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Part I

Chapter 1: Catching Up With Myself
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Okay, I’ll just get this out of the way.

It’s an understatement to say that Major Dorothy Kincaid of Delta Force and I became extremely close during our joint operation in Bogotá a little over a month ago. We’re perfect for each other–we agreed on that much–but we also move in different worlds. As she said on my last night in-country, trembling and her eyes welling with tears, “And that’s the whole thing.” 

And I had an epiphany: She had thought ahead with those different worlds in mind, and I simply hadn’t. She was right. No matter how we felt about each other, like any two parallel timelines our trajectories were unlikely even to meet again, much less converge in a happy union.

She was still teary eyed as she asked in a near-whimper whether I understood. 

I only nodded. I understood probably more clearly than I’d ever understood anything in my life. And I could have stayed another day or another few days or another week in Bogotá, but what would be the point of that? Besides, she meant far more to me than that. 

So quick as a trigger squeeze, the Bogotá operation was over—at least that was a success—but Dot and I were over too, before we’d ever really started.

And so, at the base of the portable ladder well next to the sleek private Blackwell Ops jet, I hugged her as closely as I dared. I kissed her on the forehead and hugged her again, wanting with every fiber of my being to never let her go.

But she was right—she was—and we both knew it. So I tore myself away and climbed the ladder well into the plane. 

I dropped my bag into a seat, then turned around to secure the hatch and caught a glimpse of her rolling the ladder well away from the plane. 

That was the last brief glimpse I had of her.

*
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As to the other business, on the day I got back to Huntsville, Alabama I also called my estranged wife, Aspen. She was with her mother in Florida. 

Long story short, she issued me an ultimatum, and I refused.

Whereupon she said she’d already filed for divorce.

I said that was fine. 

She said she hoped I wasn’t bitter. 

I laughed. “There’s nothing to be bitter about, is there? You’re doing what you feel you have to do for your life, and I’m doing what I have to do for mine.”

She said, “Okay, good.” Then she closed the call.

I used to be her hero, but I won’t play zero-sum games.

The divorce papers arrived two days later.

Per her request, when I received them, I sat at the dining room table that had served as my office for the past six years and signed them. Emotion didn’t enter in. Between Aspen’s ultimatum and my loss of Dot, I was pretty much numb. That’s fine too. Numb is good in my line of work.

After I signed the papers, I slipped them into the envelope she’d provided, then carried my packed duffel bags out to my pickup, got in, and drove away. As I’d told Aspen I would, I dropped the papers off at the post office on my way to a hotel.

The plan was to spend a few days deciding where to move to, whether I wanted a house or an apartment, and so on.

But no plan survives first contact.

I’d been in the hotel almost an hour when my VaporStream device emitted that horrible screech.

I stared at my medium-sized duffel. “Seriously, TJ?” 

He had to know what was going on in my life. The guy has eyes and ears everywhere.

Since I would be living alone from now on, I’d decided to keep that bag packed with a week’s worth of clothing—it would be my ‘go’ bag for most operations—and keep my VaporStream device in a zippered pocket on the outside of that bag.

“Whatever.” I reached across the bed, unzipped the pocket, pulled out the device, and pressed the On button. Then I sat on the edge of the bed to read the message:


Unfinished business in Colombia.

BO jet wheels-up alternate strip today, 1 pm

Anticipate 1 month

C “Grouse”

Instructions to follow 



I gaped at the message. What? A month? I just got back from Colombia three days ago, and frankly it wasn’t all that great. 

There was nothing to memorize in the message. No target names, and no other particulars other than ‘Grouse,’ and I wasn’t likely to forget her. Grouse was a member of Dot’s Delta Force team and a fine warfighter in her own right.

I glanced at the bedside clock. It was already 12:15 and the alternate airstrip was a half-hour away. I muttered, “Jesus, TJ,” then pressed Accept. The message disappeared and I slipped the device back into the pocket on my medium duffel, then zipped it shut. 

Okay, what now?

I looked at the three duffel bags. Everything I owned was in those three bags.

There was no reason to keep the room for that length of time. Then again, I couldn’t go back to Aspen’s house to leave my stuff there. For one thing, there wasn’t time. For another, if she came back and found it there, she might get the wrong idea. I’d just have to take them with me.

Then I remembered I’d originally reserved the room for a week. 

I grabbed my bags, rode the elevator down to the lobby, and approached the front desk.

As I laid my keycards on the counter, the clerk looked up and frowned. “Is something wrong, sir?”

“No. I mean, the room’s great. But my plans have changed. I won’t be staying.”

“I can’t refund you for today.”

“That’s fine. Just refund me for the rest of the week. Put the balance back on my credit card. I have to go.” I hefted my bags again and headed for the front door.

*
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I arrived at the alternate airstrip several miles west of Huntsville at about 12:50. I drove straight to the small hangar and arranged with the mechanic there to keep my pickup inside while I was gone. Then I hefted the bags a third time and started across the dirt lot toward the tarmac and the sleek black Cessna Citation CJ3+ twin engine jet waiting on the runway.

The mechanic followed me. 

I glanced over my shoulder. “Did I forget something?”

He pointed past me. “I’m the only one here today. I’ll get the ladder well after you board.”

“Ah. Thanks.” 

As before, a heat mirage behind the near engine indicated the pilot had already fired it up. 

I all but ran up the ladder well, dropped my bags in the recliner Dot had sat in last time and strapped them in, then pulled the hatch into place and spun the wheel to secure it. 

Remembering what Dot had done a little over a week ago, I called out, “Pilot, we’re ready when you are.” Then I dropped into the other recliner and fastened my seat belt.

A short moment later we were airborne and curving away to the south.

I glanced over at the seat next to me, remembered Dot sleeping there, and me finding a blanket to put over her when the cabin got chilly. 

It was going to be a long flight.
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Chapter 2: Back in Bogotá, and an Angry Grouse
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When the plane finally set down a little over nine hours later, the pilot wasted no time shutting down the engines. 

After I opened the hatch, I gathered my bags, then ducked through. I looked all around as I started down the ladder well. The small hangar and the other building, both of corrugated steel, were illuminated as before by a streetlamp near one corner of the hangar. There were a few more people around, but then it was almost 10 p.m., not 2 or 3 a.m. like when Dot and I arrived.

A fuel truck approached, arced around the front of the jet, and stopped on the starboard side.

Refueling already? 

In the distance, on the edge of the pool of light and some forty or fifty yards from the hangar, the driver’s side of a Blackwell Ops pickup gleamed in the glow of the lamp. It looked like the same Isuzu D-MAX Dot and I had used. As I wondered whether a little of her scent might linger, I stepped off the bottom of the ladder well and started in that direction.

When I’d closed maybe two-thirds of the distance, the driver’s side door opened. Grouse stepped out and started toward me. A duffel about the size of my medium bag was dangling from her left hand.

I worked up a smile. “Hey Grouse. So you’re my contact, right?” I chuckled.

She said nothing as she continued toward me. 

That was a little unusual to say the least. The two times I’d met her before in my and Dot’s suite, we couldn’t slow her down, much less shut her up. 

When the truck was only about twenty feet away, she stopped in front of me and unfolded her right hand. In her palm were two keycards and the keys to the truck. When she spoke, her voice was brusque. “You’re in the same suite you and Tweety were in.” Tweety was her pet name for Dot. “Your weapons and ammo are in bags in the back floorboard of the pickup. The major left the folders containing all the intel we gathered in the main bedroom of the suite. You remember. The major’s room?”

I took the keys and slipped the keyring over my right index finger, then picked the keycards off her palm and slipped them into my left hip pocket. 

She stepped past me and started for the plane. “They’re, uh, refueling right now, so....”

She shrugged and kept walking. 

“Hey, Grouse, what’s wrong? Am I allowed to know?”

She pivoted on the ball of her foot and strode back to me. She stopped, looked straight up, and poked me in the chest. “You want to know what’s wrong, toy boy? I probably can’t whip you, but I wish to hell I could! And if I had time, I’d give it a shot!”

I was stunned. “What?”

“What the f—k did you say to her, Granger? She’s a major in f—g Delta Force! You have any idea what a big deal that is? How tough she is? But you reduced her to a quivering bag of nothing! Even I couldn’t snap her out of it!” She poked me in the chest again. “What the f—k is wrong wit’chu?”

That went all over me. I dropped my bags at my feet and scowled. “You have no damn idea what happened or what I want! Dot and I going our separate ways was her idea!”

For a second she only looked at me. “Yeah, well, she said that too. Still, you could’a worked it out if you’d only—” 

I put up one hand. “No, Grouse! There was nothing to work out! As much as she and I both wish it could be different, it just wouldn’t work.” I sighed and wagged a hand. “Different worlds and all that.” 

“But you didn’t even take her to bed while you were here! She said that too. You could’ve at least—”

Again I put up a hand. “You know what? You’re right. I didn’t. Because she means more to me than just that. Understand? I’m in love with her, Grouse, from the tip of her gorgeous toes to the top of her beautiful head! And... and we’ll probably never see each other again.” I looked at the ground and shook my head, then looked up. “Isn’t that enough goddamn punishment? For both of us?” I gestured toward the plane. “You know what? Just go. Go get on the damn plane and get out of this shithole.”

She only looked at me for a moment. “Yeah, well. I hope someday maybe—”

Quietly, I said, “There is no someday, Grouse. She was pretty plain about that. And I can’t blame her.” I crouched, picked up my bags, and headed for the pickup. 

*
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The last time I was here, Dot had said the hotel was twenty minutes away, and she’d driven us there in twenty minutes. After a couple of wrong turns and some doubling back, it took me a little over twice that long to find it. 

When I finally did, I parked the truck behind the hotel like she had and came in through the back entrance. I turned left at the end of the hallway, got into the stupid elevator, and punched the button labeled 14. In the suite, I carried my bags into the same bedroom I’d used before. 

Then I went into Dot’s bedroom. Her bed looked strange. It was made up. 

I went around the bed, picked up the folders—well, two obviously older red folders, a new one, and a three-inch binder—from where she’d left them on top of a nightstand and carried them into the living room. Someone had apparently transferred the contents of the thick research folder into the binder. I put them on the larger table, the one that doubled as a desk. Someone had also removed one of the desk chairs Dot and I had used. Only one was positioned at the table. Probably Grouse, wanting to drive her point home.

I shook my head, then went back down to the truck, pulled the two small duffels out of the back floorboard, and carried them up to the suite too. I set them on the floor on the far side of my bed. Those contained my weapons. I only hope somebody would try to break into the room. Or something. 

I hadn’t slept much on the plane. I mostly imagined Dot in the chair next to me and wondered what I could’ve done differently to achieve a different outcome.

Of course, there was nothing.

I was tired, but I wasn’t sleepy. So for something to do, I opened the two obviously older folders that had photos in them. I was surprised to see that the photos of the targets we’d eliminated had been removed, and new photos had been added. No doubt TJ would be contacting me about some of those guys in the near future.

But the last time I was here, Grouse and Longlegs had been here too. They had ID’d the targets and matched them with the photos.

I turned one of the photographs over and found someone had neatly printed a name on the back. The others also were all labeled. That was good of whomever had done it.

*
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Sometime later, I woke with a start to find that sometime or other I’d folded my arms on the folders, put my head down, and fallen asleep. I sat up and looked to the left, halfway expecting to see Dot in the kitchen beyond the island, making breakfast.

Of course, she wasn’t there. 

I stretched, then looked at the clock in the kitchen. It was 6:02 a.m.

I got up and started a pot of coffee, then decided to go take a shower and change clothes. Then I’d go back to the folders and the binder and either look at photos or read intel until TJ contacted me.

God I wish Dot was here.

I stripped down in my bedroom, then carried my clean clothes into Dot’s room, dropped them on the foot of her bed, and went into the ensuite.

Just as I turned on the shower, my VaporStream device went off.
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Chapter 3: Research and Prepping 
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I turned off the shower tap, flung water off my hand, then walked back down the hall to my bedroom.

I unzipped the pocket on the medium duffel, pulled out the VaporStream device, and pressed the On button, then sat on the bed to read the message:


Per DForce, all big tier 1 and 2 eliminated

Below and following tgts low tier 2 and 3 w/ambitions

All regional Bogotá

1 Felipe Narcón, Miguel Pelon, Federico Saenz

2 Jorge Andres, Pablo Grijalva

3  Rafael Garcia, Xavier Muñoz

Week 1

More to follow  



I read over the message again. The targets were all ‘tier 2 and 3 with ambitions’. So they weren’t up and comers yet, but they were at least wannabes. So basically I was mopping up. Keeping the threat Dot and I had eliminated from cropping up again, at least in the foreseeable future. That’s what I’d assumed she and her team were doing after I left.

But from what Grouse said at the airstrip, maybe not. It sounded like Dot was as messed up as I am. Besides, that all happened only a few days ago. They hadn’t had time to do any mopping up.

I shook my head and looked at the message again. 

TJ put the targets in three groups, so maybe I’d find them in those groups in the folder too. 

Or maybe he was just prioritizing them. Like it was more important to hit Narcón, Pelon, and Saenz than to hit the others. 

I hoped they were in groups. I’d rather make three house calls than seven. But it’ll be whatever it’s gonna be.

This is gonna take some research, and I don’t look forward to poring over that thick folder again. Well, through that thick binder. It would be easier with the binder, but still. Unless maybe Longlegs and Grouse had added more information to that too like they added more photos. But I suspected they hadn’t. Why would they? Especially with the way Grouse apparently felt about me. I wish Dot was here. At least I’d be able to think.

I glanced at the message one more time to commit the seven names to memory, then hit Accept, twisted around, and slipped the device back into the zippered pocket.

*
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After my shower, I slipped into some clean clothes. I carried my dirty clothing into my room and slipped it into my laundry bag, then looped the cord over a hanger in the little inset closet. Then I took my laptop out of my bag and carried it in to the table. I poured myself a cup of coffee, then went to the table and sat down to begin my research.

I started to open my laptop, but instead I decided to check the thick binder for any updates first.

That turned out to be a wise decision.

Someone—probably Grouse and-or Longlegs—had added several pages to the folder. They were also obvious. They were paperclipped together and they lay on top of the probably three hundred or so pages we’d already been through. That was nice of them. 

Each entry on the new pages was concise: It consisted of a name or names, followed by one to four paragraphs of intel. The first entry on the first page was titled Felipe Narcón, Miguel Pelon, Federico Saenz.

I only skimmed over the intel at first, but I soon realized the three men comprised a small gang, similar to the various factions Dot and I had eliminated while she was here. The first paragraph summarized the group: who the apparent leader was; whether they were related to or associated with any higher ups in the cartels, the Colombian government, or other organizations; whether they met, and if so, when and where; and so on. 
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