
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Blackwell Ops 15: Soleada Garcia: Settled

Harvey Stanbrough

a novel from StoneThread Publishing

http://stonethreadpublishing.com

To give the reader more of a sample, the front matter appears at the end.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Waiting
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From my vantage point on the hill above the small city to the west, I studied the would-be archaeological dig halfway down the hill below me. In the dim light of the sliver of moon high above, the square canvas top of a lean-to blacked out the shards of sparkling quartz that dominate the hillside. The steel tips of the tent poles that support the open, downhill side are dim but noticeable, pointing away from the site of earthly treasures.

The dig itself is another darker shadow about ten feet lower on the hill. It is also roughly square, a place where a team of archaeologists discovered artifacts. And a place where a thief returned and dug deeper to find more. According to my local contact, to whom I have spoken only on the telephone, the site is sacred and was unknown to outsiders until recently. Today my target—the thief—expects to unearth a treasure that will make him very wealthy. 

But he will not have it.

Do not get me wrong. I am not here for any altruistic reasons. 

Like my target, my contact also is not of the people who once lived here. For all I know, he might want the find for himself. He might even have paid for the contract on the target. But I do not know his motives, and neither they nor he are any of my business. 

I am here only because I am an operative for Blackwell Ops and this is my current assignment. I will do the job for which I am very well paid, and then I will drive away. 

*
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I glanced up at the moon. My mamá would call that phase a “thumbnail moon.” She would say it looks like my papá’s thumbnails, wide and shallow and very white. He was immaculate in his personal grooming.  She remembers him in every moment and in every way she can. He left his breath behind almost a year ago, on their anniversary. It was also the day that marked the twenty-third year of my birth. 

My papá and I had a very special bond. When he died I was devastated. But now I understand his choice to leave on that day was the best birthday gift I ever received. It guaranteed two things for me: that I would never fail to remember him on that day, and that I would never receive worse news on any birthday afterwards.

*
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I glanced at my watch. I have been here almost two hours. I arrived early, but I have not been here before. And from where I parked my 4-Runner, the walk is too long only to recon the location but not conduct the hit. Still, even having crossed a craggy, mesquite-filled ravine and then made my way up the east side of this hill, it took much less time than I expected. Only about forty minutes. 

But being too early is only a minor inconvenience. It is much better than being even a thin sliver of time too late.

I had decided in advance that I would not do a separate reconnaissance. If I had, the target might have become curious about my hilltop between then and this morning. If he did, and if he climbed the hill, he might see signs that someone had been here. That might have caused suspicion or fear, and he might not have returned. 

In my line of work, ifs and mights matter a great deal. It is better to anticipate whatever I can imagine. If any of those ifs or mights had become reality, it would have made doing my job more difficult.

So I arrived early. The target will have the luxury of arriving, per his habit, shortly after the sun comes up in another five or ten minutes. 

The conditions will be perfect for me and for doing my job. 

In my makeshift hide beneath the north side of a wide mesquite bush, I will receive the full warmth of the sun’s rays. My right eye will cover the scope on my rifle, so the sunlight will not play a part in distracting me.

But the target will be down the hill in full shadow. There will be no distracting glare from lower on the hill for me, and there will be no reflection on the other end of the scope to warn him of my presence.

Nor will the ever-present wind play a role in the bullet’s trajectory. The wind scours the tops of the hills, but on the hillsides and in the valleys the air is much more calm. Also, the target will be only about 150 yards away, well under the 200-meter range where gravity significantly affects the trajectory of the bullet. So I need only to square the crosshairs at the point of desired impact. 

Other than the slight chill in the air, conditions are perfect. But my black denim jacket, which I wore to deflect any mesquite thorns from my arms and sides, dulls the chill enough. And the egress is always faster than the ingress, so I will be back in my truck with the heater running no more than a quarter-hour after I squeeze the trigger.

This was the third time I had been over the plan. It will work perfectly. 

Well, if the target comes alone, as my contact said he probably would do.

If someone comes with him, I will have two targets.

But I do not like collateral damage. 

*

[image: ]


I considered moving to my hide—my rifle is already there—but the earth is cold. I do not want to lie on the ground until doing so is necessary.

Besides, from the time the target parks off the side of the highway below to when he arrives at the dig I will have plenty of time to settle-in. It should take him a good ten minutes or so to make the climb.

I glanced again at the twinkling lights below, a glittering marquise diamond in the northern Chihuahuan Desert. The lights fill much of the width of the valley and stretch away a few miles to the north and several miles to the south, dwindling at each end. But the middle of the diamond is fat. The valley is probably two to three miles across. 

The Rio Grande, broad in this place for a river west of the Mississippi, snakes north to south along the center of the valley, a dim, silvery flaw in the diamond. 

Three different bridges cross the river, only dark spans briefly interrupting the silver of the ribbon. The one below me is the width of the little finger on my left hand extended to arm’s length. 

In the dim moonlight, the skin of my finger was a warm brown coral when I conducted that test. At the tip, my nail, trimmed at the end of my finger, glimmered off-white. Someday perhaps I will let my nails grow again. I might even paint them. I have not done that since I left college to join Blackwell Ops. I had just turned 19. So over four years ago.

The next bridge to the south—according to my contact, that is the one my target will drive across from his motel room—is narrower by half. The farthest bridge is difficult to make out. It is only a thin, dark line. I looked for it only to see whether I could find it. And I found it only by looking for the headlights on the west side of the river and the tail lights on the east side.

I yawned and wondered briefly what time it is, but it does not matter. Also, the morning is chilly enough and the wind sharp enough in the minutes before sunrise that I do not want to pull my left hand out of my jacket pocket again. It is snug there. It is enough to know the time is almost here.

For now my only task is to watch the nearest ribbon of headlights and tail lights at the base of the hill. Soon the northbound target will pull off the road and park. Then I will move into my hide and—

Ah, there he is. 
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Chapter 2: The Hit and the Egress
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A car pulled off the east side of the road. I could not make out much, but it was white and a sedan. I was surprised. Somehow I expected him to drive something with four-wheel drive and good ground clearance.

But he is only a thief, not one who practices a trade to illuminate the past.

As I focused on the car, behind me, a small rock clacked off another one. I flinched, but I did not turn to look. I process such things quickly. 

Actually, everyone’s brain processes such things quickly in case fight or flight is required, but most are not aware. I have to be.

The sound was not attached to a footfall, light or otherwise, or to the click of a weapon or any other threatening sounds, so it was not a threat. Probably some small mammal had just noticed the large thing standing on its hill and dashed into its burrow to tell its family. 

I glanced over the lights in the valley again to center myself.

Just as I shifted my attention back to the car, the interior light blinked on for a moment. Then the driver stepped out. When he closed the door, the light went off again.

The other door did not open.

I was pleased to see he had not brought anyone with him. 

But it is time to move to the hide.

Instead, I crouched and looked behind me. The top of the orb of the sun had just broken the horizon. The target is right on time. I remained where I was a moment longer and watched him. 

He stepped past the back of his car and off the road. He was tall and lanky and dressed all in blue—probably jeans and a blue-jean jacket—and a ball cap. In his left hand he carried something folded. Straps looped out to one side. It looked like brown canvas and appeared to be a shopping bag. He maneuvered through some creosote and mesquite brush, then crossed the short distance of flat, rock-strewn ground. Finally he started up the hill.

He bent to the task, but he was moving fairly quickly despite the thirty percent grade. In addition to the thick brown dirt and bits of quartz, the hillside was strewn with lava rocks and plaques of loose shale. Still, he was moving pretty well. it would not take him ten minutes to get to the site. More like five or six.

Still in a crouch so as not to stand out, I moved back from the edge of the hill. Then I went to all fours and moved to my hide.

My weapon is a scoped Ruger 10/22 Takedown Light model. It is a semiautomatic. It will deliver bullets downrange as fast as you can pull the trigger. I brought the magazine that holds only ten rounds, but I will not need even that many today.

*
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I settled into my position, then adjusted the rifle. I set the barrel in a thick patch of rabbit brush. It lined up perfectly for where I expected to hit the target. 

Then I looked to one side of the scope and watched the man’s progress as he came up the hill. Still he was making good time. Perhaps he believes he is close to discovering the artifact. Or perhaps he had even found it earlier but was unable to retrieve it at that time. Perhaps he means to arrive, grab the object, and race back down the hill.

Judging from the path he had chosen, his probable goal was a thick patch of scrub creosote. On the slope of the hill, it was ten feet or so below the dig and off to the right. He should emerge from that point.

A moment later, he did. He stepped around the far side of the creosote bush, then proceeded straight up the hill for another ten feet. That brought him almost even with the open side of the lean-to.

He grabbed the tent pole on that side with his right hand. He steadied himself for a moment, then looked up the hill. He seemed to be studying the slope and the top carefully.

But humans, like other animals, notice movement more than they notice other things. A trained sniper does not look for movement or even for the one he is hunting. He looks for bits and pieces. A shoulder or an elbow or the toe of a boot. Or the glint of light off the end of a scope if the one he is hunting is also hunting him.

Apparently he did not see anything of any significance. After another moment, he carefully turned his back, watching every movement of his feet. Then he raised his right hand and waved in the direction of his car.

I frowned. Did he bring somebody else with him?

Still, if he did whoever it was had remained inside the car. And soon he or she would realize how fortunate they were to have not climbed the hill.

With his back turned, I resettled the stock of the rifle against my shoulder. I got a good cheek weld and centered the crosshairs on the back of his head.

He released the tent pole, then bent slightly forward and carefully made his way back down to the near edge of the dig. Instead of boots, he was wearing sneakers. That’s why he was so careful as he placed his feet.

I hoped he would kneel or crouch at the near side of the dig. If he did that, whoever was in the car would not see him fall.

But he did not crouch or kneel. Instead, at the edge of the hole he straightened a little, then started to raise his arms on both sides for balance. He meant to drop into the hole.

If I allowed that, when he landed he might turn left or right or even look back up the hill. Of course, I would still take him out, but my way was cleaner for both him and me.

I centered the crosshairs on that place where the brain stem meets the spine. Just as his arms reached the top and his legs flexed, I squeezed the trigger four times in quick succession.

Four bullets pierced his medulla oblongata.

He did drop into the hole, but he was dead before his feet hit the bottom. 

*
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I glanced at the car. Whoever was inside probably had seen nothing. And the shots were not loud, so—

The passenger-side car door opened and a woman stepped out. She was in flip-flop sandals—a guess, but her feet looked bare—white slacks and a sweater with horizontal orange and white stripes.

She put the edge of her left hand above her eyes to guard against the rising sun and looked for a long moment up the hill. Then her head canted a bit.

Finally she put the edges of both hands to the sides of her mouth and yelled, “Tim, did you get it?” She waited for a moment, bowing her head to listen. Then she looked up and yelled again. “Timothy James, answer me! This is not funny!”

No, it is not. And from here on out, it will steadily grow less funny than it is right now.

I gathered up the four spent casings from the shots I had fired, rolled onto my left side and put them into my jeans pocket. Then I backed away from my hide, my rifle on my back and the barrel along the right side of my head. I do not want to scratch it.

When I had backed away ten feet or so, I rose to a crouch, duck-walked several feet to the east, then stood and dropped over the side. The sliding shale on that side helped transport me down the hill, and in less than fifteen minutes I was back in my truck and had disassembled my rifle and put it into its hiding place. I started the truck and shifted into first gear. 

A hundred yards up the dirt track, I emerged, turned onto the highway, and made my way into town. 

There I turned south.
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Chapter 3: Homeward Bound, and Happy Thoughts
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In less than one hour I was eating lunch in a small café in Las Granjas, just south of Ciudad Juarez.  Afterward I took Federal Highway 2 to the west. I had studied the maps. Though it seemed out of the way, it was the most direct route to Federal 15. Of course it was all desert, and it was a six-hour drive that seemed more like twelve.

But after I finally connected with Fed 15 and turned south, I practically flew through Hermosillo and made it to Guaymas in only four more hours. I stopped there and spent the night in an unremarkable hotel room, but at least I felt more like I was on my home turf. The Pacific was only several yards away. 

I relocated from Arizona to Mazatlán almost five years ago, and I knew instantly that was where I belonged. Not that anyone was waiting for me there. 

To say that my job is not conducive to a long-term relationship—or to any relationship—is a vast understatement. I love cats and can even put up with dogs if they do not try to bite me, but my job is not conducive to having a pet either. 

I endure a great deal of uncertainty. I never know when I will receive an assignment or how long I will have to be gone. And I do not want to try to explain to a pet-sitter why I have to leave suddenly or why I cannot say when I expect to return.

Of course, it is also always in the back of my mind that I might not come back at all. I am not depressed about it. It is simply a fact. Anything can happen. And if I did not come back, that would not be fair to the pet-sitter or to any pet I had “rescued.” 

My dearest friend is the Pacific Ocean. I believe it enjoys my presence as much as I enjoy being immersed in it. I swim every morning when I am home, and sometimes I swim in the morning and the evening. Sometimes, when I am far out from the shore, I listen carefully to the sea as it murmurs stories from other beaches in other lands it has visited.

And tomorrow, at the end of another long day of driving, I will be reunited with my little home and my massive friend. 

*
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I showered, dressed, and left Guaymas just before sunrise the next morning. I was anxious to put the drive behind me. Of course, the drive was not necessary in the first place. I should have flown.

I drove my truck for the assignment only because I am stubborn to myself. I wanted to bring my own rifle. It was a stupid decision. If I had flown, I could have found a way to get a weapon. And if I was unable to obtain a firearm, I could have used a different weapon. I could even have waited for the thief in the hole and broken his neck or slit his throat or bashed his head in with a rock. 

But it does not matter. That is not what happened and now I will have been away from home for six days. The drive north had taken two days, and I was on the ground for two days, and now I am on the second day of the drive back.

If I had flown and if the schedule worked out well, I could have flown in that day, done the job early the next morning, and been home no later than on the third day. And maybe even late on the second day.

But I had not even considered the possibility. I had purchased the 10/22 only a short time before, and I wanted to “field test” it. It worked admirably, of course, but there was no reason it should not.  

*
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The only thing that accompanied me on the trip from the ‘States back to Mazatlán was a sense of guilt. As I mentioned, my papá has been gone for almost a year and I am an only child. Mamá still lives in their home in south Texas, and I am her only remaining connection to him.

But although Texas and New Mexico share a common border, the distance to where Mamá lives is long. It would have taken me a full day to get there from where I made the hit, and maybe longer. Plus the trip back to Mazatlán would have been at least a day longer and possibly two. 

I comforted myself with the thought that soon I would make plane reservations and fly up to see her. 

Of course, having dual citizenship does not mitigate the fact of what I do for a living. It would have to be a short visit. No more than a few days at the most. And I would be on edge the whole time I was there. 

So probably I will not do that. Probably I will purchase a round-trip ticket in her name and invite her to fly to Mazatlán to visit me. To my knowledge, she has never been there.

Of course, she does not swim and she is frightened of both flying and the ocean. In fact we have very few interests in common. 

Perhaps I will ask her first. Then if she assents, I will purchase the plane tickets.

*
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I was home for only three weeks and three days before my VaporStream device went off again. I had not figured out a safe way to make it waterproof. And I could not simply carry it with me in a waterproof bag. 

Anything can happen. If I lost it, even at the bottom of the sea, I could not be sure señor Blackwell would send me another one. He might as easily make me a target for another operative. 

But I could not give up my morning swim. It invigorates me, and it breathes new life into my mind. Also it is essential in keeping me fit. So I enjoyed a swim each morning of those three weeks and three days and checked the device in the crystal bowl as I came through the door. 

The little blue light was never flashing, even on the last day.

Maybe some of señor Blackwell’s eyes and ears had told him I go swimming each morning and that he should not try to reach me during that time. 

*
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On that last day, I picked up the device and carried it into the bathroom with me. I laid it on the vanity, then started the shower, then peeled off my wet bikini and stepped inside. I have ten different bikini sets now so I can wear a fresh one for each morning swim.

When I was through with my shower and my hair was dry, I pulled it into a ponytail. 

The device still was not flashing, so I carried it into the bedroom. I laid it face-down on the bed—just in case—then got dressed for the day. I was in a joyful mood, so I wore jeans, a t-shirt that read Umass on the front, and my white leather thong sandals.

In my mind, my mother flashed a disapproving look at me, her arms folded over her chest. But I think the UMass is for the university of Massachusetts and has nothing to do with the kind of mass that happens in church. Probably she was chastising me for not finishing college. 

I frowned. And possibly for not attending Umass? Though that would not make sense. We lived in Texas at the time. And certainly for not attending the other kind of mass as often as I should. Or at all. 

I could speak with my papá about anything, but I learned at an early age not to speak with Mamá about religion or politics or any other inflammatory topics. On those topics and a few others, she was always right. At least that was my and Papá’s approach.

I looked about on my closet shelf for a suitable ball cap to wear. I have them in white, pink, yellow, light blue, light green, lavender, purple and black. None of them have a logo. I selected the pink one and put it on, then turned toward the bed to retrieve the device and slip it into my pocket.

I smiled as I picked it up. My mind raced as I reached to insert the base of it into my left-rear jeans pocket. I should shop for groceries today. And perhaps while I am on that street, I will browse some of the shops for other —

The VaporStream device sounded.
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Chapter 4: A New Assignment
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