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Dedication

This novel is dedicated to my excellent first reader, Russ Jones, who has been with me through dozens of novels. Without his eagle eye I would not be able to present my characters’ stories as clearly.

To give the reader more of a sample, the front matter appears at the end.
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Chapter 1: Huntsville, Aspen, and an Assignment

[image: ]




As is usual in the mid-morning, Aspen and I were relaxing in the back yard of our house in Huntsville, Alabama. We’d returned only three days earlier from visiting her mother in Naples, Florida.

Aspen, in white sneakers, jeans and a grey t-shirt, was on all fours about halfway along her garden plot. The thick brown mulch and dirt plot extended to three feet inside the white concrete block west wall of the yard and ran its length. The first and last thirds of the plot were lined with rose bushes that bore roses of varying colors. A massive cherry tomato plant loomed in the center third. Aspen was beneath that, loosening the dirt under the red-dotted green canopy with one of those little hand-held, three-prong claws. The plant was a good six feet across the top. The vines were three feet off the ground, spreading and twining over and through various tomato cages.

Above her and beyond the wall heavy thunder clouds were gathering in the distance. Aspen was hoping to finish her “weedin’”—there were no weeds—before the clouds moved in and someone unzipped the bottom. 

In leather flip-flops, green cargo shorts, and no shirt I was seated in a web folding chair on the porch some thirty feet away. After my second cup of coffee, I’d switched to a tall, sweating glass of iced tea with lemon. My job was to lend moral support with my presence. And of course, I also thoroughly enjoyed the view. If there was ever a woman who could sell Lee jeans without even looking at the camera, it was Aspen. And if she did glance over her shoulder and smile during the camera shoot for the ad, there’d be a run on every clothing store and Walmart within a hundred mile radius of the broadcast.

Behind me, the patio door to the kitchen was open to admit the slight, 72-degree breeze.

Aspen had just raised herself onto her knees, stretched her back, then leaned forward again to resume working with the claw when my VaporStream device screeched. She jerked back, sat on her heels, and looked over her left shoulder. “Sam?” 

She was born in Georgia, so she turned my name into a two-syllable drawl: Sayum. I love her accent. 

Then she said, “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that noise.”

Already halfway out of my chair, I grinned. She said it like know-is. I said, “I’ll get it.” 

“Well I certainly hope so.” 

As she leaned forward again and went back to her “weedin’,” I went into the kitchen through the patio door, hooked a right to cut across the corner of the living room, and went into the bedroom to open the drawer on my nightstand. I snatched the device out of the drawer, pressed the On button to shut off that wicked sound, then sat on the edge of the bed to read the message:


Feds Priority 1 RTO Quito, soonest

Team at Palmas Trios hotel

TWP Hermán Santillo et al

Extract 3 DEA Colombia

CP C Escobedo

One day home see me re special duty

No bags  



Other than that part about extracting DEA agents, the message was pretty much routine. 

Well, right up until that last line. 

I shook my head. “Special duty? And ‘see me?’” What’s that all about?

Aside from calling me to the headquarters in Golden, Colorado to tell me I was now his second in command, TJ had always sent my assignments via VaporStream. So what’s so special about the next one that he feels a need to tell me in person?

I shook my head again, committed to memory what I needed from the message, then pressed Accept and dropped the device back into the nightstand drawer. As I stood up and stretched, I muttered, “I guess I’ll find out when I get back from Colombia.” 

But for now I need to forget about the upcoming trip to Golden and concentrate on the current assignment. I could hardly wait to tell Aspen. She’d be excited about going back to Quito. 

I left the bedroom to tell her the good news, but as I rounded the corner into the kitchen, she came in through the patio door. She dropped her gardening gloves on the table next to my laptop, then laid her garden claw on top. Her pixie-cut hair barely moved, but her blue eyes flashed. “Well, where you off to this time?”

I could only smile. She’s so pretty. “Quito, baby. Naturally, he wants me there soonest.”

She glanced around at the kitchen clock. I looked too. It was 10:42 a.m. on a Thursday. “So the 7 a.m. flight to Etlanta tomorra’, right?” That last word sounded like raht.

“Right.” I grinned. “Eerie, isn’t it? It’s almost like we’ve done this before.”

She crossed her arms and smirked. “Okay, smart-aleck. So how long?”

“From the message, probably only two or three days.” I saw no reason to mention I’d have to fly to Golden the day after I got back from Quito. I could save that news for when I got back.

“Okay. I’ll go pack you a bag. Cammies, right?”

“Yeah. And of course, pack one for yourself.”

That was our routine. When a message came in, she went in to pack our bags and I sat at the far end of the kitchen table—my office—to open my laptop. I’d make flight arrangements and start whatever research was necessary. 

We stepped past each other, and as I reached to pull out the chair at my laptop, she said, “I think I’m not goin’ on this one, Sam.”

I looked up and back. “I’m sorry, what?”

But she had already turned the corner toward the bedroom. 

I released the chair and followed her. As she opened the closet and picked up my duffel bag from the closet floor, I said, “I thought we settled this, baby. After the scare in Naples, you were going to go with me every time, right?”

She straightened and set my bag on the bed, unzipped it, and flared the top open. “You’re right, we did settle it. But I changed my mind.”

I frowned. “Okay.... Can I ask why?”

She turned around and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ve decided I’m just not gonna live in fear, Sam. I just won’t.” She shrugged. “If somebody gets me, you’ll come after me an’ then ever’thing’ll be okay again.”

My frown deepened. “Baby, we were lucky in Naples. For whatever reason, they kept you alive. If anything had happened to you—”

She wagged a hand. “But nothin’ did happen, Sam, an’ nothin’s gonna happen. ‘Course, I’ll be careful. And if worse comes to worst—”

“Honey, if worse comes to worst you’ll be—”

“I’m not goin’, Sam.” She put up one hand. “Call me when you land an’ any other time, but I’m not gonna let the bad guys dictate my life.” She paused. “Look, for all we know, they have somethin’ planned for Quito, right? An’ if they do have somethin’ planned, I won’t be there.”

“But—” 

“Sam, I ain’t goin’.” She hesitated. “An’ I’ve been thinkin’ about it, an’ I think there might be a leak somewhere.”

“A what?”

“A leak. Or maybe they have a spy watchin’ us or somethin’. Think about it. How’d those guys know I’d be in Naples with Momma while you were away last time?”

“I don’t know. But I’d rather have you with me so—”

“But that’s the whole thing, Sam. Even if I go, I won’t be with you. Even if I fly down there, I’ll be alone while you’re gone. We’re lettin’ ‘em run our lives, and I’m not gonna allow that anymore.” She paused. “But you go on an’ go.”

“I don’t have a choice. I have to go, so—” 

“I know. So just focus on doin’ your job and then come home to me. It’ll be fine.”

“But—”

She put up one hand. “An’ if it isn’t, we’ll deal with that when we come to it.” She paused. “Now, you gonna go set your flights so I can get on with my packin’, or what?”

I didn’t say anything. I only turned away and walked back into the kitchen. 

*
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Over the next several minutes, I booked my seat on the Friday morning flight to Atlanta and then the flight from there to Quito. What she said sort of made sense, but still. God I hate leaving her here alone.

I shook my head again. To stop my mind from spinning, I decided to research the target. 

I had just keyed Hermán Santillo into my search engine when Aspen came back into the kitchen. “All done.” She picked up her gloves and her claw, then kissed me on the temple. “You all right?”

I shrugged. “Sure. I’m fine. I wish you’d reconsider though.” 

“Nope. Not gonna happen.” She paused, but I didn’t say anything. “Okay. I’m gonna go finish up in the garden.” She started for the patio door. “I wanna get as much done as I can before that storm comes along an’ dumps a bunch’a rai....” As she crossed the patio and the yard her voice faded to nothing. 

I looked around and raised my voice a little. “You want me to at least fly your mom up for a few days?”

From somewhere in the yard she said, “No. I’ll be fine, Sam.”

I only muttered, “Your lips to God’s ears, sweetheart.”
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Chapter 2: The Flights
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When TJ Blackwell named me his second, he’d given me a duplicate of the master list he uses in his office in Golden. I still hadn’t looked at all of it, but I’d familiarized myself with it. 

In addition to all the mechanical assets—including three jets, five Bell 412 helicopters, several prestaged four-wheel drive pickup trucks, a few landing strips, and so on—the folder contains files on all the personnel in the company: operatives, contact-operatives, weapons contacts, and eyes-and-ears people. 

So for a brief moment, I thought about putting off my research of Hermán Santillo. I thought about opening the company folder instead, going into the list of operatives, and selecting a few to work shifts watching over Aspen 24/7 while I was gone. I would instruct them to watch her from a distance, of course. 

But a pair of warning buzzers went off in my head. For one thing, if Aspen noticed one of them, she wouldn't like knowing I had appointed guards to watch over her. She might even turn it into a trust issue, which it isn’t. I trust her completely. And for another, operatives most often work alone. They’re professional assassins, not guards. Operatives don’t provide security so much as rip it away, usually dramatically with a bullet through the brain housing group of the target.

Then a solution occurred to me. I thought about maybe contacting a security company, maybe one from Atlanta so I could be sure Aspen wouldn’t recognize the type if she spotted them. 

But that still felt a little duplicitous, and if she did spot any of them, she’d still be chapped at me. 

I shook my head, and a sense of being ridiculously helpless washed over me. I much prefer guaranteeing a particular outcome with planning and action instead of only hoping for a desired outcome. But eventually I decided I had little choice in the matter. 

I still had tonight and tomorrow morning. Maybe I could still talk her into going with me. If not, I’d just have to respect her decision and hope for the best. 

As Aspen resumed her work in the back yard, I dived headlong into my research and read everything I could find on Hermán Santillo.

*
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A few hours later I still hadn’t been able to determine whether Santillo was working for a cartel or on behalf of the government of Colombia. Or both. He might’ve taken the DEA agents hostage for either side. I also viewed as many photographs of him as I could find, and none of them were flattering.

A 42 year old warfighter, Santillo had a face that was pockmarked with craters. Some were so deep and had left such scars they interrupted his thick black beard with blank spots. I figured that was instant karma. 

And who he worked for didn’t really matter either way. The message had read Feds Priority 1. Feds might mean our federal government or it might mean the Colombian federal government. In the macro view of an operative, a target was a target.

But something else bothered me too, especially in light of Aspen’s decision to remain at home. The surname Santillo isn’t rare, but it isn’t overly common either, yet it was vaguely familiar to me. That familiarity worried me a little. I’d worked several assignments in Mexico and South America over the years, and groups tend to get intermixed down there. The group that kidnapped Aspen in Naples had ties to some of my former targets. 

But whether I’d overheard one of those targets mention Santillo’s name specifically as an enemy colleague or whether I’d read the name on the nametag of a server in a restaurant was lost to me. 

I sighed and went back to my research.

*
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After a time, thunder rumbled close and low, and a minute or so later Aspen came through the patio door and slid it shut behind her. As she tugged off her gloves and laid the garden claw on top of them, she said, “Looks like it’s gonna come down in buckets out there pretty soon.” She shrugged and glanced at the clock. “It’s only a little after 2 but I guess I’m done for the day.” She gestured toward my laptop. “How you comin’ along?”

“Oh.” I smiled. “Wrapping up. I know pretty much everything I need to know.” I closed the lid on the laptop. “Listen, why don’t we make it a special night? Want to go out to supper?”

She frowned and canted her head. “Sam, that’s hours away.”

“I know, but that gives us plenty of time to get ready, right? Maybe we could even go dancing afterward. Really make a night of it.”

She wagged that hand. “Nah, let’s stay in, all right? It’ll be nice with the rain drummin’ down on the roof. Maybe we can put a pizza in the oven, watch a little TV, an’ then make it an early night.” Her eyes sparkled as she bent to kiss me. After the kiss, she said quietly, “Besides, we need all the private time we can get before you have to fly off for a while.” She giggled.

I laughed. “That’s a deal, minx.”

She laughed too. “All right, good. I’m gonna get a shower. Then I’ll read for a while to let you finish what you’re doin’.”

“Sounds good, baby. I’ll join you as soon as I can.” 

As she headed off to the bedroom and the ensuite, I opened the laptop again.

I have no secrets from her—in fact, she was a weapons contact for the company when we met—but the less she knows about my specific target, the less she worries.

*
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The night went exactly as she described it. Cuddled together on the couch, we both read for a little while. Then we watched an old movie, then enjoyed a pizza as we watched another old movie. We finally went to bed early—around 8:30 p.m.—although we didn’t get to sleep until around 11.

I broached the topic of her going with me a time or two, but I was unable to sway her.

The next morning, I made the fight in plenty of time. Saying goodbye to Aspen in the terminal was difficult, but I finally managed to turn away. When I looked back from the other side of the Security kiosk, she was still there, small, lovely, and frail. 

She smiled and finger-waved, blew me a kiss, then turned and left. 

As I headed for my gate, consciously trying not to worry about her safety was like trying not to get wet while standing on a beach gaping at an incoming tsunami.

Maybe at least she’ll fly up to Golden with me after I get back from the thing in Colombia.

*
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During my brief layover in Atlanta, I called to make sure she was all right. I told her I loved her for probably the hundredth time in the past 12 hours, and I reminded her to please be careful. 

Of course, she assured me she would and I’m sure she meant it. But women and men don’t mean things in the same way, or maybe to the same degree. Aspen’s a happy woman, and she’d rather focus on the positive things in life. She knows bad things can happen. Two horrible, ultra-personal bad things have happened directly to her—a rape and an abduction—but after she dealt with them, she refused to dwell on them or allow them to settle in her mind.

After the second, much longer flight lifted off and I was able to use my laptop again, I dived back into reviewing my research on the target. I knew most of it already, but at least it kept my mind busy.
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Chapter 3: Quito, and Consuela Escobedo
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When the flight from Atlanta finally set down in Quito, Consuela Escobedo—my friend, colleague, and the chopper pilot for the mission—was at the airport to meet me. In the pickup on the way to the hotel, she passed me my favorite sidearm, a Kimber Ten II .45 caliber pistol already in a shoulder rig. That’s how well she knows me. 
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