's enemies. Long view out toward the ocean, small clumps of skinny palm trees—too skinny to hide behind, surely—long view in the other direction toward the drive, and a few other houses at a distance. Honestly, he'd been pleased to find a place that seemed so readily defensible.

"You're interviewing bodyguards from a lounge chair—"

"So that I can see people coming. I've a solid 180 view."

"Of an ocean, and a street. At least six rooftops have line-of-sight on you right now, and there's no cameras at the front of the house, no alarm system to speak of, pretty much zero situational awareness on your part. That's before we talk about how you vetted the people you're interviewing."

She barraged him with words, and he could barely absorb the first part before she'd moved on. "Hold up a moment—how'd you know what's at the front of the house?" She had approached along the lane, per the candidate instructions.

"Told you, it's mutual." She reached into her shoulder bag and pulled something out. "Say 'cheese.'" She held up the object, pushed a button, then tossed it toward him. 

Nigel snatched it from the air, recognizing the object as it tucked into his palm: his compact, waterproof camera, its screen cheekily displaying his own astonished face, blue eyes wide, the wings of silver in his hair revealed by the tossing of his wild glance. Put that on his social media, and he'd get a thousand likes in moments. Nothing his audience "liked" better than his own absurdity.

"How did you—" he glanced back at the French doors lining the ground floor of the house, and the office he could see from there, the office where he'd been stashing his equipment.

"Always have a deadbolt, Mr. Rowe. Then use it. Hope you live long enough to sign your new hire. God knows you need the help." She pushed through the gate and strode off, long, languid strides.

Either they'd hate each other every moment, or she was precisely what he required. Or possibly both. "Ms. Alexander? A moment, please—" He stepped after her, only to trip over the base of the cigarette receptacle and stumble like the fool he seemed to be.

A gale of laughter echoed behind her as she strode away, tossing off a wave. Nigel thrust back his hair, recovering his balance if not his composure. 

Truth to tell, he'd been a touch off-kilter since the shooting, his first time being on the wrong end of the foxhunt, but if he expected any accommodation from people like this, he might have to try being honest for once. The camera already dangled from his wrist, the strap deployed by second nature. It was, perhaps, not Lancelot he required, but the Sancho Panza to his Don Quixote: the wise counter-balance to his more fanciful self. 

At least she'd been the final interview today. He ought to take a scroll back through the candidates and review his notes. There'd been another woman earlier, a Russian, who seemed quite capable, and that gentleman from Thailand who owned to having certain talents—

"Mr. Rowe?" 

His self-proclaimed "biggest fan" stood on the ocean side of the fence where a narrow path led around from the front. "Wasn't sure you'd still be back here, sir. Hope I didn't startle you." His teeth resembled the arc of Stonehenge, including the gaps and bridges.

"I plan to make my decision in the next day or two, but I do appreciate your coming by." The woman's derisive remarks about security and situational awareness came back to him, and he turned as the fellow circled back to the gate. Casually palming the camera, Nigel tapped the record button.

"I know, I know. Sorry." He pushed through and scrubbed a hand over where his neck should be. "This is embarrassing. I..." he glanced away toward the ocean, his round face crumpling. "I'm on this medication that means I need to, uh, use the crapper." He raised his eyebrows, cheeks growing a little pink. "Thought I could make it back to my hotel, but I started walked, and nope, not making it. Do you—that is, could I? Aw, jeez."

What did a man say to a request like that? Putting him off seemed positively inhuman. Not as if he'd give the man free rein inside the villa, of course. Nigel wasn't that stupid. "Over this way." He gestured toward the villa's guest quarters at the short end of the structure. "There's a loo in here."

"Thank you, sir. I should've known you'd understand. After all, there was that time in Borneo—"

"Oh, lord, Don't remind me of Borneo, just go." Nigel ushered the man forward, stepping toward the corner of the pool to make way for his need, not to mention his bulk. 

"You are a gentleman, sir—or should I not mention that either?' He stuck out his hand, and Nigel responded in kind. 

The man gripped Nigel's wrist in a swift movement, the ash stand with the other hand, and stepped into the pool. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2



[image: ]




Cameron Walsh watched his mother recline in the shade unrolled from the side of the RV, fanning herself with her battered hat. He imagined a time she'd be dead and gone. Not that he wanted that to happen—God forbid!—but it would make his life a heckofalot easier. He set the metal lid of the soda bottle against the bottleopener installed on the crewcab pickup, then whacked the bottle with his fist, earning a sigh of carbonation. Who even still made soda in bottles, except in third-world countries? Sheesh. Moisture cooled his hand as he carried it over to Mama. 

She gazed up at him wearily. The desert heat wilted her faster than lettuce on a burger under a heat lamp, waiting for fries. Waiting, in this case, for an apology. Sorry, Mama, ain't coming.

"Everybody wishes things had gone differently, Ronnie," she said mildly as she accepted the bottle. 

From the front seat of the truck, Hannah kicked the door open and propped her cowboy boot on the window frame. "Next time, I pull the trigger."

Cam retrieved a bottle of something stronger, notched it against the opener, and slammed his fist down on the lid, sending it flying into the gravel some distance away. "Yeah, right. You're gonna shoot him? You think he's hot."

"He isn't hot, he's adorable. That accent, those big blue eyes?  Besides, from what I've seen on the show he's a great dancer." She struck a pose as if she were swooning in the ballroom, then shifted her hands to hold an invisible rifle, aimed at him. "But yes, Ronnie, I could pop him. I could even look him in the eye while I did it. That way, I'd be sure I'm not hitting the wrong guy." 

"It's the desert," said Mama. "Everybody's hot."

Cam groaned. Ever since his father hadn't come home nearly a year ago, their mother had taken over the Dad jokes department. Her eyes twinkled at his reaction and she toasted him with her soda bottle. He raised his beer in salute

Hannah pulled back her boots, and sat up. "Anyway, the radio's fixed." She flipped a screwdriver in her hand and slid it into a holster on her utility jeans. Leaning through the door, she scowled as he took a pull on his beer. "Don't I get one of those?"

"Get it yourself." He took another swallow. "Look, I've got more plans than one. If Rowe doesn't leave town, we pivot, that's all."

Hannah scooted out of the cab and slammed the door, stalking toward the cooler. As she passed him, she said, "He was meant to leave town in a body bag."

"I don't want fighting in the family," Mama declared, then she flicked her wrist, waking up her smartwatch. "Shouldn't Jerry be back by now?"

"You want me to check his beacon?" Hannah offered. After Pop never came home, they'd all agreed to carry micro-locater beacons. Other people worried about losing their glasses, Cam worried about losing his family.

"Not quite yet," Mama said. "He's probably out with that dancer." She fluttered her eyelashes. "Might be nice some time, if one of you could give me some grand kids."

"If we ever find Pop's stash, maybe we could," Cam grumbled. 

"I have hope." Mama's usual refrain didn't sound as hopeful as usual. Pop had been the one to stash their earnings, the part that didn't go toward traveling on, and when he vanished, the knowledge went with him. Maybe this time, they'd make a big break: enough to buy land and stop moving. If they did, Jerry wouldn't be the one for getting tied down, and the one time Cam's head got turned by somebody, Pop himself broke it up. Since then, all the kids learned you didn't make connections.

"Ronnie might be just as glad his brother's not home yet," Hannah said.

As if Cam should be afraid of his own brother. "I said I've got other plans than one. The rifle was—"

"A longshot?" Mama suggested, then grinned at her own remark. "As I said, we all wish things had gone differently, but now, here we are. I know you're still on it, Ronnie. Do you think he'll know it was us?"

"If he figures out it's us, he'll skedaddle quick enough," Cam told her.

Hannah aimed her bottle at him. "This family stands for two things, Cam. Loyalty, and secrecy. If he figures it out, that's because you screwed up. Again." She opened her arms then, taking in the miles of towering cactus and ocotillo, like a ranch where the crop was barbed wire. "Doesn't being in the desert trigger anything for you? Like you don't remember?"

Cam stared past her. It had been ten years, still he was a traitor. All he wanted was something sweet, a relationship that could last more than a moment, more than a glimpse of a chance, like the thousands of miles he'd watched go by past the windows of the Winnebago they'd had before this one. 

That time, they were holed up in New Mexico, digging for clues to a lost silver mine in every podunk town. Maria had been working one of the libraries after school, and she spotted him right away, wanted to know why he wasn't in school, too. Like, if he'd been at her school, she would've noticed him. She helped him find some things in the archives. He helped her find some things, too. 

And if she was gonna help him, she had to know at least a little of what they were looking for. She was excited to help, to hunt, to be with him. When he invited her out to the desert, to see the first marker Pop swore would point the way, he wasn't picturing that she'd come with friends, but then, it makes sense, right? He was practically a stranger, Cameron Walsh, of no fixed address. She had every right to bring a posse, and they were pretty cool. Everything was pretty cool, until headlights pierced their moment, and his father came roaring down on them, the pickup bouncing around across the rocky ground. 

Maria screamed and ran, her friends bolted. Jerry stuck his long arm out the window when Cam tried to make his family stop, and grabbed Cam's shirt, letting him drag for a terrifying moment. His feet kicked the sand, his stomach cramped from trying to hold up his legs before they got torn to shreds. Then the truck lurched to a halt near Maria's buddy's car. 

"What if they're not just kids?" Pop demanded.

Cam struggled with his brother's hand. "What else would they be, Pop? Gimme a break! I just wanted to have some fun for one night, that's it."

Jerry let Cam fall, landing on his knees to scramble out of the way as his big brother popped open the door, tire iron in hand. For the second time that night, Cam thought he was a goner. Jerry's arm raised, and Cam cowered. Glass shattered over his head and sprinkled down his back. Jerry reached through the widow and opened the car door, then found the trunk release.

The trunk opened on an array of shovels and metal detectors.

Pop gave a long-drawn sigh. "That girl wasn't a friend, son, she was a honeypot. You know what that is? It's some sweet thing meant to draw you in and make you lower your guard. Those kids—"Pop flapped his hand toward the desert where the local kids were hiding, where, unknown to him at the time, Maria stifled sobs as she nursed a broken leg from her wild flight into the night—"those kids could sense we're close. She didn't want you, son, she wanted what everybody wants. What we want, and what we've earned: she wanted the treasure."

Loyalty and secrecy, and he'd blown them both. 

In the back of his head, he was still on his knees in that desert, praying they wouldn't shoot him for the dog he was. He'd never felt so low before or since. Not until he sighted down his rifle and shot the wrong man. He vowed on Maria's Judas kiss that he wouldn't let it happen again.
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The shock of the water slapped Nigel headfirst then sucked him down as they plummeted to the bottom of the pool, the ash stand serving as a solid weight with no buoyancy whatsoever. Whatever buoyancy Nigel possessed rushed from his lungs in the first panic. He clamped his mouth shut, praying not all the air had left him. Chlorine burned his eyes.

His feet broke the water overhead, kicking to no avail. The man's grip wrapped his arm like a vise. Bubbles rippled slowly from the man's nose. He stood utterly calmly at the bottom of the pool, one hand on the ash stand as if waiting for someone to light his cigarette. Then he freed that hand, took something from his pocket and pulled it on over his head, covering his nose and mouth. A thin, flexible membrane with a tube snaking back under his jacket. 

Nigel gripped him likewise, jack-knifing his body to kick his captor instead. A series of blows landed along the man's chest and side, but his expression never changed. Nigel imagined many reactions from someone witnessing his death scene, but boredom wasn't among them. The man swept his arm to the side, wrenching Nigel's arm in turn, shoving him further away.

Nigel was having none of it. Twisting as best he could, he got a leg around the man's lower body, keeping close. He swung his free arm, letting the camera impact the man's head. As his assailant shook off the blow for the tickle it was, Nigel grabbed for the breathing mask.

The man's eyes flared, a thicker stream of bubbles rushing up. He flung himself forward, smashing Nigel to the tiles. 

Nigel's head bounced. A wash of crimson swirled into the water, and Nigel's vision blurred. One thing in his favor: no sharks in a swimming pool. Well, one shark. And it had legs. Arms as well.

The fellow pried himself free of Nigel's leg and reached out, dragging the ash stand closer with a force that Nigel felt in his bruised back.

With a heave, his captor planted the ash stand on Nigel's chest, not pressing hard, no need of that, just pinning him, and waiting for the water to do its work. Drowning hadn't made Nigel's list of deaths. Bloody stupid oversight. 

Should Hollywood prove reliable, his life would flash before his eyes next, and his mum's voice would narrate every wasteful, daft and despicable moment. 

Baja California, one of the most notoriously dry bits of land on the planet. Only Nigel could drown in a desert.

Bubbling gently, the assassin straighted up and stood there waiting for Nigel to die. Nigel's chest constricted and his skull pounded. He thrashed against the tiles, trying to get enough leverage to dislodge the weight that pinned him.

A sudden rush of water washed between them as a figure sliced through into the pool. He caught a glimpse of a woman's face, fierce and determined, like an advert for a mermaid horror film. The woman snatched his assailant's breathing tube in a wide grip. Rather, she snatched his face, but continued her plunge, twisting him around with her.

The assailant stumbled, then pivoted his stance to grapple with her, leaving Nigel's anchor unmanned. Rocking sideways, pushing off hard, Nigel fought free of the ash stand that pinned him and thrust himself upward. 

He burst the surface of the pool, gulping down air, coughing violently, and gasping again for breath. Blood-stained water streamed down his face.

To one side, the water heaved and splashed as if a killer whale and a swordfish fought for king of the sea. Or queen. Nigel paddled frantically for the side of the pool, caught hold—the camera clattering against cement. He heaved himself up and over the edge, scraping as he rolled to his side, desperate for air.

A colorful shoulder bag lay not far off. Devi Alexander. She remained in the water, fighting for his life. No, fighting now for her own. Her head briefly broke the surface, the man's head shoving up alongside, then the man wrapped his arm over her shoulder and dragged her back under.

Something flashed silver in her fist. She held a knife, backhand, but couldn't strike a solid blow with all the thrashing. Blood spooled from her slices as both of them plunged back into the water.

Nigel peeled himself off the deck. He cast his gaze around for something, anything, he could use to help, his own person being rather worthless in that regard. A long pole hung on hooks fixed to the fence. His feet slapped the ground and he grabbed the aluminum shaft. A net topped one end, meant for skimming leaves and insects.

Under the water, the man held Devi with her back against him, one arm still wrapping her chest, the other hand around her wrist. Nigel's own wrist twinged in sympathy. Her knife burrowed into the man's side, a truth he received with the same stoicism he had viewed Nigel's own impending death. The damnable mask still gave him breath in spite of the ribbons of blood winding around him.

Nigel shoved the net into the water and hooked the man's blunt chin, hauling backward. Take that, you leech. The man shook his head, leaning back, trying to free his face, and Nigel moved with him, working the net as if he were landing a giant fish.

Forced to free a hand, the big man glared, his eyes locking to Nigel's through the few feet of water that separated them. Reaching up, the man yanked on the handle. Nigel staggered, his hands slipping. He nearly fell back in. The pole slid from his grasp.

In the water, Devi twisted away. She surged toward the surface, but instead of breaking through, she seemed to hover for a long moment, moving her hands.

Beneath her, the man turned, then his movements went loose, his head tipping back, and an expulsion of bubbles broke around her. 

Her face emerged from the water. Her lips parted for a deep breath, exhaled almost on a sigh as she performed a graceful breast stroke to the side of the pool.

Knees wobbly, Nigel moved toward her, with some notion of helping her out. By the time he arrived, she had planted both hands and pushed, drawing her foot up, standing then like a goddess, water streaming off of her.

He managed to keep his feet beneath him, though he still floundered for breath. "You...came back."

Turning her head, she met his eye. "So did he."

"God!" Nigel leapt away from her, his bruised back rattling the fence in his speedy retreat.

Once again, she treated him to a gale of laughter. "I'm not here to kill you, Mr. Rowe."

Behind her, the man in the pool still wafted in her wake, his head waving back and forth. Strange that a man who seemed to have got no neck at all still managed to get it broken. Oh, dear. 

Nigel's knees gave out, and he controlled his slide down to the ground, resting his head against the fence. Clear-blue Mexican sky, desert-baked air, and a hint of chilies from the restaurant down the block.

"Do forgive me, Ms. Alexander." He gulped another breath. "I'm at a loss for anything but gratitude."

She strolled over to look down at him, drying her face and hair with his own appropriated towel. That finished, she tossed the towel in his lap, and he pulled it close like a child's blanket. "How's your head?"

Right. He was bleeding. "Not completely addled." He pressed the towel to the wound at the back of his head. "Will you stay?"

She glanced around, taking in the long bay view, the body in the pool, back to the supplicant at her feet, and gave a noncommittal shrug. "Convince me."

"The pay. I can double it."

"Thought you could." 

"You'll want a health care scheme? Paid holidays? What must I offer to make you stay?"

"Nothing will make me." 

He flinched, her tone once again placing his own neck in jeopardy. "Poor choice of words. Apologies." 

Convince me, she'd said. "I've got a mission," he told her.

"You." A single word carrying more doubt than a barrister's closing arguments. "You have a mission? I'm not a Marine anymore."

Really. He dare not cast her own doubt back at her. Neither did he dare to shake his head. "Not that sort of mission. A Spanish mission. Founded by the Jesuits nearly three hundred years ago and lost—until now." He drifted into his telly voice, addressing her as if she were the camera or the millions of eager viewers on the other side. "A legend, you say? My informant says otherwise, and he's willing to take us on an exclusive adventure to reveal the truth." 

He blinked away his other self, kneading the towel, so he could lean his head back into it. "There might be a treasure. More likely just a tease and a wistful expression that lures my believers to drop a few quid in my tip jar and patronize my sponsors."

"A mission. So that's what this is all about?" She tipped her head toward the pool.

"The assassins?" He offered a rueful smile. "It's one possibility."

"Only one?"

Nigel drew a deep breath, his first since the pool that did not shudder through his ribs like a hurricane in the palms. "I do tend to accumulate enmity."

"Really." 

"There's more than one reason I need someone like you, Ms. Alexander. If you're willing. I should very much appreciate your help."

She swept her glance over him. "The pool net—quick thinking."

"I get it right three times in ten." 

Devi squatted down, wrists resting on knees, closer to him than she had ever been, and her teeth brought the sharks once more to mind. "Offer accepted. For now. Termination at will—"her smile softened—"the contract, Mr. Rowe, not you." 

She straightened away from him and flicked her braid back over her shoulder. "It's been a while since I laughed like that."
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As the crow flies, it wasn't far from the seaside town of Bahia de Los Angeles to the remains of the Mission Santa Maria and the ranch current occupying the ruins. 

It emerged from a veritable oasis with a cluster of palms, then groves of ancient fruit trees, falling sideways like daytime drunks. No need to look for a bell, the rising dust of Cam's truck announced his coming long before he pulled up in front of the tumbled wall that formed a rough corral at the front of the property. He pulled up and turned off the engine, letting it tick down into silence. Only polite, give the occupants a chance to get comfortable with the fact of their presence. 

In the meantime, he shed what he didn't need. Long gun stays in the rack, a display of strength, along with a display of his good intentions, leaving it behind. Besides, that gun hadn't helped him with his last assignment, had it? Put the wrong guy in the hospital, let the target rescue him.

"You could've shot again, maybe a few times. Take 'em both down," Hannah said. She had the sunflap down, mirror open, checking her face for nothing, eying the gun in its rack. She slapped the visor up again and looked at him. "We getting out or what?"

"How long've we been in this dustbin, you still don't know how it works?" He pulled his sidearm from its holster and stuck it under his seat, then glanced toward the house. The distinctive arches of the old church's nave, filled with stone blocks and mortared tight, formed the wall, with the front door inset, and a narrow window alongside, framing shifting shadows.

Cam popped his door, and Hannah slammed hers open. "Let's don't take all day."

Let's shut up and let him do the talking, not that it would happen. He pulled a sack from the back seat, its contents shifting. Sliding from the truck, Cam strolled toward the yard, wooden gate sagging. The crumbling wall would've been the near side of the church, its upper reaches fallen down or taken down over time to build the sheds and outbuildings of its successor ranch.

"Get on with it, Cam."

From the shade of an antique olive tree, a dog rose up, lanky and tan, like Cam himself. "Hey, there. Hola."

"We don't make nice with the dogs, Ronnie." Hannah grabbed the ring that held the gate. "You should've put your pistol in the sack."

The dog launched itself in a whirlwind of barking and snapping. It flew across the dusty yard like the Roadrunner after Wyle E. Coyote, and Cam burst out laughing as his sister jumped back.

The door opened across the way, and a woman stood there, black-haired, dark eyed, squinting. "Quien es? Que quieres?" A pair of children peered from behind her.

"Hola, Señora." Cam waved his free hand, smiling. "We're Americans," he continued in Spanish. "Just checking out the old missions. Can we look around at the ruins? Not inside, of course," he added quickly. 

"We do want to look inside," Hannah muttered. "The strongbox could be under the floor. And get permission for the metal detectors."

"And if you just give me a cotton-pickin' minute, Hannah, maybe I'll get there." He kept smiling. The dog kept barking. Same thing, really, each of them not getting what they wanted.

The woman looked like a picture-perfect old Mexico housewife, but she had tennis shoes. Hope she didn't speak English. "We could do with a drink, though, and my sister needs the bathroom, if it's okay. It's a woman thing."

"What are you saying about me?" 

Nothing that wasn't true, or wouldn't seem like it for anyone who talked to her. Then his glance dropped to the kids. "I got pens," he said. "And bubblegum."

Chicle. At the sound of the word, the larger boy surged forward, face lit up, calling out to the dog.

"What is this metal detectors?" the woman asked, in English, her hand pressed to her boy's chest to hold him back.
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