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Prologue: A Strange Message

I was in a good mood that morning, but only because I had no clue what was in store. Even my VaporStream device going off with that weird little tone couldn’t spoil my mood. Besides, I was past-due for another job anyway. 

I snatched the device off my nightstand and dropped onto my back on the bed. I held up the device and grinned. “Whaddaya want now, TJ?”

Of course, he couldn’t hear me. I was in my new digs in Miami, and he was in his offices in Golden, Colorado. Well, probably. I don’t know, really, and it doesn’t matter. The only communication we ever have anyway is via the VaporStream messaging device, and that communication’s one-way: TJ to me.

Anyway, it didn’t matter that he couldn’t hear me. I knew what he wanted. He wanted me to accept whatever assignment spilled across the screen. 

As an operative, when the VS goes off I have three choices. The first is to read the message or ignore the tone and let the message go on to whomever is down the line. 

If I pressed the On button, I was down to two choices: press the A button to accept it, or press the R button to reject it. 

As always, I pressed the On button. 

As always, the message appeared in light-green text on a dark background. 

But it wasn’t an assignment. 

I frowned. What the hell?


Eyes only. 

Want a challenge?

A and come home.



TJ was never wordy in his messages, and that’s fine. He’s a stark, all-business kind of guy. But always before the whole purpose of a message had been to transmit an actual assignment.

Usually—well, always until now—the message would provide information. Travel info if necessary. A target name and location. A by-date or range of dates for the hit. Sometimes even a contact for weapons if the hit was outside of the continental United States. Often, the message even provided one or two recommended sites for the hit to save me some surveillance time. 

So an assignment message was usually anywhere from four to seven lines of text.

To say this one was different was a huge understatement. Aside from Eyes only, which meant the message was for me and nobody else, it was only two lines.

From force of habit, I glanced at the message again although there was no need. There was nothing to commit to memory. 

I pressed the A button to accept the message. Then I got up, got dressed, and threw a bag together. I took a cab to Miami International and caught the first plane to Denver. At the other end, I would also catch a cab. 

Well, depending on how badly he wanted me “home,” TJ might send a contact of a different sort to meet my plane and drive me to Golden. 

Whatever. I just wanted to satisfy my curiosity.
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Chapter 1: TJ Blackwell
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The plane took off an hour after I got to the airport, and it landed right on time. As it turned out I didn’t have to hire a cab to Golden.

But there was no driver either.

Dressed in a drab brown off-the-rack suit and brown loafers, TJ himself met me as I exited the jetway. 

If it had been anyone else, I would have wondered how he’d gotten past Security without a ticket. But this was TJ Blackwell. He could get in anywhere, no questions asked. Mostly because nobody wanted to hear the answers. He’s the only man I’ve met who actually makes me nervous.

He looked the same as he had all those years ago. Ancient, short, scrawny, and exhausted. Like he’d just come off the slope from having climbed Everest.

I forced a smile and extended my hand. “Hey, TJ, how are you?”

He only turned away, his voice tires on gravel. “No time to chat. Come on.”

I followed him along a hallway and around a corner into a darkened security checkpoint. None of the TSA folks were around and no passengers were queued up. You could’a heard a spider crawling on its web.

As we passed by one end of the belt-fed x-ray machine, he pointed toward a small, dark office. Without breaking stride, he opened the door and switched on a light. As he reached with his left hand to jerk the blinds closed on the only window—it looked out on the empty security area—he gestured with his right hand toward the door. “Lock that.”

I did. 

When I looked around again, he had one butt cheek up on the corner of a small desk. He pointed at a padded grey chair next to the door. “Sit.”

I sat.

“What I’m going to say is the truth, Charlie. Bear that in mind.”

I nodded.

“Okay, first, the important stuff.” 

I leaned forward in my chair, certain he was going to whisper secrets about a high-value target.

“The mode of travel.”

What? The mode of travel? That’s the important stuff?

But I knew better than to question his methods. 

Besides, conveying the mode of travel would take only a few words. Catch a plane. Hop on a train. Drive. Whatever. Then he’d get to the meat.

But he didn’t stop talking for over an hour. And he didn’t mention anything about the actual assignment. He only talked about getting there. What he said made sense in a weird kind of way. 

Finally he shifted on the desk and crossed his arms over his chest. “Okay, that’s it. So let’s have the questions.” 

My mind was still spinning. 

For a long moment, I only looked at him. Had his age caught up with him? Had he slipped a cog or worn out a bearing somewhere in his brain-housing group? 

The mode of travel wasn’t news to me anymore than it is to anyone else on the planet. I had overheard drunks explaining it to each other in bars. I had even read and dismissed a few crackpot theories. 

He curled the fingers of his right hand at me. “Come on, Charlie. Questions. Let’s get it over with so we can move on.”

I came all the way from Miami on no notice for this? “Okay, first, is this some kind’a test or something? ‘Cause you’ve been known to—”

“I promise.” His steady gaze never left my eyes. “I’m completely serious. So ask your questions.”

I shrugged and sat back. “Okay, then I don’t have any questions. I can’t question what isn’t possible. And what you just described isn’t possible. It can’t be done because even the possibility doesn’t exist.” I paused. “C’mon, TJ, you know that.”

“Yes, I do. Yet you’re going to do it.”

“But if I’d known, I wouldn’t have even—”

“Yes, yes. That’s why I didn’t tell you. Well, and because VS is so limited.” He rolled one hand in front of him. “But you did come, so get on with it. We’re marking time.” He snorted. “Well, so to speak. Let’s get past the ‘can’t happen’ stuff and move forward.”

I looked at the floor and shook my head. “This is just crazy.” I looked up. “It isn’t possible, and we both know it.”

“Yes. And if that’s true, soon you will be able to walk into my office and tell me it didn’t work.” He paused and crossed his arms over his chest again. A smirk worked its way to his lips. “ Or do you want to back out—hypothetically, of course—and never know for sure?”

Well, he had me there. I don’t remember the last time I turned down a challenge. On my own terms, of course. But this wasn’t a challenge. Not really. There’s no reason to even attempt something you know to be impossible. 

Except to prove to yourself it is possible.

Crap.

Again, I only looked at him for a moment. Finally I put up both hands. “All right. Hey, you pay me every month even when I don’t work. If you want me to try this, I accept. But sending someone after me later because I failed to even get to the target won’t be—”

“No, that won’t happen. Not this time.” He put up one hand. “You have my word.” He paused. “Believe me, I’d go myself if I could.”

That last comment got to me, made me want to revert to being a 14 year old kid standing in front of a supposedly haunted house in the dark. A spooky, two- or three-story gothic-looking thing, lit up only by the lightning in the background. I wanted more than anything to say, Yeah? Well then why don’t you? 

I held my tongue.

“But I can’t. The actual assignment will require the agility and reflexes of a younger man.”

I skipped over that pity party. “Okay, so let’s say I’m able to get there. What’s the actual assignment?”

He slapped his palms together and slipped off the corner of the desk. “Good. The hard part’s over.” He walked around the desk, settled into the desk chair, and rocked back a bit. Over the next few minutes, he ran down the assignment for me.

In my mind, I could see it as plainly as if it were displayed on the screen of my VaporStream device, albeit with a few extra words. 

“The target’s name is Ignacio Sanchez. He’s a pirate, or maybe a pirate helper. Doesn’t matter which. 

“He lives in Abregón, south of the border. 

“Once you’ve crossed over, you’ll ride a bus south. The trip will take two or three days even if you don’t stop along the way, which you are perfectly welcome to do. From what I understand, there are a few interesting places. Feel free to consider the trip a kind of vacation. 

“There’s also no particular opening or closing date. Just know that you will arrive when you should.” He paused. “Let’s see.” He splayed the fingers of his left hand and ticked off the points. “Target and occupation, target location, mode of transportation, and no date range. I think that covers it. Want me to send it again via VaporStream? That’s what we’re both used to.”

I only nodded. “Might be a good idea. Eyes only, of course.”

“Of course. It won’t go to anyone but you.” 

“Wait. What about a contact? I’ll need a weapon.”

He shrugged. “Take whatever you want. Just keep it hidden.” He grinned. “Think about the mode of travel, Charlie.”

He stood, reached into his inside jacket pocket, and pulled out a folded sheet of paper and a narrow envelope. As he passed them to me, he said, “The sheet contains written instructions regarding the first matter we discussed. You can—”

I grinned. “The ‘important stuff’?”

He looked at me. “Yes. But you can look at that later.” He wagged one hand. “And there’s no need to memorize and destroy it or any of that. Anyone who sees it will think it’s bullshit.” He pointed at the envelope. “And a plane ticket home so you can prepare. I believe the first flight to Miami leaves in three hours.”

“That it?”

“That’s it. Safe trip home.”

I turned away and reached for the doorknob. 

“Oh, Charlie?”

I turned back. 

“The time, place and method are up to you. Just don’t forget your way back.”

I took his meaning, but how can you forget your way back from someplace you couldn’t get to in the first place? I just nodded. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“And I think we should have a debriefing after this one.”

“A debriefing? But we’ve never had a—”

“It wasn’t necessary before, was it? Think, Charlie.”

I only looked at him. 

“My eyes and ears on the street. I won’t have them where you’re going.”

“Oh. No, I guess you won’t.”

Of course I wouldn’t be there either, but I could save that for the debriefing. 

You know, after I prove that what he wants me to do is impossible.
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Chapter 2: Miami and Hermosillo

[image: ]




The plane to Miami was half-empty and I had two seats to myself. I sat next to the window just ahead of the wing. When the plane had been off the ground for about an hour, my VaporStream device sounded.

I glanced around to be sure nobody was paying any attention. 

The stewardess had passed with the drink cart. She was a couple of rows behind me. Everyone else was either anticipating her arrival or busy reading or watching the video on the back of the seat in front of them.

I held the device near my lap and pressed the On button.


Eyes only. 

Ignacio Sanchez

Abregón, Mexico

Take Silva Brothers Bus Line south

Enjoy 

No date range



I committed the important parts of the message to memory, then pressed A and slipped the device back into my shirt pocket. It scraped on paper.

When TJ had passed me the instructions for “the important stuff,” I’d folded it and stuck it into my shirt pocket. I had meant to wait until I got home to read it, but the message put me in the right frame of mind. Besides, I was curious as to how this might work. 

I pulled out the folded paper and glanced around, then unfolded it. 

I thought it would be longer, somehow. More involved. But it read like a VaporStream message, only twice as long:


Fly to Hermosillo arr Sat or Wed early a.m. RT Miami Intl.

Cab to Centro Hipico Oro

Imbedded stone triangle N of NE corner

Portal to three times

Enter over SW line

Step out N turn around. Avoid triangle!

Silva Brothers to Abregón and back

To return, enter from north, exit southwest

Cab to airport, fly home

It will be the same day



I frowned. 

The guy had a whole sheet of paper, but the message was still semi-cryptic. The RT in the first line meant round-trip ticket. So he was paying for the physical travel to and from Hermosillo. The rest of message was plain enough. 

And TJ was right. Even if anyone else saw the instructions and figured out the purpose of the triangle, they’d think it was BS. Just as I do.

But soon enough I would know for sure one way or the other.

And TJ’s never steered me wrong. 

A second later that thought caught up with me and I grinned. 

What am I thinking? Stepping over rocks in the ground to be transported to a different time? It won’t work. It can’t. I mean, yeah, I’ll be maybe a whole second older when I step out of the triangle, but otherwise everything will be the same. 

I shook my head. 

TJ’s actually sending me round trip from Miami to Hermosillo Mexico to take a ride in a cab, get out, and step through a triangle in the dirt. Then I’ll take another cab ride and fly home. 

Wow. I wonder who’ll take over Blackwell Ops when they put him in the loony ward? 

I chuckled. 

At least he’s right about that last line. It’ll still be the same day. 

Maybe I’ll ask the cabbie to give me five minutes. That’ll save me having to go inside whatever Centro Hipico Oro is to call a cab to take me back to the airport so I can fly out. 

I chuckled again, folded the paper, and slipped it back into my shirt pocket. 

He must’ve been smokin’ some pretty good stuff when he came up with this one. But he’s the boss.

I rocked my seat back. 

It was still another two-plus hours to Miami.

* * *
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Back in my apartment, I got online and checked for flight times from Miami to Hermosillo. A little over seven hours. And today is Friday.

I checked for flights.

A plane was departing at midnight. I made a reservation. 

Then I realized TJ had been wrong about one thing. When I’d asked about a contact in Mexico, he’d said to take what I wanted with me.

But I couldn’t do that. Not on an international flight. He was probably just excited about making the impossible possible.

I called Juan Segura, a contact I’d met the last time I was in Hermosillo three years earlier.

I recognized his voice immediately. Still, I said, “Is Jasmine there?”

It was our pass-phrase.

“Charlie! How you been, man?”

“Oh, you know. Working when I can’t get out of it.” I laughed.

“Ah. Official?”

“Unfortunately.”

“No problemo, friend. What can I do for you?”

“No ants down there?” Any chance your phone is bugged?

“No, man, not in the house. I sprayed this morning.”

He had checked the phones this morning. No bugs. Cool. 

I got down to business. “Okay, loose quiet bear nine nine one mike times fifteen plus one across my back.”

I’d asked for a loose quiet—a detached sound suppressor; a bear nine nine—a Beretta M9 nine-millimeter pistol; a one mike times fifteen—a single, loaded 15-round magazine; a plus one—a round in the chamber of the Beretta; and across my back, a shoulder rig.

“Sure, I can do that. Anything else?”

I winced. “Airport 0710?” I hated to be so specific but it couldn’t be helped. I hadn’t said a day, so he would know I was flying in tomorrow morning.

He laughed. “Hey, I’ll make it happen. It’ll be good to see you again, my friend.”

“Thanks but I’ll have to run. Distant. But I might have time for a drink when I get back to town. Might be the same day.”

“Sounds like a plan, man. Call any time. Hey, I’ll see you when I see you.”

“Oh, hey.”

“Yes?”

“Uh, never mind. See you in the morning.”

I was about to ask him if he knew where Centro Hipico Oro was, but caution prevailed. The less he knew, the better. He would say so too.

He hung up. 

I did too, then went to pack a bag. It was almost 9 p.m.

* * *

[image: ]


The pilot set the plane down in Hermosillo almost ten minutes early.

I didn’t have any checked baggage, so I went straight out the front doors, leaned back against the wall near the entrance, yawned, and waited for my friend. I’d slept on the plane, but not much. I’d even begun to wonder whether the supposed anomaly outside of Centro Hipico Oro might actually work.

Of course, it wouldn’t­. The very idea was ridiculous. But I’ve never known TJ to be wrong. 

Juan pulled into the drop-off zone at the curb right on time. He grinned and waved me over through his rolled-down driver’s side window. 

When I got closer, he hooked a thumb out the window. “Get in the back, man. I’ll drive around while you check things out.”

Everything was there, and according to how the slide racked and released and the nice trigger pull on the Beretta, the pistol was in excellent working condition. And no serial number. “Disposable?”

Juan shrugged. “It’s nothing special.”

I took off my light jacket and put on the shoulder rig. I reinserted the loose round in the chamber, seated the magazine in the grip, then stuck the pistol into the holster. I dropped the sound suppressor into my carry-on bag, zipped it, and leaned forward. “Okay, to the airport Jeeves.” 

A few minutes later, he dropped me where he’d picked me up. 

As I hailed a cab, Juan drove away, one hand out the window to wave goodbye.

* * *
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When the cabbie pulled up, I leaned down. I’d written Centro Hipico Oro on a slip of paper. I showed it to him.

He grinned and nodded. “Sure, sure. Get in.”

Around forty minutes later we passed the southern city limit of Hermosillo. He turned into a dirt lot. There was a small oil derrick or something just south of a white metal building. Several dark-green semi-trucks, some with trailers and some not, were parked here and there. No humans anywhere, and the big window on the front of the building was dark. 
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