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Chapter 1

 


Portland, Oregon

 


Friday, September 10, 2021

 


Former Delta Force operator Cade Grayson
nosed his gunmetal gray Ford Raptor pickup into the back lot of a
strip club on Southeast Morrison Street. A massive sign hung out
over the sidewalk fronting the single-story brick building. It was
a neon item featuring only the name of the business,
Feisty’s, and a buxom dancer doing her thing beside a yellow
stripper pole.

He chose a spot well away from the front
door, but still close enough that he could retrace his steps in
seconds, if it came down to it. A tactical retreat was the last
thing on his mind. In fact, it would come only as a last resort.
Too much was riding on him getting his hands on what his target was
holding.

Much as Cade hated wearing the things—loathed
it, actually—he donned a cloth facemask and adjusted it for fit.
His only requirement was that it wasn’t produced in the place that
necessitated its use. China had some serious explaining to do.
Maybe one day they’d even have to pay reparations to the world to
atone for their lack of transparency and craven disregard for human
life. Locking down international air travel from Wuhan—the
flashpoint of the pandemic—would have been the step first taken by
a responsible government. The exact opposite had occurred. Then
came the disappearances of the doctors and virologists who had
initially stepped forward with claims the virus was man-made and
had somehow escaped the lab. The scrubbing of the Internet of their
very existence came next. Now, nearly two years out, Cade believed
very little he read or saw online. If it wasn’t a PSA or someone’s
sad attempt at covering their ass, it was sensationalized bullshit
meant to garner clicks and increase traffic to a particular
site.

The black mask, as it turned out, had been
manufactured in Vietnam. Cade wasn’t particularly worried about
dying from a virus with a 99.9x survivability rate for those in
their forties, but the mask served a much more important purpose:
It concealed his face from nose to Adam’s apple. He doubted that
every inch of Feisty’s would be under the watchful eye of a
security camera—what with the nature of the establishment—but he
did expect the entrance, side exit, and bar area to be under
constant surveillance.

After disabling the Raptor’s interior light,
he elbowed open his door and stepped to the oil-stained blacktop. A
quick scan of all points of the compass revealed three things. The
first was the pair of cameras on tall poles set at each corner of
the L-shaped lot. One covered Morrison and the curb cut used to
access the lot. The other was a couple of hundred feet from the
first, at the rear corner of the lot, and angled so that it likely
had all two dozen parking spots in its sights. No worries, he
thought, the Raptor’s windows had a dark tint. Plus, he figured, an
owner who would let the exterior of their establishment go to
hell—peeling paint, some neon tubing flickering or not lit up at
all—probably wasn’t keen on allocating revenue to any other areas
of the operation. Hell, for all he knew, the bulky items atop the
poles were for show only. One would expect to see the ubiquitous
black domes, not cameras nearly the same size as the archaic
camcorder his father used to lug to family gatherings and the
occasional wedding.

The lot held eight vehicles. There were a
couple of imports, a red Camaro that stood out like a sore thumb,
and a pair of full-sized pickups. Any one of the imports could be a
rental belonging to the target.

A trio of Harley Davidson motorcycles leaned
on kickstands side by side near a second door facing the lot.
Clearly, Cade wasn’t the only one thinking about a quick exit.

The only other people in the lot besides him
were the gray-haired man in the red Camaro’s driver’s seat and the
woman—or man—wearing a platinum wig who was currently servicing
him. Head tilted back, face contorted in pleasure, the man was too
preoccupied with his current situation to tear his gaze from the
headliner, let alone notice the Raptor as it had pulled onto the
lot. Only thing visible of the person doing the servicing was the
crown of a constantly bobbing head.

Cade stayed behind his door and watched while
he donned a lightweight black Arc’teryx windbreaker. From the
pickup’s center console, he fished out his Gerber Mark II combat
dagger, his Glock 19 semiautomatic pistol, and its SilencerCo
suppressor. The Mk II went on his left hip. It would be out of
sight with the jacket partially zipped. The suppressor went in his
back pocket. When the parking lot liaison continued uninterrupted,
he press-checked the Glock. Seeing the dull brassy glint of the
chambered 9mm round, he slipped the black pistol into the Kydex
holster at the small of his back, zipped the windbreaker to his
sternum, then closed the door. Sure the suppressor would deaden the
Glock’s report, but if Cade had his way, he was going to do the job
by blade or by hand—the target didn’t deserve a quick death.

As Cade transited the parking lot, he saw
that the sky was taking on the dull pewter look so prevalent in
Portland this time of year. It would be getting dark soon. Rain
wouldn’t be far behind.

The front door to Feisty’s faced the sidewalk
running parallel to Morrison. In addition to the usual county and
city notices full of boilerplate rules and regs, three more
laminated signs were taped to the scarred metal door. The first was
a picture of a handgun inside a red circle with a slash going
through the middle. It was clear weapons were not welcome here. The
second sign stated that masks were to always be worn unless eating
or drinking. The message on the last sign took Cade by surprise.
The bold black font read: Proof of Vaccination Required. The
governor of Oregon had gleefully taken control of the state through
emergency powers very early on in the pandemic, but she hadn’t
issued that strict of an edict. At least not yet. He was sure it
was coming down the pike. But a strip club was the last type of
business he thought would pioneer the practice.

Bass heavy music inside could be heard from
the sidewalk. Fishing a fifty from his wallet, he pushed through
the door.

The foyer was dimly lit and reeked of
cigarette smoke. A bouncer was just inside the door’s sweep, seated
on a bar stool, bullet of a head already turning in Cade’s
direction. The man rose and squared up to Cade. He was easily a
head taller, maybe six-four and twice as wide in the chest. Late
twenties or early thirties. And the man fit the prototypical look
of the profession; everything about him was thick, including the
Russian accent.

“Identification and proof of jab,”
said the bouncer as Cade thrust the crisp Grant in his
direction.

The bouncer said nothing. Just lowered his
gaze and locked those beady black eyes on the cash offering.

Prepared to draw the Glock and back out the
door, Cade studied the bouncer’s face for a tell. Nothing.
No expression whatsoever. The man’s mouth and nose and eyes were
all crowded into the center of his fleshy face. If the sudden
prospect of padding his hourly wage with a bribe made a blip on the
man’s economic radar, Cade was in the dark to it—literally and
figuratively. Which was a good thing. Because in the corner above
the bouncer’s head was a small camera. It was aimed at the door. An
unblinking red light beside the stubby lens confirmed its constant
vigilance.

Maybe five by five, with a heavy velvet
curtain blocking from prying eyes the club’s mysterious inner
workings, the foyer provided a perfect chokepoint. If the bouncer
wanted to detain anyone, grab them with those mitt-sized hands and
keep them from coming or going, there was very little that person
could do.

But Cade wasn’t just any person; he was in
his mid-forties, and a constant workout regimen had him fit and
looking ten years younger than his chronological age. Running six
miles a day, rain or shine, left him with a resting heart rate to
be envied by someone half his age. A lifetime free from tobacco and
alcohol didn’t hurt.

Muscles coiled, ready to react to anything
the bouncer brought, Cade said, “I don’t have either. I left my ID
and phone at home.” Hoping his raised eyebrows alone would get the
point across, he smiled sheepishly behind the mask. “As for the ID
… I’m well into my forties. The vax papers part … got it on
my phone, but I left that on the dresser at home.” He shook his
head. “Wouldn’t want the wife to hit up that damn find-my-phone app
and see where I am. Know what I mean?” Lowering his voice to just
above a whisper, he added, “I have more cash where this came
from.”

The bouncer palmed the fifty and transferred
it to a pocket. The move was smooth. Three-card Monte grifter kind
of smooth. If the camera had picked up anything, proving it would
be next to impossible. “Spend it on the dancers,” he ordered as he
sat back down on the stool. “Keep the mask on. Only remove to eat
or drink.” He paused. Lifting his eyebrows, he added, “And no
touching the girls. Only they can initiate contact.”

Cade said nothing as the bouncer swept the
curtain aside. He was slipping past the seated man when he felt a
hand land heavily on his shoulder. The grip was firm, but not
vicelike. Thankfully, it didn’t seem as if he was being forcibly
detained. “Tell me something,” the bouncer said into his ear. “I
know you’re lying. Come clean with me. Why don’t you get the
jab?”

Cade hung his head and let his shoulders
slump. Classic I’ve been caught body language. Without
making eye contact, he removed his Trail Blazers ball cap. His
recently shaved head glowed a sickly yellowish orange under the
single naked bulb. “Chemotherapy,” he lied. “I’m trying to beat
brain cancer.” Another lie.

“I’m not vaxxed,” confessed the man. “I’m
pure blood, too. When the government demands something that is none
of their business”—he shook his head—“reminds me of stories my
father told of the old Soviet Union. They would never take
no for an answer. Yakov Smirnoff said it best.”

Cade raised his head. Gave it a little I’m
not following side-to-side wag.

The bouncer raised his free hand aloft.
Miming like he was holding something and showing it off, he said,
“The Russian Express Card.” He paused for effect. “Just don’t leave
home.” His laugh was booming in the enclosed space. “My father told
me that one. Get it? Just do not leave home.”

Cade chuckled and nodded. He got it. It was a
take on the old American Express commercials: Don’t leave home
without it. He said, “It is getting a little heavy-handed
with the mandates and such,” then cast a glance past the curtain.
The bar was on the left. The bartender was a twentysomething man,
rail-thin, with the gaunt-faced look of a heroin junkie. Both arms
were tatted from the wrist on up. He was busy wiping bottles of
liquor with a white towel. Getting ready for the evening rush, no
doubt. A scantily clad brunette was bellied up to the bar next to
an older man nursing a drink. Probably a harmless regular and a
dancer on break.

The main stage was dead ahead. On the
elevated surface, currently whirling around a dull brass pole, was
a lithe young blonde. She was completely naked and had the
undivided attention of a trio of men on chairs pushed close to the
counter ringing the dance floor. As if proximity to one another
somehow dictated that their tip be considered a shared offering,
the men were spaced far apart around the stage.

Leaning closer, the bouncer said, “Your
secret is safe with me. If you need counterfeit vax card, I know a
guy. Can’t tell the difference. Q code works every time.” He
indicated the ball cap in Cade’s hand. “You can see Trail Blazers
at the Moda again. No more hassle.”

Cade donned his cap and nodded toward the
dancer. The song was just fading out and she was making her rounds,
scooping the cash off the floor and brass rail in front of the
patrons. “I’ll give it some thought. Am I free to go in now?”

“I get it,” said the bouncer. “You want to
get some material for the … how you say it? For the spank
bank?”

Cade said nothing. His wife Brooklyn was
still very easy on the eyes. He loved her very much. Only thing he
would be taking from Feisty’s was the item the target was
carrying.

Issuing a guttural grunt, the bouncer said,
“Have fun,” and waved Cade inside.

 



Chapter 2

 


Cade chose a spot at the short end of the
L-shaped bar where he could see the entire establishment, including
the side exit and nearby hallway leading to the restrooms. Back to
the door wasn’t optimum placement. Back to a wall was preferable.
Always had been. Figured it was passed down from prehistoric
ancestors always on the lookout for the random apex predator.

The man and brunette at the bar paid Cade
little attention as he settled in.

The bartender returned the bottle he’d been
polishing to the shelf. Grabbing a napkin off a pile, he approached
Cade. Floating the napkin down on the bar top, he said, “What’ll it
be?”

Cade placed a fifty on the bar. “O’Doul’s,
please.”

The longneck bottle arrived and the fifty
disappeared. Cade pretended to watch the Mariners baseball game
playing on the television at the far end of the bar.

Returning with the change, the bartender
started dishing on the services the current dancers would be
offering in the VIP Jungle Room between their sets. Feigning
interest, Cade pushed a five the man’s way.

Taking the tip, the bartender made it clear
he could make things happen if Cade was in for more than
just looking.

Cade said nothing. Just nodded and focused
his attention on the patrons scattered about the club. There was a
trio of leather-clad bikers around one of the pool tables beyond
the bar. He quickly ruled them out. He let his gaze settle on the
couple huddled over a table in the far corner. Nope, he
thought. The man’s too old to be the target.

A new dancer had just navigated the short
stack of steps and was on the stage and running a towel up and down
one of the two brass poles. It was the woman from the Camaro. Which
meant there was an employee entrance he hadn’t spotted from the
parking lot. He attributed the oversight to being a year and a half
out from separation from the U.S. military. Like most skillsets,
fieldcraft and combat, if not practiced regularly, had a propensity
to dull over time.

Filing away for future reference the
possibility of a third egress point, Cade turned his attention to
the three men at the stage. The thirtysomething man wearing a
collared shirt and khakis was too white and too heavyset to be the
target. The other two were correct in the melanin department. The
one at the far corner of the stage was about the right age:
mid-thirties. However, he was sloppy drunk and already throwing
money at the dancer. That ruled him out. The target shunned
alcohol.

All Cade could see of the third man was his
back. He was wearing a hoodie and mask. Of the three men, mainly on
account of the beard poking out around the mask, Hoodie was the
only one who ticked off all the boxes. But Cade was going to need
to see more than a fleeting glance of a masked profile to be
sure.

The first song, an old rock ballad whose main
theme was pouring sugar and making things sticky, boomed from the
speakers. It was followed by a raucous number about girls and
famous strip clubs. After a third ditty by KISS, a number full of
sexual innuendo, the dancer made her rounds, nodding at the men and
collecting her tips. Finished, she scooped up the bar towel and
made for the stairs.

As the dancer closed the half-door to the
stage behind her, Hoodie rose and approached her from her blind
side. His gait was slow and methodical. As the man drew to within
arm’s reach of the dancer, Cade saw that she was easily a head
taller. And it wasn’t just because of the red high heels and
platinum wig. Hoodie was short and slight of frame. Maybe five-six
in shoes and a buck fifty wet. All of it jived with Cade’s memory
of the man.

A quick back and forth ensued. Money changed
hands. She grabbed his hand and led him toward the back of the
house. Pulled him right through a veil of strung beads concealing
the Jungle Room entrance.

The bartender had witnessed it all too. Hands
on hips, he said, “Motherfucker,” then shook his head and went back
to polishing bottles.

The middleman had just been cut out.

Cade smiled behind his mask.

 


***

 


Two songs later the dancer emerged from the
Jungle Room with Hoodie in tow. As the man reached back to silence
the clacking beads, Cade got a good look at the eyes. They were
just as he remembered them: coal black and intense. Immediately his
Spidey sense began to tingle. All put together with the receding
hairline and fringe of dark beard peeking around the mask, Cade was
almost certain he had his man.

Hoodie and the dancer conversed briefly, then
parted ways, him about facing and moving in Cade’s general
direction, her strutting toward a door labeled Employees
Only. The door was at the rear of the room and didn’t look like
any kind of kitchen entrance Cade had ever seen. More likely she
was heading for a dressing room reserved for the dancers.

When Hoodie was nearing Cade’s end of the bar
and about to make the turn for the hallway leading to the
bathrooms, Cade set his bottle down and tracked him in his side
vision.

“Anybody need anything?” asked the bartender,
his arm making a slow left to right sweep along the bar top. “I’m
going to step away for a second.” When the question went unanswered
by the two at the far end of the bar, the bartender made eye
contact with Cade.

Hoping the bartender wasn’t about to follow
Hoodie to the bathroom, Cade shook his head. “I’m good.”

As the bartender came out from behind the bar
and strode off toward the door the dancer had slipped through, Cade
eased off his stool and padded down the hallway, following Hoodie
at a distance. Donning a pair of surgical gloves on the move, he
rounded the corner and made it to the door marked Men just
as it was sucking shut behind his target. Thankfully Feisty’s
hadn’t reverted to the gender-neutral bathrooms that had become
commonplace in Portland. If so, he would have likely been greeted
with the sound of a lock snapping home. Instead, he put his forearm
on the door and, feeling it give, pushed his way inside.

The bathroom was illuminated by two bare
sixty-watt lightbulbs. To Cade’s fore was a pair of sinks flanked
by automatic towel dispensers. In the center of the sinks, affixed
to the wall, was an automatic soap dispenser. With the fear of the
new Delta strain of Covid reaching a fever pitch, everything manual
was going the way of the dodo.

Two standup urinals were on the right-hand
wall beyond the sinks. They were separated by metal wall-mounted
panels painted the same dull blue as the walls and ceiling. The
stalls were next. Two of them. Each had its own door, the furthest
of which was just swinging shut behind Hoodie.

On the right-hand wall just inside the door
to the hallway, flanked on the left by a coin-op machine selling
glow-in-the-dark condoms and such, was a janitor’s closet. Cade
pulled open the narrow door and peered inside. There was a mop and
a bucket in his way. On the floor was a yellow folding sign
emblazoned with Caution - Wet Floor and a pictogram of a
stick person in the act of slipping and falling. A shelf at the
back of the closet held cleaning products and supplies for the
bathroom. Something on the middle shelf caught Cade’s eye.

Snatching the item from the shelf and the
sign off the floor, he ducked out into the hallway and deployed the
latter. The item taken from the shelf was a rubber door stop.
Reentering the bathroom, he pushed the door shut and wedged the
stop hard underneath its bottom edge, giving it an extra kick with
the toe of his Salomon.

All in all, between entering the bathroom and
securing the door, only ten, maybe fifteen seconds had elapsed.
Hoping the bartender was arguing with the dancer for slights real
or imagined, Cade turned back to the stalls. After drawing the
Glock and quickly threading the suppressor on its business end, he
fished a quarter from his pocket.

No need to rack the Glock’s slide; there was
one round in the pipe and seventeen in the magazine.

Pistol in one hand, quarter in the other, he
approached the far stall door, making a point to drag his feet as
if he’d had too much to drink. Stopping outside of the door,
standing sideways to it so that he could keep one eye on the door
to the hallway, he stuck the edge of the quarter into the slot on
the face of the stall door’s circular locking mechanism.

“Hey dude,” called the man in heavily
accented English. “I’m fucking in here, okay? Use the other one,
man.”

Cade said nothing. Hearing the music resume,
he continued to unlock the stall door from outside. Dropping the
quarter on the tiled floor, he gripped the top of the door with his
left hand.

The protests from within continued. As the
man issued a threat promising bodily harm to Cade if he didn’t
go the fuck away, Cade yanked open the door.

The scene that greeted Cade wasn’t far off
from what he’d been expecting. The target was sitting on the
toilet, pants bunched around his ankles, mask dangling from one
ear. It was clear he was finishing the job the private dancer had
started. Smartphone in one hand, the other trying desperately to
smother an obvious erection, the man’s face was a mask of fury.

On the top of the toilet paper dispenser sat
a black pistol. It was a Beretta. Standard military issue sidearm
up until a couple of years ago.

The man’s eyes flicked to the gun.

Pistol never leaving the target, Cade
snatched up the Beretta and stuffed it into his waistband next to
the holster. Working one-handed, he removed his mask on one side
and let the target get a good look at his face. “Don’t think about
calling out,” Cade growled as he replaced the mask. “They won’t
hear you over the music.” Switching gears, he asked in a calm
voice, “Where’s the rest of your crew?”

A knowing look ghosted across the man’s face.
Either he had just come to realize who was pointing the gun in his
face, or he had finished a cost-benefit analysis of his predicament
and was about to make a move. Maybe it was a combination of the
two.

Nodding toward the stall’s left-side wall,
Cade ordered the man to empty his pockets and place everything
where the Beretta had been.

The man smiled slyly and set the iPhone on
the stainless-steel ledge. On the screen, a video of the platinum
blonde pleasuring herself was charging toward a rousing climax—in
more ways than one. As Hoodie withdrew his hand from the phone, his
face split into a half-smile and he let his other hand slip away
from his privates. Slowly, his eyes narrowed, and the smile morphed
into an expression that was equal parts pain and determination. In
the next beat, his cheeks were turning bright red and beads of
sweat were erupting across his forehead.

The fucker’s biting off his own
tongue. Cade slammed the side of the man’s head with the Glock.
Too late. The deed was done. The man’s eyes bugged from their
sockets and the flush crept up his neck and merged with the color
on his cheeks as he choked to death on his own flesh. His feet
scuttled against the floor for a couple of seconds, then all
movement ceased.

Cade quickly searched the man’s pockets. In
one was a business card from a motel a half a mile or so north of
Feisty’s. The other contained a motel key card and a couple of
Magnum condoms. The choice of condoms was definitely wishful
thinking on the man’s part.

Examining the phone, Cade learned that it had
locked up after the video ended. Thumbing the button on the glass
screen produced a message imploring him to do exactly what he was
doing. He took hold of the man’s wrist and lifted the limp arm.
Pronating the hand 180 degrees, he brought the phone and thumb
together.

The screen flared and the stock background of
static water droplets was replaced by four columns of colorful app
icons.

Cade holstered the Glock and drew the Gerber.
Using the top of the toilet paper dispenser as a cutting board, he
removed the man’s right thumb. The amputation took three seconds at
most. With no heart beating, it was a mostly bloodless affair. The
phone and thumb went into one pocket. Sheathing the Gerber, he
backed out of the stall. As the door started to swing shut, he
noticed something that hadn’t been clear to him thanks to the dim
light inside the club: The man was wearing well-worn bowling shoes,
complete with the size denoted on the back. This new information
just put on the back burner the necessity for making a mad dash to
the address listed on the business card.

After taking a second to lock the dead man
inside the stall, the quarter went in the pocket holding the grisly
prize. He stripped off the gloves and stuffed them in the pocket
with everything else. Lastly, he tore a couple of paper towels from
the dispenser.

It took a hard sideways kick to dislodge the
doorstop. Gripping the handle with the hand holding the towels, he
hauled the door inward.

A quick turkey peek revealed that the hallway
was clear. All he had to do was pass by the bar, cross the room
diagonally, and slip out the side door.

Easier said than done. Before he had taken
two steps down the hallway, he spotted the silhouette of a very
large man blocking his way.

 



Chapter 3

 


Nine Days Earlier

 


Thursday, September 2, 2021

 


Portland, Oregon

 


The Ring Doorbell chime was still jangling
away noisily when Brooklyn Grayson made it to the front door of her
two-story Craftsman. When she opened the door and surveyed the
porch, what she saw stood the hairs on her neck to attention. It
was a pair of black Pelican hard-side cases. One was about the size
of an airline carry-on bag and had been pushed behind one of a trio
of wood Adirondack chairs taking up space on the porch. The other
was easily twice its size and sitting on its side between the first
two chairs.

On the street by the curb was a matte-black
Mercedes delivery van. It bore no markings that would point to
which of the shipping companies it belonged to, nor was it wearing
Amazon’s ubiquitous stylized smile logo. And, strangely, the usual
Department of Transportation identifiers were missing. Probably a
contractor, she thought as she gave the driver the perfunctory,
I got it from here wave.

The driver acknowledged her with a slight nod
but didn’t drive off. Something about him seemed familiar to Brook.
Maybe it was the combination of the bushy black beard, wraparound
sunglasses, and sand-colored ball cap pulled down low on his head.
He looked a lot like nearly every one of her husband’s former
co-workers.

“Cade!” she hollered through the open door.
“You’ve got a couple of packages.”

The scraping noises coming from the half-bath
off the main hallway ceased. She repeated herself, adding, “Even
the smaller of the two looks pretty damn heavy.” Lifting it off the
porch, she learned she was mistaken. It was forty pounds, at most.
A lot of the weight was the case itself. She was no stranger to
these types of kit boxes. The attic was filled with them. She
didn’t know exactly what was in them. Didn’t ask, either. What she
did know, however, was that if society collapsed, they were
prepared for it.

The larger case was a different story. It was
difficult to move from where the driver had left it. She guessed it
weighed a hundred pounds, maybe more. But it wasn’t so much the
weight that made it a bear to extract, it was the sheer size of the
case.

“Coming,” her husband replied. “Give me a sec
to dust off.”

She called, “Take your time. I got this,” and
plucked the smaller case off the porch. She pulled on the screen
door and trapped it open with her backside. She got a firm grip on
the second case’s rigid handle. Then, straining mightily, she
lugged it across the threshold, stopping only long enough to snatch
a lightweight jacket off a hook behind the door. The screen door
was just banging shut behind Brook when the van’s diesel engine
throbbed to life and it pulled away from the curb. That was it. All
business. No nod or recognition from the driver. His job was
done.

Cade entered the dining room just as Brook
was placing the smaller case on the table. At her feet was the
larger case. It was still sitting atop the fleece jacket she had
used to get it sliding easily across the hardwood floor.

“What do you think?” she asked.

Now the hairs on Cade’s neck were pricking.
Lifting the larger case off the floor, he said, “I didn’t order
anything. And Miss Amazon Prime isn’t here.” With
considerable effort, he turned the case around, lifted it off the
floor, and placed it on the table beside the other.

Hands on hips, she said, “It’s obviously not
the new work scrubs I ordered online.” She brushed a paint chip off
his shoulder. It was Seafoam Green. Why she had picked the color
years ago when the house was being remodeled was beyond her.
Probably something that had looked better gracing the wall of a
bathroom on the pages of Architectural Digest than it did in
real life. No matter. The walls would soon be transformed by a warm
honey-colored hue called Saffron Thread. “Are you making any
headway in there?”

“If the power sander hadn’t gone and died on
me,” he said as he examined the latches on the larger case, “I’d be
painting already.”

“Go to Bi-Mart and buy a new one.”

He shook his head. “Going the block and
sandpaper route is earning it. More satisfying when it’s all
said and done.”

She nodded agreeably. Getting the big case
into the house was earning it. Work harder, not smarter was
one of Cade’s go-to sayings. Her utilizing the fleece was a prime
example of that mindset in action.

“Speaking of earning,” she said, brow
knitting. “How’s the job search going? Raven’s next tuition payment
is just around the corner.”

He flashed her a lopsided grin. “I keep
getting told I’m ‘Overqualified.’”

Instead of responding—Lord knows she’d been
gently prodding him for months now, ever since Covid closed the
indoor shooting range where he’d been working—she knocked on the
smaller Pelican case’s lid.

Getting the hint, Cade hefted it off the
table. He turned it around, inspecting the latches. They were
secured in the same manner as the ones on the larger case. “Feels
empty,” he said. “Definitely nothing substantial inside.”

“Is it locked?”

He replaced the case on the table. “Nope.
Just the ties keeping me from opening it.” They were thin plastic
and reinforced with wire. The black and yellow stripes decorating
the ties reminded Cade of crime scene tape. When he was still
running and gunning with Delta Force, he’d put similar ties on his
gear bags to keep nosy customs officials at bay. They were
instantly recognizable and carried the same weight with airport
personnel as the seals on diplomatic pouches.

Cade took his Gerber multi-tool from a pocket
and snipped the ties on both cases. As he threw the latches on the
smaller of the two, Brook was describing the van and driver to him.
“He waited for me to take both cases inside before he left,” she
added as an afterthought. “I thought that was kind of weird. If a
signature isn’t required, they usually just dump and drive.”

That the van had no plates, and its flanks
and rear end didn’t bear the usual Portland DOT designators, told
Cade the van did not belong to one of the usual shipping outfits.
But he said nothing. He didn’t want to alarm her. Still, knowing
Brook, she probably already had a sense something was up. That the
case had a connection to his old life. By him saying as much,
giving credence to her first impression, he’d just be throwing fuel
on the ember that soon would be a roaring fire of worry he couldn’t
extinguish. At least not without a lot of explaining and, possibly,
having to listen to her curse Major Freda “Crash” Nash—Cade’s old
friend who had, over the years, become the face of Brook’s fears.
For it was often Nash, or one of her subordinates, who came bearing
orders for yet another deployment to whatever hotspot in the world
needed attending to by the “rough men ready to do violence”
George Orwell had insisted were necessary to allow “people to
sleep peaceably in their beds at night.” Nash had earned the
nickname after putting a Humvee in a ditch outside the wire
somewhere in Kandahar.

Although Brook was just a few inches north of
five foot and a smidge over one hundred pounds, she was a force to
be reckoned with, both mentally and physically. She’d been known to
be able to restrain unruly patients twice her size. In the nursing
profession, especially working in the emergency room, that was a
definite plus. Her staring contests with Nash over the years had
become the stuff of legend. The two were cordial with each other at
team functions; still, they took great pains to stay out of each
other’s orbits.

“Open it already,” Brook implored. She was
hunched over the smaller case, both hands planted on the table, her
gaze locked on Cade.

Hinging up the lid revealed a pair of large
cream-colored envelopes, both sealed with tape bearing the same
markings as the plastic ties. There was no writing to suggest what
might be inside.

Brook grabbed one.

Cade took the other.

She broke the seals and peered inside.
“Documents and Polaroid pictures.” She dumped them on the table.
“What’s in yours?”

“Passports, driver licenses, and credit
cards.”

She shot him a questioning look.

He shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

There was a thin sheet of charcoal gray foam
concealing the rest of the case’s contents. It wasn’t evident until
the overstuffed envelopes had been removed. Cade grabbed a corner
and peeled it away. There was a second layer of foam, maybe six
inches thick. Tucked sideways inside of compartments cut precisely
to accommodate them were a dozen phones. Six were iPhone clones, no
doubt the same encrypted items used by people in government
carrying high-level clearances and used to doing most of their
communicating inside a Secure Compartmented Information Facility.
The other six were TyrLink satellite phones. With their stubby
antennas, the TyrLink was a bit larger and less sleek than the
iPhone clones—also likely TyrLink products. With their advanced
encryption, the devices were the next best thing to a SCIF when one
wasn’t available.

Seeing a sliver of white standing out against
the black case, Brook probed the edge of the foam with a finger.
“There’s something else.”

“What is it?”

She extracted a third, much smaller, sealed
envelope.

“Open it,” Cade urged.

Brook grabbed a knife from a drawer and
sliced open the envelope. There was a single sheet of paper inside.
She unfolded it. Saw that it was a handwritten note. Without
reading past the first paragraph, she knew who it was from. The
penmanship was unique: a mix of capital and lower-case letters. No
real rhyme or reason to their placement.

Looking up, she said, “It’s correspondence
from an old friend.” She shook her head. “I knew he was involved
the second I saw that driver hawking me.”

Cade took the sheet from her. There was
nothing official-looking about the handwritten message. He, too,
recognized the scrawl. It was a notch above a doctor’s chicken
scratch.

He read it front and back. Twice. On the back
of the sheet was a typed footnote. It was a detailed list of
everything that had arrived inside the second Pelican case.

Brook made gimme hands at Cade.

“You sure you want to be read in?”

“I already got a teaser. Might as well.” She
snatched the paper. Read it front to back. Face blanching, she
said, “This has something to do with that botched Afghanistan
withdrawal, doesn’t it?”

He nodded. “It has everything to do
with that debacle.”

“I better put in for a leave of absence,” she
said, grimacing.

“Let’s digest it all first,” Cade said.
Thumbing alive his smartphone, he tapped open an application. The
app’s icon was a black spade on a blood-red background. After a
brief pause, an intro page replaced the sea of different icons.
Another couple of taps and he was where he needed to be.

Composing a lengthy text that conveyed the
gist of the handwritten message without divulging too much detail,
he selected six avatars from the dozen or so available, then
pressed Send. There came a whooshing sound from the phone and its
screen turned gray. A tick later the main icon-filled screen was
back.

Brook pulled out a chair and sat on it. Arms
crossed, she said, “Lot of aliases there. Looks like the Jason
Bourne starter kit. And the stuff on the list that’s supposed to be
in the other box. NODs, suppressors, balaclavas, Faraday bags …
ghost SIM cards?”

He didn’t answer. He was too busy thumbing
through the passports. There were multiples for each person he’d
just messaged. He smiled when he saw the names of a couple of the
dozen or so aliases chosen by his old mentor.

Brook sighed. “Damn it!” she hissed. “You’re
getting the band back together.”

“I have no choice,” he said matter-of-factly.
He pried the phones from the case. Stuffed them into the empty
envelope that had contained the passports and IDs. Everything else
went in the second envelope.

Overstuffed envelopes in hand, Cade passed
the handwritten note back to Brook. He looked her in the eye.
Holding her gaze, he said, “Burn this in the sink. Then I want you
to gun up and check the Ring system. Make sure all the sensors are
functioning. Last I checked, the solar panels were clean and
keeping up with the cameras’ needs. Still, might want to check
those too.”

She nodded. Her eyes flicked to the
envelopes.

“These are going into the safe for now.” He
could almost hear the gears turning inside her head. “At least it’s
not another surprise deployment,” he posited, a wan smile flashing
across his face. “To be safe, you better put in a family leave
request. You’re tops in seniority, shouldn’t be an issue.”

She said nothing. Just stalked off for the
kitchen, stopping only long enough to drag a black pistol from an
antique bureau in the short hallway separating the dining room from
the kitchen. As she rounded the corner, tucking the pistol into her
waistband at the small of her back, she called over her shoulder,
“You going to call Raven to warn her, or do you want me to?”

He was already halfway up the stairs.
Pausing, he said, “I got it. You better call Uncle D. Tell him to
go fishing or something.”

 


North Shore

 


Oahu, Hawaii

 


The orange-, yellow-, and brown-striped
Hughes MD 500 droned on less than a hundred feet above the
sparkling blue water fronting Turtle Bay Resort. It was early
morning, the sun just cresting the vast Pacific Ocean beyond rocky
Ka’ena Point. Simultaneously, as if the multi-story hotel was
waking from a long night’s slumber, all of its east-facing windows
flared orange and red, reflecting the slow-to-rise orb back at the
craft’s lone pilot.

Already tourists were walking the
half-moon-shaped beach running away east of the resort’s main
building. Workers dressed in stark white shorts and shirts were
busy arranging chairs and umbrellas and getting private cabanas
ready for use. Colorful stand-up paddle boards and kayaks lined up
on shore stood out against the pristine sand.

Former Special Operations Aviation Regiment
aviator Ari “Rimshot” Silver worked the craft’s stick and pedals
expertly, starting the civilian version of the United States Army’s
AH-6 “Little Bird” helicopter on a sweeping arc that had it coming
in low and fast over the multiple parking lots south of the
resort.

During the short flight from Barber
Point/Kalaeloa Airport to the south, where Nirvana Helicopters
housed their fleet of commercial craft, Ari had flitted the agile
helo over surfers riding Banzai Pipeline’s fifteen-foot-swells,
overflew the sprawling compound featured in the Magnum P.I.
television show, and had buzzed a seventy-million-dollar oceanfront
mansion—likely waking the billionaire media mogul owner. The final
low-pass over Turtle Bay’s foam-crested incoming waves had caused a
smile to erupt below the obsidian black visor concealing Ari’s
eyes.

Spotting the 12x12 landing pad, also painted
the same garish colors that graced the cream-colored helo’s
egg-shaped fuselage, Ari pulled pitch and decreased power to the
whining turbine. He didn’t radio ahead to have the booking agent in
the small building beside the landing zone inform the general
manager of his imminent approach. The fifty-year-old former Air
Force maintainer with the stick up his ass was already outside the
shack that passed for a sales office. Shouldered up beside the
balding man were the four passengers who had paid good money to
watch the sunrise from a thousand feet over Diamond Head. That was
not going to happen.

It wasn’t the first time Ari had failed at
getting his bird loaded and airborne on time. Due to his inability
to take orders from civilians seriously, likely a byproduct of
twenty years spent following orders in the Big Green Machine, he
was hanging on tenuously to his current job. Having been demoted
from flying the company owner around in her
seventy-five-million-dollar Gulfstream G700 and oversleeping
himself out of a cushy gig shuttling government officials island to
island aboard Nirvana’s luxurious Airbus H160 helo, he had been
relegated to the ninety-minute Magnum Experience early bird
shift. He figured it was the owner’s way of getting rid of him.
Letting the trash take itself out. At this point, he didn’t really
care. All the everchanging rules that came with navigating the
world in the age of Covid were wearing on him.

Putting the helo directly on the X, Ari shut
the bird down and shrugged out of his seatbelt. Seconds later, with
the rotor just beginning to slow enough so that each individual
blade could be made out, he was outside of their reach and
strolling past the phalanx of people awaiting his arrival. Wearing
a put-upon smile, mainly to encourage a post-flight tip, he nodded
at the German couple and their teenaged daughter. After making
brief eye-contact with the grinning forty-something solo
passenger—the man responsible for talking the Germans into making
the flight a doors-off affair—Ari strode by the general manager as
if the man were invisible.

“You going to help me remove the doors?”
called the manager. “And put a mask on before you come back
out.”

Ari made no reply. He had to empty his
bladder, fill his Hydro Flask with black coffee, and check the
incoming message that had just vibrated the iPhone in his
pocket.

He was halfway through the first task on his
mental list when the header of the message led to him nearly
dropping his phone into the urinal. The main thrust of the
three-paragraph SITREP, opened by a single press of the
spade-shaped icon on his phone, had to do with a chilling scenario
that had already been bouncing around in the backseat of his mind
for a couple of days. That it had come to pass didn’t play into him
nearly dunking his phone. It was the ask in the message, and, more
specifically, who was behind it.

Exiting the cramped bathroom, Ari found
himself face to face with the booking agent. The twenty-something
was thrusting a mask in his face. Fixing the kid with a steely
glare, Ari said, “I quit, Dale. And you can shove the mask where
the sun don’t shine.”

“The doors are off the five-hundred and the
passengers are already safety briefed.” Dale shook his head in
disbelief. “That’s a grand in the bank. Who’s going to do the early
bird flight?”

“Not my problem,” Ari replied, thinking
Dale’s real concern was his lost commission. “But I’m sure you’ll
figure it out. At the very least, I’m certain you’ll award yourself
a trophy for surviving the ordeal.”

Ari brushed by the flummoxed young man,
stopped long enough to fill his canister with coffee, then was
hustling out the door, one thing on his mind: getting a seat on
Turtle Bay Resort’s next airport shuttle.

 



Chapter 4

 


Los Angeles, California

 


Javier “Low Rider” Lopez, former member of
the U.S. Army’s Delta Force, stood at the end of a long table, its
live-edge top hewn from a single plank of black walnut. The
forty-four-year-old Hispanic wore a smile as tight as his haircut
as he surveyed the faces of the eight men seated around the table.
Most were in their thirties and forties. One looked to be
mid-fifties, the graying hair and pronounced jowls the dead
giveaways. The executives were all dressed in Brooks Brothers and
Armani, their colorful ties knotted to perfection. The men hailed
from several different South and Central American countries. Not a
one of them wore a mask. Lopez wasn’t a hypocrite, so he didn’t
make an issue of it.

Lopez’s attire—comfortable cotton shirt over
worn Levi’s, the threadbare cuffs brushing the tops of white
shell-toe Adidas—had zero impact on the power dynamic around the
table. He was in charge. He was also the sole arbiter of who would
be leaving the meeting with a lucrative contract to provide beans
for his fast-growing Two to the Dome Coffee Company. Or Triple
Tango, Delta as those in the spec-ops community chose to call the
family-owned and family-run business.

A twenty-something woman dressed similarly to
Lopez backed her way in through a thick glass door. Her long dark
hair was in a ponytail that swayed back and forth as she walked.
Arranged on the tray in her hands were a dozen miniature coffee
cups. Normally used to serve espresso, the white cups instead
contained coffee samples. Steam wafted off the coffee and twined
toward the ceiling.

“I assembled this as a blind test.” The young
woman looked the men over. “No favoritism. My father likes what you
brought, it’s your lucky day. He doesn’t, there’s always next
time.”

The men looked on expectantly as Lopez hefted
the first cup. Exhibiting zero formality—no pinky finger raised to
the heavens, no pursed lip expression—he took a quick sip. He
swished the sample around in his mouth. After a second or two he
parted his lips and drew air in over the cooling liquid.

Without giving a hint to his opinion of the
sample, he set the cup down, slid it to the left, then reached for
the next. He wanted to bang these out. No second guessing. His
first instinct was usually a winner. Trusting his gut, both
figuratively and literally, had gotten him this far in life.

As Lopez was bringing the second sample up to
his nose, to get a better hit of the aroma, the iPhone on the table
in front of him chirped.

Going rigid, he set the cup down and snatched
up the phone. With all eyes on him, he swiped and pinched, his face
going through all kinds of contortions as he read what was on the
tiny screen.

The smile returning, he looked up and met his
daughter’s questioning gaze. “This cannot wait, Camila.” Walking
his eyes around the room, he said to the men, “We’ll have to
reconvene at a later date.”

The younger men rose, snatched up briefcases,
pocketed phones, and backed away from the table. They were in
California and were going to make the most of the rest of their
business trip.

Obviously nonplussed, the older man asked,
“When, sir?” He was fingering an expensive-looking gold watch as he
rose and pushed his chair away from the table. On his face was a
you have got to be kidding me expression. Evidently,
he was not used to being dismissed without a happy ending.

Lopez said nothing. He was already out the
door, phone to his ear, the message on the phone the only thing
driving him.

 


Ocean Beach

 


San Diego, California

 


Weight a bit back on the surfboard, Adam
“Hang Ten” Cross leaned into the five-foot wave and pumped his legs
to milk its rapidly diminishing energy. As it was, he was enjoying
his longest ride of the morning.

He rode the curl for another dozen yards
before the wave petered out and he dropped down onto his board. But
instead of paddling out to mine the incoming sets for another wave,
he pointed his board toward shore.

It still felt strange to be out here this
early on a weekday. This time a year ago he was thirteen miles down
the coast, on the beach, a bullhorn in hand, sending boat crews of
SEAL hopefuls through one mettle-testing evolution after another.
Separating the wheat from the chaff. He’d been on the other side of
the equation. It was going on twenty-one years now, but it still
seemed like yesterday. Class 237. He had been one of only a handful
of eager recruits to make it through twenty-four grueling weeks of
BUD/S—Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL—school. He’d never forget
those early morning evolutions spent in the cold Pacific surf, only
to emerge sopping wet and shivering and be ordered to roll in the
dry sand until he was a proper “sugar cookie.” Those tiny grains of
sand had a way of infiltrating every article of clothing and
chafing a person raw in places unimaginable. No matter how much
time one spent in the surf zone afterward, being pummeled and
churned by incoming waves, the sand could not be washed away.

A year before being sent to the bench, so to
speak, Cross had been a highly decorated member of DEVGRU’s storied
Team 6. With the operation tempo slowing after the total defeat of
the ISIS caliphate, Command started bringing the younger shooters
up from the Green Team. To make way for them, Cross stepped aside
voluntarily, content to spend the remaining months until his
separation date training up the next generation of warfighters.

Considering the recent lightning fall of
Kabul, the total capitulation to the Taliban, the unnecessary
deaths of thirteen U.S. service members and the carnage created by
the botched drone strike on nearly a dozen innocents that had
followed, Cross was grateful he had gotten out when he had.

Reaching the surf zone, Cross hauled his
board from the water and padded onto firm sand. A glance at the
Luminox 3500 on his right wrist told him it was just after ten. The
sun was still at a low azimuth, the temperature inching toward
seventy—a standard September morning in Southern California.

A chill rattled Cross’s teeth as he ran a
hand through his lengthening blond hair. It was now brushing his
shoulders. When put together with the short beard and ice-blue
eyes, some people said he looked a bit like Jesus. He didn’t mind
the comparison. Better than being likened to the Australian fella
who played Thor in the Marvel movies.

Cross set his board down and tore off the
drenched swim shirt. Scooping the board back up, he stepped onto
the dry sand and broke into a head-down run.

Something was spurring him on. He couldn’t
put a finger on what. It was a sixth sense, a gut reaction thing
he’d experienced often since he was ten or eleven. And he always
listened to it. Doing so had saved his life on more than one
occasion.

Cross’s prized 1968 Ford Bronco was nosed
into a parking spot abutting the beach. The vintage SUV sat high on
Dick Cepek off-road tires. A black bikini top was stretched tight
over like-colored roll bars. The neon-green paint made the rig
stand out from the Subaru wagon and Toyota SUV flanking it.

Cross dumped the board in back, climbed
behind the wheel, and started the motor. Letting the
Roush-supercharged 5.0 Coyote V8 warm up, he unlocked the armored
center console and extracted from it a Glock 19 pistol, black
Arc’teryx fanny pack, and his battered iPhone. Zippering the Glock
inside the pack containing a suppressor and trio of loaded
magazines for the compact pistol, he thumbed his phone to life.
Seeing the message-pending notification on the black spade app, and
knowing straightaway what it meant, he thumbed the app open and
read the body of the SITREP. There was also a second message from
an old friend, a man he hadn’t seen for more than a year. It was a
plea for help. And he intended on heeding that call.

Finished replying to the messages, he closed
the app, tucked away his phone, and sped out of the lot, the
Bronco’s tires chirping as he turned onto the main drag.

Parking the Bronco at the curb in front of
his surf shop a few blocks north by west on Bacon Street, Cross
found the door locked and the CLOSED sign still displayed
prominently in the front window. Finding the appropriate key on his
ring, he threw the lock and pushed into the darkened store.

The air inside was a mix of new car smell and
the Pacific Ocean. The whine of a power tool emanated from the back
room. Stowing his board away in the rafters, he grabbed his go-bag
from behind the counter, then padded down the hall toward the
shrill noise. Stopping in the open doorway to a room half the size
of the retail space out front, the walls papered with fading
posters of famous surf legends, he called out to get the attention
of a man running a power planer over a white surfboard blank.

Engrossed in his craft, the man didn’t
respond.

Cross tried again, cupping his hands and
yelling loudly to be heard over the combined drone of the tool and
the bass-heavy rap track coming from the boombox atop the
counter.

That did the trick. The man finally looked up
from the task at hand. Lean frame punctuated by a shaggy mop of
sun-bleached hair, he was clad only in boardshorts and tank top and
stood barefoot in a deep drift of shavings. Discarded nearby on the
floor was a well-worn pair of flip-flops.

The man silenced the power tool and set it
aside. He shook a copious amount of dust from his shirt, took foam
plugs from his ears, then peeled the respirator from his face.
Smiling sheepishly, he silenced the Beastie Boys blaring from the
radio.

“What’s up, boss?”

“I hate to drop this in your lap with no
prior warning, Gator.” Cross shook his head. “Something’s come up.
I need to go north for a few days.” He paused to grab a shirt
bearing the shop’s logo off a nearby rack. Pulled it on and
smoothed it over his damp boardshorts.

Nodding absently, Gator said, “It’s cool. I
can use the hours.” He paused for a beat. Finally, eyes narrowing,
he asked, “Is it an emergency? They calling you back up to fight
terrorists?”

“Yes and … no.” The first part of the
answer was truth. The Spade app was designed as a sort of early
warning system for his old team. The second part was what he
had to say. Whereas the recent fall of Kabul played a huge
part in the warning going out, if Bin Laden himself were still
alive and stalking the team, the answer he gave Gator would have
still been the same. Keeping the cards close to the vest was a rule
to live by. Operational security demanded it.

Cross shouldered his bag and flashed Gator a
thumbs-up. He hated leaving the man alone to tend the shop,
especially on such short notice, but he hated even more having to
leave his business partner/girlfriend in the lurch. Although he’d
thrown in for half ownership with Eve just a couple of months after
severing ties with Naval Special Warfare, the message on the phone
still took priority over all else. So much so that he could justify
the little white lie. “Tell Eve I’ll call with a SITREP when I know
more.”

Gator said, “Why not tell her yourself when
you get home?”

“I’m not going home.”

Incredulous, Gator said, “At least call her
so I don’t have to play twenty questions with her. If you don’t,
she’ll bust my balls all day long over something I know nothing
about.” He shook his head, hair flying wildly. “She’s relentless.
You know how she is when she gets on a subject.”

Cross let a shrug be his answer. He truly
wanted to tell Gator the truth: that leaving town would be nearly
impossible should he go home and was forced to face his longtime
companion. Same if he called her before he got on the road. She had
been with him through thick and thin and, over time, had developed
a way of making him see things her way. So instead of having
to cross either one of those bridges, he repeated his promise of
sharing what he could once he had more details, finishing with a
request for Gator to help him get the Bronco’s hard top from the
back of the shop and assist with putting it in place of the bikini
top. Last thing he wanted to do was waste the time it was going to
take to make the swap. Considering where he was going, sunshine was
not a certainty.

 


Winter Harbor, Maine

 


The Levy 38 Lobsteryacht, its Cummins diesel
engine pegged at idle, lolled gently in the Gulf of Maine. On the
stern of the thirty-eight-foot lobster boat, a pair of deckhands
prepped a fresh pot for deployment.

In the bridge, sipping Two to the Dome
Sandman Dark Roast from a ceramic skull mug, forty-three-year-old
Francis “Griff” Griffin watched his two cousins at work. Already
they had set out for a long soak three trawls consisting of four
pots each. The placement of each individual trawl had all to do
with notes Griff’s late father had jotted down years ago in an old
spiral notebook. And if the ground here was as fertile with soft
shell lobster this time of year as his old man’s scribblings would
attest, come end of day two generations of Griffins would be flush
with folding money.

Hand on the throttle, Griff looked on as his
twenty-year-old cousin, Lance, pushed a freshly baited trap
overboard. Seeing the rope uncoil and drag the marker buoy
overboard with it, Lance’s father, Liam, turned and flashed a
thumbs-up at the bridge.

Griff marked the position of the next to last
completed trawl in the navigation computer. Finished, he snatched
up the radio handset and thumbed the Talk button. Speaking to the
men over the public address, he said, “Good job, lads. Wrap it up,
we’re oscar mike in one.”

On the move in sixty seconds. Griff
wanted to get the last of the pots soaking before noon and have
Whiskey Business dockside shortly thereafter. If he was in
The Fisherman’s Inn and had a sandwich and a beer in front of him
before one, he’d be a happy camper.

Very little troubled Griff these days. Barely
six months since his separation from the SEAL Teams, the storied
Team 6, specifically, life had taken on a predictable drone. Wake
up. Get caffeinated. Drop pots and pull pots. Sell the day’s catch.
Then go to sleep, only to do the same the next day.

It was the wash, rinse, repeat type of
operational tempo he needed. Only his old job had been
exponentially more deadly. Get up at zero-dark-thirty, dump a Rip
It energy drink down the gullet, then board a helicopter. Next
would come the fast rope onto a roof, followed by a quick sweep of
the target. Often the mission would culminate with the team rolling
up one or more high-value individuals. If so, the night’s catch
would be handed off to the waiting spooks. The hardest part of it
all was trying to day sleep in hundred-plus-degree weather. But
what Griff really missed from his time spent in the Teams was the
camaraderie that came with laying it all on the line, day in and
day out, the man on your six in total lockstep—mentally and
physically—with the mission at hand. Though his cousins were
dedicated to the boat and the task at hand, the bond Griff shared
with them was very different than those he had formed with his
fellow pipe hitters.

The vaccine mandate had snuffed out Griff’s
near twenty-year career. There had been little warning. With
January 15th, the drop-dead date to provide vaccination papers,
rapidly approaching, many of his fellow DEVGRU brethren had tried
to use religious exemptions to stave off the inevitable. But the
new regime was not having any of it. Nothing was going to
get in the way of the Sec Def’s goal of having the entire United
States military—every branch, from the Coast Guard to Space
Force—inoculated against a virus whose origin and lethality nobody
could seem to agree upon. To spare himself the wasted time and
effort the fight to hang on for another year would entail, Griff
hung up his spurs and walked off into the sunset. Money wasn’t
everything. The life of an independent owner/operator lobsterman
was a true testament to that.

About to nudge the throttles forward and get
the Whiskey underway, Griff noticed the screen on his phone
flare to life. Keeping the engine at idle, he snatched it up and
punched in the unlock code. The tiny badge on the spade icon told
him there was an urgent message waiting. He opened the app and
quickly read the encrypted SITREP. The news was equal parts good
and bad, the latter spurring him to peg the throttles and spin the
wheel until Whiskey’s sharp prow was aimed at the distant
spit of land on the horizon.

Entering the bridge unannounced, Liam
wondered aloud why they were heading back to port without dumping
the remaining pots.

One hand worrying his full red beard, Griff
said, “I’ve got business to attend to on the mainland. On the left
coast, specifically. And I needed to leave five minutes ago.”

Knowing full well his cousin’s former line of
work, and having been privy to hearing sanitized retellings of past
exploits, forty-one-year-old Liam said, “Unfinished business? Like
Team 6 stuff?”

Griff said nothing. His eyes were locked on
land; his mind crunching the information in the message.

“I just want to know what you want us to do
about the pots, that’s all.”

“Whiskey Business is yours while I’m
away. Run her like you’re the boss.” He paused. “If I don’t return,
keep her. Pass her down to Lance when he’s ready. It’s what my dad
had planned to do if I bought it on a mission.”

“Forget all that,” said Liam. “Just get it
done and come home. The Whiskey will be in good hands.”

Nodding, Griff said, “Then you have the helm,
Captain. I’ve got calls to make. Ducks to get in a row.”

With Whiskey Business again underway,
Griff grabbed his go-bag and made his way to the deck. Finished
responding to the messages, the marina drawing near on the
starboard side, he brought Lance up to speed.

Though the younger Griffin seemed confused,
he wished his older cousin a safe journey.

Motioning for Lance to get to the bow, Griff
braced as Liam maneuvered Whiskey toward the dock.

Thick rope in hand, Griff leaped across the
yard-wide chasm between a rapidly slowing Whiskey and the
weathered dock. Recovering quickly, he tied the rope to the nearest
cleat. A moment later the sound of Lance’s boots hitting the dock
beside him replaced the engine noise.

With Liam placing fenders and Lance helping
to hold the boat dockside, Griff wrapped the bow tie-line tightly
around a nearby cleat. Leaving the rest of the job of securing his
main asset to the dock to the two men, he set off for land, head
down and sprinting. Time was not his friend. He had to get back to
his place and pack. On the way there he had a couple more calls to
make, the one to reserve a seat on the soonest flight out of Bangor
International chief among them.

 



Chapter 5

 


Friday, September 3, 2021

 


The second Cade slid the Raptor into Portland
International Airport’s new arrival pickup lane, he had eyes on
Griff. There was no missing the man’s bushy red beard and full head
of like-colored hair, the latter barely constrained by a New
England Patriots ball cap. His eyes were hidden behind a pair of
black Oakley SI Ballistic wraparound sunglasses. He wore a cloth
mask decorated with a wicked-looking maw full of bloody, spiked
teeth. How he got the thing to fit over his beard was nagging at
Cade as he pulled the pickup hard to the curb.

It was no surprise Griff was standing right
where he said he would: back to the wall, directly underneath the
illuminated American Airlines sign. One of the man’s most
redeemable traits, Cade reflected, was his propensity to keep his
word. A close second was the former SEAL’s impeccable sense of
direction. Out on an operation, especially when navigating locales
foreign to him, Griff always delivered his team to the X, or as
damn close to the X as enemy combatants and harsh terrain would
allow.

Griff wore a ratty red flannel shirt over
faded blue jeans. The long sleeves were rolled up to his elbows,
exposing the rugged RESCO UDT dive watch strapped to his left
wrist. On his feet were Salomon hikers, the black toe caps and gray
leather uppers showing substantial wear and tear. Hanging off one
shoulder was a black Kelty Redwing 30 backpack. On the ground by
his feet was a non-distinct piece of wheeled carry-on luggage. It
was light gray and devoid of stickers or any other identifying
markings.

Half of Griff’s ensemble had him fitting
right in with the group of young people loading luggage onto a
local church van. The blue jeans and flannel screamed “Portland.”
The timepiece, hikers, and backpack complete with a trio of
carabiners dangling from its MOLLE loops—were all more
tactical-column items than the tennis shoes and daypacks and sleek
smartwatches worn by the returning flock.

Triggering the passenger-door lock, Cade
motioned for his old friend to climb aboard.

Griff tossed his luggage in the bed and
climbed into the Raptor. Putting the pack on the floor between his
feet, he hinged up to find a holstered black pistol being thrust at
him.

“Sig P226 Legion going to do?” Cade asked,
handing over a pair of fully loaded magazines for the 9mm
semiautomatic. “It was either this or a Glock. And I know how you
frogmen feel about polymer striker-fired pistols.”

Griff removed his mask. “Not true,” he
responded. “I’ve got a couple Glocks back home. They run like no
tomorrow.” As the Raptor pulled into the slow-moving flow of
traffic cycling through the receiving area, he unholstered the
weapon and gave it a quick press check. One in the pipe. He
winked at Cade. “But this’ll do just fine.”

Once they were free of the choked loading
area, Cade quickly accelerating to merge with vehicles exiting the
multi-level short-term parking garage, Griff leveled the pistol at
the Prius ahead of them and peered through the red dot sight atop
the slide.

“Sig Romeo Reflex,” Cade offered. “It’s
dialed in for twenty-five yards. It’ll punch real nice groupings in
the ten-ring on out to seventy-five or so.”

“Maybe for you, Wyatt.” Griff snugged the
pistol away in the holster and zippered it and the magazines in the
Kelty’s external pocket, where it would all be easily accessible.
He shot Cade a questioning look. “What’s with the dealer plates? I
thought you picked this rig up a couple of years back.”

“Bought her BP … before-plague,” Cade
answered as he nosed the lifted pickup onto I-205 South. Traffic
was usually light mid-morning on Fridays. Today was no different.
Goosing the throttle, he eased into the fast lane and paced a big
rig throwing spray off the damp cement.

“I get it,” Griff said as he returned the
Kelty to its place on the floorboard between his feet. “You want to
stay as gray as possible. Good OPSEC considering the airport’s
surveillance. Same reason I was still wearing my damn mask
outside.” Looking up, his gaze was drawn to the nearby freeway
embankment. At the top of the sloped expanse of brown grass was an
odd assortment of colorful tents. In front of a domed three-person
White Stag model, a man wearing only cargo shorts was scratching
one hairy armpit and directing a heavy stream of urine toward the
freeway. The sight, sans the flasher, was repeated numerous times,
on both sides of the freeway, all the way to the Powell Boulevard
exit. It was here that a rambling tent city, complete with what
appeared to be a communal mess-hall tent, caused Griff to speak his
mind.

“What in the hell happened to Portland? First
thing I notice when I set foot on the concourse is that you all
replaced the famous PDX carpet. And now, from what I’m seeing,
apparently a fella can just pop up a tent, whip his dick out, and
take a piss wherever he wants.” He fixed Cade with an earnest
stare.

Cade shrugged. “I did my civic duty. Whether
deployed or back home for a spell, I voted for who I thought to be
the lesser of the two evils.”

“And not a one of them thought that this
eyesore”—he gestured at the camp—“is a bad look to visitors to the
Rose City?”

Cade chuckled. “Wait until you see
downtown.”

“Saw it on television last summer,” Griff
said, a hint of incredulity in his voice. “Courthouse was on fire
damn near every night for a hundred days.”

“Activist politicians and district attorneys
are to blame,” Cade pointed out. “Call me a conspiracy theorist,
but ever since universal mail-in voting became a thing here—”

“Welcome to the new boss, same as the old
boss,” Griff put in. “They always take care of their own, don’t
they.”

Cade shook his head. “Exactly. I’ve lived
here all my life. The downhill slide started in the nineties and
really picked up steam post 9/11.”

“Shit,” Griff sneered. “If I were you, I’d
pull up stakes and get the hell out of Dodge.”

Cade checked cross traffic, then turned right
onto Powell. On the left was a boarded-over pizza place. With its
mouse mascot and host of animatronic characters, it was once a
Mecca for kids of all ages. Now, it was just another on a long list
of Portland landmarks killed by the ills brought on by lockdowns
and the ensuing prolonged pandemic. Looking sidelong at his friend,
he said, “Now that Raven is away at college, we’re going to start
looking for a place in Wyoming or Montana.”

“By the way,” Griff said. “Congrats is due on
Bird getting class valedictorian her senior year. Got to make a
papa proud.”

They were tooling down a divided stretch of
Powell where cutouts and off-street diagonal parking was plentiful.
However, the only vehicles currently taking advantage of the free
parking were a few broken-down RVs and the occasional shell of a
stripped car or SUV. Every additional inch of pavement had a tent
parked on it or was covered with trash and broken glass. Trying
hard to ignore the blight, Cade said, “I’m very proud of my Bird.
Thing is, I’m afraid this whole botched pullout of the ‘Stan has
changed everything.”

“Tell me about it,” Griff said disgustedly.
“I got my cousins and a couple of green deckhands running the
Whiskey.” He paused. “Sooner we take out the trash, the
quicker life gets back to normal for us. Whatever normal is
going to look like going forward.” Voice softening, he went on,
“What are you going to do to protect your family?”

Cade said nothing at first. They were still a
few blocks from home, and he was actively checking the mirrors to
ensure they hadn’t picked up a tail on the way in from the freeway.
After circling a block in a quiet neighborhood a quarter mile north
of his home, he spun a 180 in an intersection and sped south along
a narrow, car-choked side street.

Finally addressing Griff’s question, he said,
“I’m working on it.”

“That’s not much of a plan.”

Cade said nothing for a long while. After two
more turns and a few checks of the mirror, he said, “Brook can hold
her own.” Eyes touring the mirrors, he slowed in front of his home.
Gaze sweeping the homes and driveways on both sides of the street,
he wheeled the pickup into a sharp J-turn that took the Raptor away
from the curb fronting the Craftsman. Slipping the transmission
into Reverse, he added, “Raven being two hundred and fifty miles
away is the main issue.”

Cade plucked a remote from the center console
and punched a button, starting the garage door rolling open. He
backed the Raptor up the short drive and into the cluttered two-car
garage, triggering the door to start trundling closed the second
the pickup was across the threshold. He had the Raptor’s V8 shut
down and was out of his seatbelt before the rollup door reached the
midpoint of its downward journey.

“We made it here without being followed,”
Griff stated. “Mission accomplished. Who’s been watching the house
while you were away?”

Nodding toward the rectangular slice of
rapidly diminishing daylight, Cade said, “See that house across the
street?”

Griff shifted in his seat. “The two-level
with the Chevy Tahoe in the driveway?”

Cade nodded. “Place belongs to my pal,
Rawley. His mom died a few years ago. She left him a couple of
homes back East. Charleston, South Carolina, I believe. He’s been
renting this place out on a short-term basis.”

Griff had his pack on his lap and his door
cracked. “Airbnb?”

Shrugging, Cade said, “Pretty sure that’s the
outfit that does the booking for him. As soon as I sent out the red
alert to the team, I hit up Rawley. We’ve got the house for as long
as we need it. Completely off the books. No questions asked.”

“This guy knows your history?”

“Just the basics. Nothing that would endanger
him or his family.”

Gesturing at the Tahoe, Griff said, “What’s
with the rig with Washington plates?”

“Friends of ours. One’s with 1st Group. The
other is a captain … 75th Ranger Regiment out of Joint Base
Lewis-McChord. Both are single and between deployments. Nobody is
going to be missing them.”

The bottom of the garage door contacted the
cement pad, and the motor overhead went quiet.

Griff said nothing for a long five-count.
Just continued to stare out the row of tiny windows running across
the top of the garage door.

The silence, Cade knew, was a good indicator
the man was processing the new development. He was aware the one
thing Griff didn’t particularly like about him as a leader was when
he called the rare audible. It was no big deal to Griff when the
sudden change of plan was an option already outlined in the mission
briefing. It was an entirely different affair if the wrinkle was
coming out of left field. And that’s exactly what this was. The
more moving pieces, the bigger the risk of the team becoming
compromised. It wasn’t a terrible plan. But Cade knew that Griff
expected Pale Riders to be the only ones in the loop. And he should
have considered it before doing what he did.

Unable to change history, Cade broke the
silence. “Lopez and Cross are already here. Couldn’t miss Adam’s
Bronco as we drove in.”

Griff shouldered open his door. “The neon
green thing down the block? I noticed the California plates right
away.”

“Don’t sweat it,” Cade said, elbowing open
his door and stepping from the Raptor. “Cali plates are more common
here than one would expect. The invasion has been ongoing
for years.” He made a shooing motion. “Get a move on. Brook’s
excited to see you. It’s been a minute since you’ve graced us with
your presence.”

“Last time I was here the airport still had
the famous carpet,” Griff acknowledged. Pausing half in and out of
the pickup, he caught Cade’s gaze. “I get that you want someone
watching your family. I also get that it would set off alarm bells
to anyone watching your place if you had your boys staying here
with Brook.” He looked at the ceiling. “I just wish you’d loop us
in instead of making everything an executive decision.”

“I had a feeling that’d stick in your craw.
Going forward,” Cade promised, “I’ll try to remember to think
aloud. Run stuff past you and the others. About the overwatch …
it’s a boy and a girl.”

“I’m not sore,” Griff said. “Your friends
have the street and front of the place covered.” He hooked a thumb
over his shoulder. “There’s an alley out back, right?”

Cade nodded.

“Who has eyes on it?”

“In addition to the camera out front, I’ve
got two more trained on the alley. They’re all solar-powered. Wi-Fi
connection is backed up by cellular,” Cade divulged. He nodded
toward Rawley’s place, then went on, saying, “Parts of the alley
are visible from the attic windows across the street. Our friends
came with all the necessary surveillance gear. They also brought a
pair of mastiffs along with them. Occasionally they’ll be walking
them through the alley.”

Griff bit his lip. “Those are huge beasts.
Maybe see if you can post one of them in your backyard. And while
you’re posing the ask,” he said with a sly smile, “maybe you can
introduce me to the girl. She’s the one with the Ranger tab, I
presume.”

Cade shut his door. Peering over the truck
bed at Griff, he said, “That first part won’t fly. The dogs are
good reason for our friends to be out and about in the
neighborhood. As for arranging a future hookup for you, Captain
Jones is way out of your league. Besides, I’ve already made it
clear, barring an emergency, there is to be zero physical contact
between us and them. Wouldn’t want to burn them. They’re here to
act as overwatch and, God forbid, to provide a quick reaction force
if anyone comes for Brook.”

Griff stared dead ahead, gaze locked on the
home across the street. “Sounds like you’ve got all the bases
covered, boss.” Rubbing his hands together, he said, “I hope Lopez
brought some of that Zero Dark Thirty dark roast of his. Big mug of
that brew delivers the kick of two Rip It tallboys.”

Cade didn’t respond. Greasy spoon coffee was
good enough for him. Only thing he hoped his friends brought with
them was their A-Game. And what he saw in the kitchen when he
pushed through the mudroom door told him instantly that the passage
of time had had little effect on the Pale Riders standing before
him.

 



Chapter 6

 


As Cade entered the kitchen, what he saw
caused him to smile. Lopez and Cross were bellied up to the marble
island. Both men had the California look: deeply tanned, tee shirts
hanging over earth-tone cargo shorts. They were walking
advertisements for their respective businesses. Cross’s Adam and
Eve Surf Shop tee featured an upright long board ensnared in
the crushing embrace of a boa constrictor wearing sunglasses and a
wicked grin. At the base of the surfboard, partially buried in a
drift of sand, was an apple. In keeping with the theme, a
bite-sized chunk was missing from the apple. Below it all, in bold
cursive, was the shop’s motto: Satan Don’t Surf.

Lopez’s Two to the Dome Coffee Company
tee was decorated with an operator in full battle rattle, ballistic
helmet sprouting four-tube NODs, and armed with a suppressed modern
rifle. Displayed prominently in the shooter’s gloved hand was an
oversized coffee mug emblazoned with Stay Frosty – Drink Zero
Dark Thirty Dark Roast.

The men wore footwear like Griff’s
Salomons—lightweight go-fast items with sturdy uppers and
aggressive tread on the soles. Both had donned a pair of the
four-tube NODs taken from the Pelican case sitting open on a nearby
table.

Brook stood opposite the men, a lopsided grin
directed at Cade and Griff. She said, “Like kids in a candy store,
these two.”

“Did I miss the SITREP?” Griff ribbed.

“Dude,” Cross replied, the four lenses of the
NODs aimed directly at the smaller man, “these full-color jobs are
the shiznit. Field of view is clear and deep and wide.” A
smile formed underneath Cross’s concealed eyes. “I already took
them for a test run.”

“He’s not lying,” Brook put in. “He cleared
both garden sheds. I assume he took out the entire spider
population for us.” She fixed Cade with a bug-eyed stare. “The
Cali Bros drove all night and just happened to show up here
right after you left, honey. Actually … they arrived mere
seconds after you pulled away. And I’ve been entertaining
them ever since.”

Lopez met Cade and Griff at the threshold to
the kitchen, greeting them with hugs. Peeling off the NODs, he
thrust them at Griff. “You need to look through these, brother.
Puts the DARPA jobs with the phosphor white display to shame. I’m
talking night and day in all aspects, amigo.”

“No pun intended, right?” said Griff as he
donned the offered NODs.

Cade singled out Brook. “The people I
mentioned earlier are already here and in place. Apparently, as
soon as I ended my call with the captain, they both dropped
everything and hightailed it down here.”

She nodded. “It’s only a hundred and sixty
miles or so. And I already spotted them. One was out walking their
dogs.” She made a chopping motion at her navel. “Biggest damn
things I’ve ever seen. They’re on par with the Great Dane at the
car repair shop on 39th. Any one of us could probably ride the male
if it’d let you.”

Griff snickered. “There’s a joke to be had in
there. If only Rimshot were here.”

Cade picked up the baton, saying, “Good news
… the joke slinger is coming on board. He’s already waiting on
standby in Hillsboro.”

Cross said, “No shit? That’s fantastic. He
still owes me fifty bucks.”

“Haynes, too?” asked Lopez.

Cade said, “Above my paygrade.”

Lowering his voice, Griff said, “Hillsboro?
The same facility the clowns in America were flying high-value
individuals in and out of way back when?”

“Same side of the airport,” Cade
acknowledged. “Different building, though. Whole ‘nother front
company, too. It’s all off the books now. Personnel is all
new … pilots on down to the maintainers. The birds, I’m told, are
all brand new top-of-the-line models. Best the DoD slush fund money
could buy. And they’re all gray. More so than the ones that were
scooting back and forth between black sites. Tail numbers and
transponders on the new birds link them back to an NGO funded by
Rocket Man.”

Brow arched, Lopez said, “The Rocket
Man? Dude from Hawthorne?”

“That’s what I’m told,” Cade acknowledged.
“If Cowboy says Gordan Slate’s a true patriot and is all in with
the new program he’s setting up, who am I to argue? To be honest, I
don’t know much about the man or his many business ventures. For
me, his electric cars are hit-or-miss. Don’t get me started on that
pickup of his.”

“Are the birds electric?” Griff joked.
“And what’s the name of the outfit, High Voltage Air?”

In the middle of powering on the encrypted
burner phones, Cade looked up to say, “It’s Pristine Air.
And, no, smartass, the birds are not electric.”

“Pristine Air makes sense,” Cross noted.
“What with Slate’s maniacal push to go green.”

“His approach is balanced,” Lopez reminded.
“No way the entire country can just flip a switch and go all in
with EVs at the same time.” He shook his head. “The infrastructure
isn’t there yet. Not even close.”

Griff said, “Enough with the TED talk,
Lowrider.” He regarded Cade. “What’s our cover? Traveling
car salesmen? Pointy heads scouting for new launching pads?”

None of the above,” Cade said. “And there’s
no need to memorize more than the names and addresses on our new
credentials.” He looked around the island, locking gazes with each
person for a beat. “The skids will be greased wherever we go.
Unless a Barney Fife security guard decides to go Hardy Boys on us,
ingress and egress will be minimal contact affairs.”

Griff picked up and examined one of the
smartphones. “Encrypted iPhone clone courtesy of whom?”

“Cowboy. Where he got them is strictly need
to know.” Cade slid a large Faraday bag forward. “Power off your
personal phones and put them in here. Brook will keep them in the
safe.”

Eyeing his burner phone, Lopez said, “What’s
the password?”

Cade said, “Last four of your social.”

Lopez put the phone down. Scooping up the
passports and IDs off the island, he started to thumb through them.
Inspecting the one bearing his likeness, he said, “Oh, hell
no. Juan Valdez? And I’m from Colombia?” Feigning
disgust, he slapped the open passport down on the island. The photo
was a recent one of him, but the name and address were all made
up.

Griff and Cross had a good laugh at Lopez’s
reaction, the latter wiping away tears, the former slapping his
thigh and going red in the face.

Cade and Brook exchanged a knowing look.

“Not so fast, pendejos,” Lopez shot.
“I’m not the only one Cowboy is playing games with.” He held up
Cross and Griff’s passports.

Catching his breath, Griff said, “Lay it on
me.”

Trying hard to stifle a laugh, Lopez said,
“And hailing out of Bangor, Maine … we have one Mr. Ronald
McDonald.”

Snatching the passport from Lopez’s hand,
Griff looked it over. “Bastard! Looks like Desantos had the
red saturation on my headshot bumped way up. I look like I’m half
in the bag. Whole lot of Irish whiskey rosacea going on
there.”

“I can see it,” Lopez ribbed. “Shave that
beard, smear on some white makeup, and plant a clown nose on that
bulbous red schnozola of yours.”

Red creeping up his neck, Griff shot Lopez
the bird.

Cross had edged closer to Lopez and was
looking over his shoulder. “What’s the damage? Lay it on me.”

Grinning wide, Lopez said, “Ken
Dollman.”

Cross hung his head. “Let me guess. Address
is in Malibu?”

Lopez said, “Bingo! At least you and Barbie
are still tight.” He looked to Cade. “Cowboy even broke Captain
Grayson’s balls.”

Griff relieved Lopez of the last passport.
“Wyatt Earp from Deadwood, North Dakota. Not really a dig if you
ask me.” He flopped it on the island with the others. “Good to see
old age and time spent rubbing elbows with the good idea fairies
hasn’t tempered Cowboy’s sense of humor.”

Cross said, “Cowboy is as consummate a
professional as they come.” He cocked an eye at Brook. “There’s got
to be more where these came from. Ones with legit covers.”

Brook pulled from her pocket the rest of the
passports and the accompanying IDs. Placing the stack on the
island, she said, “I imagine Mike put the joke passports in there
to let you all know he is truly in the loop. I can see him doing
it. He’s such a joker with his daughters.”

“The way the Pelican case arrived. No
warning. No fanfare.” Cade shook his head. “There was never any
doubt in my mind from where this all originated. The passports are
a nice touch. Lighten the mood a bit. Which is good considering all
the unknown variables we’ll be facing.”

“When and where is what I’d like to know,”
Griff pressed. “My livelihood is at stake.”

“We’re all in the same boat,” Cross reminded.
“Just not a lobster boat.”

“Every known Al-Simoom member once
incarcerated in Kabul is now in the wild,” Cade said. “And thanks
to the events of the other day, they’re on their way here. Some may
have already made landfall. It’s still a bit murky. Cowboy has
people he trusts with their ears to the ground. However, he’s
adamant they’re going operational on 9/11.” He paused to let the
words sink on. “Can’t think of a date more symbolic. And there’s
recent precedent for the assumption. Before we put them all away, a
9/11 anniversary didn’t pass in which they didn’t make a statement
attack. Kill a collaborating mayor. Blow up a bus full of kids.
Sponsor a deadly green-on-blue attack.”

“That multipronged assault on FOB Bastion in
2010 was particularly devastating,” Cross said grimly. “Then
there’s Benghazi in 2012. Can never forget our brothers, Doherty,
Woods, and Smith.”

Cade nodded in agreement. “Means we don’t
have long to make contact and interdict whatever they’re
planning.”

Griff rapped his knuckles on the island.
“Doesn’t help one bit to know the ‘when’ if you don’t know
the ‘where.’”

Meeting Brook’s gaze, Cade said, “I’m afraid
our home is one of the targets. Which is why we’re going on
offense. We need to hit them before they get here.”

“What do we have so far?” asked Griff.

Cade removed the Polaroid pictures from the
envelope. He placed them on the island one at a time, then gave a
name to each of the faces. It really wasn’t necessary, because the
Pale Riders were responsible for scooping most of them up in an
especially busy week in Helmand back in 2017. The men in the photos
were all cuffed with zip ties and mean-mugging the camera. Not a
one of them expected to be hassled, let alone captured and taken in
alive. Keeping the operation known only to Cowboy and a select few
in the special operations community had ensured the details stayed
in-house. Which was why the Pale Riders and others in Joint Task
Force Sandman involved in the coordinated takedowns encountered
only light opposition and zero tangos strapped with suicide
vests.

A rumor had emerged later that someone
in-country, an individual high in rank in the military, had been
protecting the myriad terrorist cells. Providing them with intel on
upcoming missions that had let them slip the noose on many other
occasions. No matter the branch the door kickers hailed from, word
of their impending arrival always preceded the doors getting kicked
in. A few times assaulters had encountered well-thought-out
ambushes and booby-trapped targets. The mounting losses had not
gone unnoticed by the commanders running the ops.

It was common knowledge that the Pale Riders’
many successes had ruffled the feathers of someone way up the
pecking order. Someone the rumored military leader answered to. A
person so powerful and hardwired into the pulse of Washington D.C.
that their identity never surfaced. It was the opium trade, and the
hard-to-trace billions in revenue that came along with it, that was
the real reason nobody dropped dime on the organization’s upper
echelon. Al-Simoom cells worked as enforcers for the war
profiteers. They protected distribution conduits, guarded
warehouses, and dealt with the competition, even if it meant
killing contractors, heads of NGOs, visiting dignitaries, and
occasionally the rare base commander who started asking the wrong
questions. In short, Al-Simoom did all the below-the-radar dirty
work that even government wet work teams could not touch. Whoever
was directing them, whoever helped them get out of Kabul and into
CONUS after Afghanistan fell to the Taliban, was so entrenched that
even if a name surfaced, holding them accountable would be next to
impossible.

Finished giving his own TED talk, Cade said,
“It’s going to be a hard road to hoe.” He paused. “I understand
fully and am in total agreement should any of you want to go back
to what you were doing before the Bat Signal lit up.” He shook his
head. “I won’t be salty if you do.”

Cross directed a hard stare at Cade. “Glass
half full, bro. I’m in. Nobody messes with the Riders.”

Shaking his head, Lopez said, “Should have
snuffed the leaders when we had a chance. Maybe got the ear of a
couple of friendly senators. Had them start an investigation.”

“You may be right,” Cade agreed. “Too late
now. Passage of time has a way of making people forget. I’m afraid
anyone who might have listened to us back then has moved on.”

“Back to the here and now. This is what’s
been dropped on our doorstep,” Griff said as he tapped a finger on
a face scowling up at him from one of the Polaroids. “I remember
this monster. He’ll make for a good starting point.”

“Basim Osama,” Cade offered. “His peers call
him Seven Fingers. He passed through Abbey Gate shortly before
Al-Simoom members wearing S-vests blew themselves up next to our
Marines. It’s already confirmed by facial recognition software. He
ran the twelve-man cell out of Kabul. The goons who liked to
interrogate with power tools. Before that, shortly after we took
Baghdad, he was waging Jihad in Iraq. Learned how to build IEDs
from Iran’s Quds Force. Once he perfected building explosively
formed penetrators, the more lethal version of your garden variety
IED, he relocated to Kabul, where he taught the deadly art to
dozens of young bomb makers.”

Griff said, “He lost three fingers and a
couple of jihadis while presiding over an EFP-building class in the
Korangal Valley, right?”

Cade nodded. Sliding two of the photos
forward, he said, “It’s the Hendrix brothers I’m most concerned
about.” He looked to Brook. Noticed she was studying the photos.
“Farhan and Akim Wafi. Thirty-three-year-old twins born in Kabul.
They were single digits when they immigrated to the States with
their mother. They settled in Seattle and were still in high school
when they answered the call to Jihad. Both are known to be
especially brutal. One of them beheaded that Reuters reporter a few
years back.”

“Livestreamed it before that was really a
thing, if I’m remembering things correctly,” added Cross.

Head cocked, Brook asked, “Why Hendrix? Is it
because of their Seattle connection? That Jimi hailed from there
and is buried there?”

Cade shook his head. “One would think. But no
… the Wafis preferred to use guitar string to bind their captives.”
He grimaced. “The NGO folks we rescued the night we captured the
twins”—he bowed his head, shaking it slowly side-to-side—“they
didn’t have a salvageable hand or foot between the three of
them.”

Griff said, “We really pissed in someone’s
Wheaties that week.” He looked sidelong at Cade. “Did anyone
get fingered for funneling all that Agency money back to the
States?”

“Not just money,” Lopez added. “It was
heroin, weapons, and”—he paused and swallowed hard—“human
trafficking. Fucking kids, man. I have a daughter.” He looked to
Cade. “And so do you. I’m all in. We got to make these mutts
pay.”

Griff said, “And when we’re done liquidating
the cells—”

Interrupting, Cross said, “We need to find
them first. They could be anywhere by now.”

“Hate to burst your bubble,” Griff put in,
“but they’re all not going to just bunch up in one place and make
it easy for us.”

“First things first,” Cade said. “We need to
get to the first domino. As soon as Cowboy gets a hit, he’ll pass
the intel along to me. For now, it’s a waiting game. Hopefully,
anything he dredges up will pan out. If it does, fingers crossed we
learn something from it that will lead us to the second cell.”

“And so on and so forth,” Cross said. “We
keep climbing the ladder and hopefully we’ll find the person who’s
pulling the strings.”

“Or persons,” Lopez pointed out. “All the
weapons and hardware left behind during the Afghanistan retreat.
Eighty-five billion dollars of equipment. MRAPs, Humvees, helos.
They gave up the latest gen NODs and M4s. They failed to wipe the
biometric data from the computers left behind in the consulate
SCIF. All our terps and trained-up indigenous shooters …
abandoned. Thrown to the wolves. Can’t convince me it was
all negligence and ineptitude.” He pressed his thumbs hard to his
temples. “The number of kickbacks boomeranging from the new owners
of that military hardware to a consortium of bad actors in the
States must be enormous. This was planned.” He looked to Cade.
“Cowboy has someone on the money trail, right?”

Cade was in full agreement with everything
that had been said and was about to add his thoughts on the matter
when an incoming message vibrated his burner phone. Saving his two
cents for later, he grabbed the phone off the island and tapped the
spade icon. Going solely by the header, he had a feeling the news
he was about to receive was going to be good.

With a granite set to her jaw, Brook looked
on.

“What is it?” Griff pried. “Did we get a hit
already?”

Cross planted his elbows on the island and
fixed Cade with a questioning look.

Cade held up a finger. Wait one. After
a short pause, during which his eyes were flicking left and right
as he read the message, he said, “We have a lead. Cowboy forwarded
the op package.”

Putting the phone in a pocket, he flipped
open the Panasonic Toughbook that had arrived in the large Pelican
case. Powering it on, he tapped in the provided password. After
connecting to the home Wi-Fi and locating the email with the
attached encrypted file, he clicked it open, then spun the laptop
around to face the others.

Once all eyes were on the screen, Cade edged
around the island. “A Sky Harbor customs camera captured this
footage at three a.m. last night. An unmarked Boeing 757 came in
radio silent and taxied to a remote, unused area of the
airport.”

Griff said, “Fuck me running. That’s one of
those ghost flights citizen journalists have been reporting
about.”

“Exactly,” Cade said. He started the video
file playing on the laptop.

They all remained silent as the footage
played out. The high-definition camera recording the dozens of
unmasked people filing out of the 757 was a great distance from the
action. Fortunately, people clad in Department of Homeland Security
windbreakers were ushering the people exiting the plane toward the
camera. The disembarked passengers filed through the orange spill
from overhead lights before finally passing directly underneath the
camera recording the procession. Save for a handful of kids being
chaperoned by a pair of DHS agents, the passengers were mostly
military-aged males whose country of origin was difficult to
discern.

When the recording ended, a still of a
rail-thin man wearing a ball cap filled the screen. It was a frame
capture from the video. The man had a full beard and piercing black
eyes. He had spotted the camera and was looking directly at it.

Griff said, “Guy looks familiar. But his name
eludes me.”

“Farouk Saddam,” said Cross, making no
effort to temper his hatred for the man. “Thirty-year-old kiddie
diddler from Kandahar. Main gig was cross-border human trafficking.
He’d just risen to cell leader when we snatched him up. Caught him
with a house full of prepubescent boys if my memory serves.”

Griff shuddered. “Keeping a harem of kids was
his thing. Boys, girls … didn’t matter to him. He’s an equal
opportunity pedo of the first order.”

Lopez grimaced. Performing the sign of the
cross, he said, “I remember that takedown. I felt the Devil’s
presence in the compound. Should have just put a bullet in Farouk
then and there.”

“Agreed,” said Cade. “Just like the rest … we
didn’t. That operation was POTUS’s baby. We had JAG lawyers
crawling up our asses from beginning to end on that one.” He shook
his head. “Hell, during that stretch … 2008 until Syria really got
hot, you so much as slap a guy in the field to get intel, you’re
being hauled in front of all kinds of big-title no-name individuals
to answer for your sins.”

“Rear echelon motherfuckers,” Griff said
dryly. “Camels sticking their noses under the tent. Always angling
to get in on the action so they can weasel a combat action
ribbon.”

“Why aren’t these people masked?” Brook
wondered aloud. “And shouldn’t the terrorists be on some kind of
no-fly list?”

Cross said, “Probably because Arizona isn’t
as strict about it as California and Oregon still are. As for the
no-fly, every one of them is in the databases. We took their
fingerprints, biometrics, DNA. Thing is with these ghost flights …
nobody is checking IDs. And they sure aren’t issuing boarding
passes.”

Griff shook his head. “We’re talking
government here, brother. Good for thee, but not for me. They don’t
have a problem letting unvetted folks flood the country, think they
care whether they’re carrying the Rona or not?”

Interrupting, Cade said to Cross and Lopez,
“Gun up and grab your luggage, backpacks … whatever you brought
your kit in. Toss it all in the back of my rig.” Already busy
stowing the NODs, he looked to Griff. “Your kit is already in the
truck. Help me with this.”

Before exiting the kitchen behind Lopez,
Cross tossed the Bronco keys to Brook. “Her name’s Booger. Treat
her like she’s yours.”

“I’ll stick her in the garage. Won’t put a
scratch on her,” Brook promised.

Lugging an end of the Pelican case, backpack
hanging off one shoulder, Cade stopped in passing long enough to
give Brook a kiss and issue a promise that he’d keep her updated.
Parting, he said, “Stay frosty,” and then exited through the
mudroom.

Griff was last one through the door, crabbing
sideways and trying to keep up with Cade. Before closing the door
behind them, he met Brook’s gaze.

“What?” she asked.

“What happened to your city?” he whispered.
“Looks like the zombie apocalypse popped off.”

“I suppose in a way it has,” she quipped.
“Nothing us Graysons can’t handle.”

Griff was about to add a smartass comment,
but the combined noise of the garage door motor and Cade’s
admonishment for him to hurry up caused him to resort to simply
flashing the petite woman a thumbs-up.

As the kitchen door closed, shutting off the
noise of the truck getting underway, Brook looked to the ceiling
and prayed for the team’s safe return.

 



Chapter 7

 


Phoenix, Arizona

 


Nearly bowled over by the overweight American
exiting the QuikMart through the wrong door, Farouk Saddam turned
his slight frame sideways and cursed softly in Arabic. Muffled by
the mask pulled tight against his unruly black beard, the words
went unheard by the infidel.

Everything in America was bright, colorful …
and plentiful, Farouk reflected as he surveyed the store’s layout.
Squinting against the harsh fluorescent overhead lighting, he made
his way down the nearest aisle, the long bank of glass coolers in
the rear of the store his ultimate destination.

After choosing a liter bottle of orange juice
from the wide selection crammed inside one refrigerated cooler,
Farouk grabbed a box of Fig Newton cookies off a nearby shelf and
then got in line for the register behind a pale, pear-shaped man
with sticks for arms and legs. How anyone living in a state with a
climate nearly identical to his native Afghanistan could avoid
being tanned by the sun was nagging at Farouk as he studied the
man.

Sensing the scrutiny, the man turned and
looked down on Farouk. With a ball cap pulled down tight, and dark
sunglasses filling the void between the hat’s brim and angular N-95
mask hugging the man’s jowly face, Farouk found it impossible to
guess his age. The sagging cargo shorts and cartoon character on
the man’s tee shirt convinced Farouk that he was being looked down
upon by a college student. Seeing the socks and sandals on the
man’s feet sowed a seed of doubt. That the man did not have a
wedding ring swung the pendulum back toward Farouk placing his age
somewhere between twenty and thirty.

Making small talk, the man said, “Hot one out
today, eh?”

“Unbearable,” Farouk replied, giving his
Adidas tracksuit top an affirming tug. “I shall change when I get
back to my room.” Benefitting from two years of tutoring from a
Chechnyan cellmate, his English was quite good. He was also lying
to the nosy man. In fact, Farouk was used to temperatures well
north of the hundred and one degrees showing on the ticker at the
bottom of the digital reader board displaying QuikMart’s sky-high
fuel prices.

“Welcome to Hell,” replied the man. “If not
for air conditioning, I wouldn’t survive my afternoon runs.”

Grinning behind his mask at the thought of
this man doing anything but stuffing his face with sweets and
complaining between bites, Farouk said, “You run?”

When the customer at the front of the line
finished his business, the pear-shaped man held a hand up and
shuffled forward. Setting his jumbo fountain drink on the counter
in front of the cashier, the man removed his sunglasses, met the
cashier’s gaze, then asked him for a quarter-pound hot dog and two
slices of pizza. When the cashier left to grab the food, the man
told Farouk that his name was Chad and indicated that he drove for
a ridesharing company.

“I have a few regulars who I shuttle back and
forth between their workplace and whatever restaurant they want to
go to for lunch,” he explained as he dug a couple of twenties from
his wallet.

“I am Farouk. Pleased to meet you, Chad. So …
please tell me this: run is same as trip, yes? Like
Farouk went on trip to America?”

“You got it,” Chad said enthusiastically. He
met the cashier’s gaze and tapped the glass counter. “I’ll take
twenty dollars of Haulin’ Cash, please.”

While the cashier counted out Chad’s twenty
lotto scratch tickets and tore them from the stack, Farouk was
eyeing the fried food in a nearby case. Once the driver had
collected his haul and was moving for the door, Farouk called, “My
new American friend named Chad. Do you have time for one last
run tonight?” He tugged down the mask and flashed a fake
smile. “Did I use the word properly?”

Chad made eye contact with Farouk. The
driver’s expression was noncommittal. After a brief pause, he said,
“We can talk about it outside.” Hands occupied by the food and
soda, lotto tickets clamped firmly under one arm, Chad nodded at a
white car across the lot. “That’s my Prius over there.”

Farouk said, “What is Prius?”

“The white car at the end of the far row. See
it? It’s the one in the shade. There’s a purple sign on the
dash.”

Mimicking something he’d seen American
soldiers do, Farouk stuck his thumb up and smiled even wider. “I
will be there with you soon.” Regarding the cashier, he pointed to
the food in the glass case. “What is it?”

“Taquitos?” replied the cashier.

Farouk shook his head. “No. What is this?” he
asked, tapping the smudged glass in front of the tray in the corner
closest to him.

“Oh, those,” replied the cashier.
“Those are chicken strips.” He pushed his glasses up on his pug
nose. “Want some?”

“Are they halal?”

“Not sure,” conceded the cashier. “What is
halal?”

Farouk was growing impatient. Stabbing a
finger on the glass, he said, “I want them.”

“How many?”

“All.”

The cashier paused. “All of them? You’re
going to clean me out?”

“All,” Farouk repeated, a certain menace in
his tone.

As the cashier bagged the chicken strips, he
offered ranch dip.

“No sauce,” Farouk said as he pulled a wad of
hundred-dollar bills from a pocket. He peeled off one and handed it
over. “A sack, please. And I also must have cups for the
juice.”

The cashier took the crisp banknote. Ran a
special pen across its face to ensure it was not counterfeit.
Satisfied, he stuck the hundred in the till and dug out the change.
Placing the bills and coins on the counter in front of Farouk, the
cashier said, “How many cups do you want?”

“Four.”

While the cashier put the cups in the bag
with the groceries, Farouk was casting furtive glances at the
parking lot. Seeing the rideshare driver getting into his car, he
snatched the sack out of the cashier’s hands. Muttering in Arabic,
he hustled from the store. Once he was on the sidewalk outside the
store, he started to wave and shout to get the driver’s attention.
No response. The man was now behind the wheel with the door closed.
Strangely, he appeared to be praying. That baffled Farouk.
Everything he had been told about Americans had led him to believe
they were godless hedonists.

When Farouk reached the four-door Prius, the
man calling himself Chad was still bowing his head. Only it was
clear at once that the man was not praying. He was scratching on
the tickets he had purchased with a quarter. Speaking loudly to be
heard through the partially cracked window, Farouk repeated his
request for a ride.

Looking up from the messy task, Chad tapped
the purple sign on the dash. “Pro tip. If the sign isn’t lit, the
car is not available.”

“But it is so hot.” Grimacing, Farouk passed
a scrap of paper through the window gap to Chad. “I need to take
this juice and food to my wife and baby. The motel is very close.
Then I need to go to this address. It is my sister’s house. Saleema
is the only person I know here.”

Chad finished scratching the last of the
tickets. “Not a single winner,” he said, disgusted. Brushing the
remnants of the tickets’ silver coating off his lap, he took the
paper. Scribbled on it in black ink was an address. He met Farouk’s
gaze. “This is an hour plus roundtrip this time of day.” He paused,
thinking.

Farouk thrust a crisp hundred-dollar bill
through the window. “Is this enough?”

Chad shook his head. “It is. But I’m not
supposed to accept cash.” He sighed. “You need to request the ride
on your phone. You have the app, right? Do that and I’ll turn the
light on and accept your ride request.”

“I don’t have a smartphone,” Farouk said
sheepishly, adding a shrug to sell the deception. “You can … as
they say in the movies … keep the change.” He jiggled the bill.

Chad said, “Fair enough.” He walked his gaze
around the parking lot. “I’ll take you there on one condition.”

Farouk said nothing.

“If anyone asks,” Chad stressed, “the ride
was complimentary.” He took the note and held it up. Seeing
the security strip, he unlocked the doors and told Farouk to get
in.

Sliding into the front seat, Farouk buckled
in. Smiling wide, he said, “You won’t regret this, Chad.” He told
him the name of the motel that was to be their first stop. “When we
get there,” he insisted, “you must come inside and meet my
fair Aminha and our son, Khudea. I want them to see the face of our
first American friend.”

Chad started the Prius. As he inputted the
address on the paper into the navigation computer, he said, “I’d be
honored to meet your family, Farouk.” He nodded at the bag on
Farouk’s lap. “We both just bought dinner. Maybe we could eat in
your place before I take you to your sister’s. Remaining masked up
and socially distanced, of course.”

“Inshallah,” said Farouk, bowing his head.
“The honor will be all mine.”

 



Chapter 8

 


Exactly thirty-seven minutes after Cade
watched his wife pull Cross’s Bronco into their Craftsman’s two-car
garage, he was twenty miles west of Portland and pulling the Raptor
(full to the brim with Pale Riders and their gear) into the mostly
empty parking lot belonging to Pristine Air. The glass and steel
structure framed in the windshield was one of three new buildings,
each with its own private hangar. The massive hangars attached to
the rear of the main buildings opened to large swaths of private
tarmac fronting 13 Right, the longest of Hillsboro Airport’s two
runways.

Separated by a twelve-foot-tall iron fence,
each cube-shaped building featured its own gated entry, as well as
secure parking for at least twenty vehicles. Halide lights atop
thirty-foot-tall poles loomed over the parking lots. Interspersed
amongst the light poles were freshly planted juvenile oak
trees.

Cade had accessed Pristine Air’s lot by
waving a pass card in front of a pole-mounted card reader. The card
was one of a pair that had come in an envelope found in the second
Pelican case. A brick of previously circulated hundred-dollar bills
was another of the many surprises contained within.

The pair of identical buildings to the right
of Pristine Air had For Lease signs displayed prominently on
the lower windows of their impenetrable black facades. Both parking
lots were pristine slabs of shiny black asphalt wearing freshly
painted yellow lines.

Two vehicles were nosed in against the
Pristine Air building. One was a white late-model Chevy Tahoe
sitting on stock rims and bristling with needle antenna. The
windows all around were deeply tinted. Everything about the SUV,
save for its Oregon civilian plates, screamed government issue.

The other vehicle was a low-to-the-ground
Chevy Corvette C8—the latest hard-to-come-by model. The decklid
wing, wide thirty-series tires, and yellow and black paint scheme
gave the impression the Stingray was going a hundred miles an hour
standing still.

“Did Ari rent a sports car?” Griff mused
aloud.

“Cheapskate probably hitchhiked from the
airport,” said Cross. “Whatever the case, he better have my
money.”

“Light security,” the more practical Lopez
noted as Cade slid the Raptor into a spot one removed from the
Tahoe. “Just a few eyes in the sky covering the lot and entry.
Cameras on the rooftop corners. That’s all I can see.”

Clicking out of his belt, Griff said, “Would
you expect an”—he made air quotes—“NGO to have a manned checkpoint
and armed guards patrolling the perimeter?”

“Just thinking aloud,” replied Lopez.

Cade had just stilled the Raptor’s engine and
pocketed the fob when the only door visible from the lot swung
open. Emerging from Pristine Air was a man who looked to be in his
late forties or early fifties. Wearing a navy-blue flight suit with
no name tape, darkly tinted aviator-style sunglasses, and with salt
and pepper hair cut high and tight, the physically fit man could
have come straight off the set of The Right Stuff.

Apparently, Griff was thinking along the same
lines. He said, “Call central casting. We found a fella to play Gus
Grissom.”

“Anyone recognize him?” Cross asked. “He’s
definitely not Vietnam era.”

A bunch of heads wagged side to side.

Cade said, “Cowboy says our contact is a
fella named Harold Hooker.” He craned to get a better look at the
stony-faced man fast approaching his side of the pickup. “This has
got to be him. Fits the general description. I’d also bet the house
the Corvette is his.”

“I don’t recognize him,” Cross conceded. “He
looks younger than Cowboy. Still, this dude could have hung up his
spurs prior to oh-four.”

Cade said, “We’re about to find out.”
Removing his Oakley sunglasses, he elbowed open his door and exited
the Raptor.

“You must be Wyatt,” said the man. “Harold
Hooker. Friends call me Hal. Or H-Squared. And spare me the obvious
jokes based on my surname. Heard ‘em all. But if you feel you
cannot help yourself, T.J. is acceptable. I really liked Shatner in
that one.” Finished rambling, Hooker clenched the stub of a cigar
he’d been holding between his teeth and extended a hand.

“That’s an affirmative,” replied Cade as he
reciprocated, firmly gripping the man’s calloused hand and giving
it a good pump. “Cade Grayson. Call me Wyatt if you like.”

“Just don’t call him Francis,” joked Lopez.
“We already have one of those.”

The granite set to the man’s jaw dissolved.
“Pleased as punch to meet you, Grayson. Mike’s glowing praise
precedes you and your team. Come on inside, gentlemen.” He looked
over a shoulder. “And in case anyone’s watching, you’re all going
to want to mask up before transitioning from the hangar to our
bird.”

Our bird? thought Cade. Where’s
Ari? As the others were piling out and collecting their gear,
he asked, “How far do you and Cowboy go back?”

“All the way to the Mog. I was about a year
out of training at Campbell and already a left-seater and running
and gunning with Task Force 160 when me and Desantos first crossed
paths. He was a newly minted green beanie. From then on out he
logged a lot of frequent flier miles with me and my boys.” He
paused. “I may not look it, but there’s nearly sixty years in my
rearview mirror.”

“Good living,” Cade said. He cocked a brow.
“Is Ari Silver here somewhere?”

“That lucky bastard is getting acquainted
with the 7500.”

Cade asked, “Were you active duty in the
Sandbox during the most recent conflicts?” Since Cade was on a
first-name basis with most of the SOAR aviators, he was almost
certain the answer was going to be “no.”

Confirming Cade’s hunch, Hooker said,
“Unfortunately I had moved on to other things by the time
the towers fell.” His smile faded. “While I didn’t get to take part
in Neptune Spear, I eventually got to play a small role in making a
lot of tangos pay for their indiscretions.”

That’s all the detail the man offered up. And
Cade didn’t see the need to know more. If Hooker and Cowboy were
still tight, that was good enough for him.

Hooker ushered the team into the main
building, led them through a sparsely appointed waiting room and
suite of offices, then cracked a door that opened into the hangar.
It was easily four or five times the size of the two-story main
building. A pewter-gray Gulfstream G500, its upturned port-side
winglet nearly brushing the far left-side wall, took up a third of
the tall-ceilinged building. To the right of the door, a slight
droop to its rotor blades, sat a sleek Airbus H145 helicopter. Save
for the G500 and like-colored helo, the trio of black SUVs parked
near the open hangar door, and the huge American flag hanging from
the rafters, everything was stark white. The walls and ceiling had
a dull finish. The floor, on the other hand, was polished to such a
high gloss that one could see their own reflection staring up at
them.

Outside the hangar’s wide open rolling doors,
its engines just beginning to spool up, was the Bombardier Global
7500 Hooker had referenced in the parking lot. It, too, wore the
same paint scheme as Pristine Air’s other aviation assets. The
chrome accents on the 7500’s nose and leading edges of its wings
and tail gleamed under the partly sunny sky. The door on the
twin-engine business jet’s port side was already open, the
internally stowed foldaway stairs fully deployed.

A helmeted figure could be seen behind the
left-seat cockpit glass. Cade guessed it was Ari finishing up
pre-flight tasks.

A tick later Hooker confirmed as much,
saying, “Your friend Silver is your captain for this flight. On the
outside chance Rimshot needs any help with the bird’s
avionics or comms, I’ll be occupying the right seat. Seeing as how
he’s one of the lucky few to have accrued stick time in all of
SOAR’s new stealth birds, I’m sure I’ll be as useful as a eunuch in
a whorehouse.”

Leading by example, Cade donned his mask and
looked the rest of the team over. “Cross and Griff … go ahead and
grab your seats and get comfortable.” Singling out Lopez, he said,
“Hang back and help me get the Pelican case inside the bird.”

 


***

 


Fifteen minutes after arriving at Hillsboro
Airport, the Pale Riders were aboard the 7500, their gear was
stowed, and they were all in their chosen seats. As Cade clicked
his seatbelt home, he was struck by the 7500’s overall size.
Although it was only half as big as a commercial jetliner, there
was still plenty of room to stretch out inside. Granted the
Gulfstream in the hangar was a bit smaller than the 7500, and
certainly would have been as comfortable and more than sufficient
range-wise to use for the thousand-mile flight to Sky Harbor in
Phoenix, but with the location of the other dormant Simoom cells
still unknown, should an unexpected roundtrip flight to the East
Coast be necessary, the G500 would be bumping up against its
fifty-three-hundred-mile maximum range. Returning to homebase
without refueling at an outside facility was one of Cowboy’s many
stated goals. So, in the grand scheme of things, the 7500, with its
seventy-seven-hundred-mile range, was more suited for Pristine
Air’s inaugural clandestine mission.

As Cade sat back in the plush seat, his mind
going over the plan he and the others had hashed out on the ride to
the airport, he cracked a rare smile. Back in the saddle. He
sure missed the adrenaline rush he got from combat. Hot lead
crackling the air nearby, not so much. If he closed his eyes and
ignored the pleasant new-leather smell coming off his seat, he was
back to commanding a team of Tier 1 operators and being ferried
into battle with them aboard a helo piloted by his old friend, Ari
Silver.

Missing from the brief trip down memory lane
was the all-encompassing desert heat of the Sandbox, the
kerosene-tinged stink of burning jet fuel, and, most importantly,
Ari’s usual banter. From the time the 7500 rolled off the tarmac
fronting Pristine Air, to the bird arriving at the hold-short line
on 13 Right, the usually jovial former Army aviator hadn’t cracked
a single joke. He had been all business.

Maybe, Cade reflected, it was the fact Ari
was not as at home at the controls of a fixed-wing aircraft as he
was when strapped into a helo. In that instance, Ari and aircraft
were one. Hooker’s presence, Cade figured, was also partly to blame
for Ari’s demure demeanor. If he had to wager on one of the two
having the most impact, his money would be on the latter. It wasn’t
every day a person gets to, literally, rub elbows with someone they
idolized. Hell, Cade thought, if he could choose one man to
accompany on a mission, it would be a legend in the special
operations community, the one and only Richard “Dick” Marcinko. The
man, affectionately known as “Demo” to his friends, was a founding
member of DEVGRU’s SEAL Team Six and responsible for implementing
many of the tactics and strategies now employed by modern Tier 1
teams.

From Ari’s early days as a member of Civil
Air Patrol in Riverside, California, to his time in the Special
Operations Aviation Regiment, word was the aviator shined as
brightly as his surname. Common knowledge among his peers was that
the man was quick to learn the flight characteristics of any
aircraft he strapped himself into——rotor or fixed-wing. Simply put:
Ari was born to fly.

Stick one of his former co-pilots—Durant or
Haynes—in the cockpit beside the man and gone would be what little
filter the Night Stalker possessed. In those instances, the only
thing capable of shutting up Rimshot was a missile lock tone,
sudden mechanical problem, or incoming fire.

Over the years Cade had come to accept the
constant inflight banter. Had even learned to tune it out. But it
was when the comms went quiet during a mission that Cade knew Mr.
Murphy—of Murphy’s Law fame—was about to throw a wrench into the
operation. It was then that he was truly grateful to have Ari on
the stick.

Evidently having received clearance to launch
from the tower, the 7500 shuddered and began to roll down 13 Right.
The engine howl rose exponentially and the dry, patchy grass in the
runway infield became a greenish-brown blur outside the right-side
windows.

The 7500 picked up speed rapidly, the trees
beyond the airport melting into an amorphous green mass streaked
vertically with dark shadow. Passing the midpoint of 13 Right, the
bird separated from the runway and the noisy rabble produced by the
tires ceased. Near instantaneously the 7500 had adopted a steep
nose-up attitude and was climbing steadily. The end of the runway
was still somewhere in front of and below the 7500 when Cade heard
the soft whine of motors working somewhere underfoot. The hollow
clunk of the landing gear stowing away inside the fuselage preceded
the sharp bank to port that provided Cade with a bird’s eye view of
Pristine Air and the surrounding buildings and land. He saw his
pickup, the white SUV, and Hooker’s yellow Corvette. The latter, he
figured, was probably visible from space. His eye was quickly drawn
to the flat roofs of the trio of buildings and their affixed
hangars. Pristine Air, with its multiple satellite dishes and
forest of antennas, all corralled inside the parapet ringing the
flat roof, stood out from the others. It was clear that, whatever
Desantos had planned for the outfit going forward, no expense was
being spared in standing it up.

Cade saw that the lot across the feeder road
from the trio of buildings was being worked by a pair of yellow
bulldozers. It was to be the future home of a yet-to-be-named
venture closely associated with Pristine Air.

Coming out of the turn, the 7500 still in a
steep climb, Cade was pressed back in the seat when the aircraft
seemed to find a new gear. Ari was feeling the new bird out. That
was clear. But with Hooker in the right seat, Cade doubted his
friend would take the business jet anywhere near the edge of her
performance envelope. The senior aviator’s presence was also likely
to squelch the good-natured ribbing the Pale Riders always fell
victim to when hitching a ride aboard Ari’s fictitious Night
Stalker Airways.

Hillsboro Airport and the surrounding area
were all out of sight and mind in a matter of seconds.

As the horizon outside Cade’s window leveled
out, the westering sun casting the Willamette Valley in a warm
glow, he turned his attention to the cabin. It was richly
appointed, with supple caramel-colored leather and rich, dark wood
inlay in the predominant surface coverings.

Across the aisle from Cade, each kicked back
in a window seat, Cross and Griff looked to be preparing for their
inflight ritual: sleep. Find it when you’re able was one of the
main tenets instilled in soldiers the world around. Another was to
eat when you can. One could only run so long on adrenaline and an
empty stomach.

Lopez poked his head around his seatback.
Eyeing Cade, he asked, “Did Ari recently have his jaw wired
shut?”

Cade chuckled. Reclining his seat, he said,
“He’s up there with one of the pioneers of his beloved Night
Stalkers. He’ll walk the straight and narrow until he can’t.”

Lopez nodded. “Ain’t no man alive that can
keep Rimshot from throwing out at least one zinger.”

“I know one thing for sure,” Cade said.

Lopez arched a brow. “What’s that?”

“We don’t have to worry about this bird
unexpectedly going inverted.”

Lopez nodded across the aisle at the former
SEALs. Both were still wearing their seatbelts. Griff had donned a
black eye mask. It looked funny paired with his snarling creature
face mask. Cross was kicked back, eyes closed, seemingly fast
asleep. Lopez said, “I don’t think those two share your optimism,
Wyatt.”

Griff said, “I heard that. Ari already got me
once with one of his unannounced spin cycles. I’m not going to
allow him the pleasure of doing it again. Last thing I need is to
earn a second puker patch.”

Lopez said, “If we do go inverted,
think that stupid mask is going to hold back the torrent?”

“I forgot I had it on,” Griff said, peeling
it off and putting it in a pocket. “I’m still recovering from the
red-eye flight from Bangor.”

Displaying an air sickness bag taken from his
seat’s armrest, Cross said, “First rule when riding Night Stalker
Airways is to locate one of these. Second rule is to always remain
strapped in.”

“What’s the third rule?” asked Lopez.

Grinning wide, Griff said, “Always avoid the
bitch seat.”

That brought a lot of memories flooding back
to Cade. Lopez was the utmost professional while prosecuting all
aspects of the job, but during down time he always seemed to be
bitching about one thing or another. Getting stuck sitting in the
forward-facing middle seat in a helo’s cramped cabin was his
all-time main gripe.

Character flaws and idiosyncrasies, Cade
mused. They all had them. But it was the fact Lopez hadn’t so much
as pointed out a single perceived slight—minor or otherwise—that
had Cade believing the old idiom about the passage of time having a
way of smoothing a person’s rough edges. He was about to ask his
friend how he’d established his newfound state of Zen when a
familiar voice issued from the cabin speakers.

 



Chapter 9

 


“Thank you for flying Night Stalker Airways,”
said Ari over the 7500’s public address system. “You are now
welcome to get up and move about the cabin.” He went quiet for a
moment. Coming back on, he added, “I have just learned that for the
duration of the flight, your onboard entertainment will be courtesy
of H-Squared Productions.”

Cade and Lopez exchanged worried looks, with
Lopez mouthing, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Cade shrugged and stared anticipatorily at
the ceiling. We’re about to find out was what he was
thinking.

They got their answer a short while later
when the show commenced. It consisted of a string of jokes (mostly
of the dad variety), one delivered unannounced every five
minutes or so. This went on for over an hour as the Bombardier
winged south by east at thirty-five-thousand feet. Hooker’s stilted
delivery and awful comedic timing made for a torturous
experience.

Meanwhile, Cade had unbuckled and strapped on
an ultra-low visibility concealable ballistic vest. Replacing his
button-up short-sleeve shirt over the body-hugging armor, he
checked himself out in the full-length mirror on the inside of the
lavatory door. Only if he looked long and hard could he see the
imprint made by the Glock 19 riding on his left hip. Try as he
might he still couldn’t detect the ballistic vest’s contoured
panels printing through the dark gray shirt.

Returning from the rear of the plane, Cade
retrieved the NODs from the Pelican case. He passed them out to his
team, then returned to his seat to the retelling of yet another dad
joke worthy of little more than a pained grimace.

During an exceptionally long lull in Hooker’s
routine—an intermission of sorts—Cade said to Lopez, “I’d give just
about anything to have Ari switch seats with Hooker. Don’t know how
much more of this I can take.”

Lopez was busy getting acquainted with one of
the pair of Nikon digital cameras Cade had requested as part of
their gear loadout. Mating the NIKKOR zoom telephoto lens to the
camera body, he said, “I think it’s just Hooker’s way of initiating
us into the group. Testing our breaking points. No doubt Ari is in
on it.”

“I may bend,” Cade said. “But I don’t break.”
He went back to giving his gear a final check.

Mercifully, Ari’s voice filtered down from
the overhead speakers. “We’ll be wheels down at PHX in ten. It’s
currently a balmy ninety-five degrees … in the shade. Sunset
tonight in the valley of SPF one million is 1850 hours.” There was
a short pause, during which Cade consulted his Suunto: 1730. Plenty
of time left to gun up and get acquainted with the vehicles waiting
for them at PHX. If nothing went awry during the landing and runout
to the hangar where the vehicles were supposed to be staged, they
should be set up and surveilling the target before nightfall. He
was enjoying the silence when Ari came back on to announce that
H-Squared was going to deliver a short encore performance.

Griff groaned and tore off the eye mask. “We
need to lobby Cowboy to convince Haynes to come on board,” he said.
“At least part-time. I’m with Cap. I can’t take much more of this.”
Cap was short for Captain America, one of Cade’s lesser-known
nicknames.

Cross was up and strapping on his body armor.
He said, “If there is a next time no amount of money is
going to get Haynes to suit up. He’s got those nightclubs of his to
look after.”

Cross said, “I heard he’s booking some hot
local rap acts at the one close to downtown.”

Lopez sat up straight in his seat. “They call
it Hotlanta for a reason. I want to see what his gentleman’s club
is about.”

“Tits and ass,” said Griff. “Nary a gentleman
in the place. Which is why one of us is going to have to get
married.” He received death glares from everyone but Cade, who
said, “And why is that?”

“So we can throw a bachelor party there,”
replied Griff, a wide grin parting his beard.

“Lopez is about due for another marriage,”
said Cross.

Finished buttoning his short-sleeved shirt
over his ballistic vest, Lopez flipped Cross and Griff the bird.
“It's someone else’s turn to get hitched. Wish someone would snag
my ex. She’s frickin bleeding me dry.”

“Griff is a no-go. He’s married to his boat,”
Cross ribbed.

“And you are afraid of commitment,”
Cade reminded Cross. “How long have you and Eve been shacking up?
Better part of a decade?”

“I can’t help it if I get the milk for free,”
said Cross, pretending to buff his fingernails on his ballistic
vest. “Don’t hate the player. Hate the game.”

Breaking up the spirited banter, Hooker came
on over the PA. “I’m going to leave you fellas with one final
funny. Here she goes.” He went quiet for a beat. Cade imagined Ari
and Hal bumping fists and snickering at the long-running joke,
which he was sure he had not heard the last of. Hooker came back
on, saying, “What do you call a newly married female hippie?” Long
pregnant pause. “A … Mississippi.” He reproduced a good-sounding
rimshot, then added, “Don’t forget to tip your waitress.”

Cade groaned.

Lopez stuck a finger gun to his head and
pulled the imaginary trigger.

Cross said, “We need to find a way to dose
T.J. with some Ambien before the return flight. Think if I waive
the fifty bucks Ari owes me we can get him in on it? Maybe have him
toss one in Captain Dad Joke’s thermos?”

“Best just grin and bear it,” Cade said,
snugging his seatbelt tight. “Five mikes to wheels down.”

The others didn’t need to be told what to do.
Knowing Ari’s penchant for coming in hot, they quickly stowed gear
and retook their seats.

While Cade was doubtful the hotshot aviator
would show off at a civilian airport with H-Squared seated beside
him, stranger things had been known to happen. If Ari were a naval
aviator, no doubt he’d have earned a reputation for buzzing many an
aircraft carrier’s island.

A handful of seconds after everyone was
buckled in, the 7500 slowed considerably and banked gently to the
left. Concurrently, the landing gear deploying could be heard and
felt underfoot.

Outside Cade’s window, everything was a
varying shade of brown. Here and there, close in, sprinkled amongst
homes with red-tiled roofs, were palm trees and the occasional
cactus grove. Swimming pools, with their aquamarine waters
reflecting the waning light of day, were plentiful.

In the middle distance, reaching up from the
flat basin like angular robotic fingers, were the dozens of
skyscrapers that made up downtown Phoenix’s skyline. To combat the
extreme desert heat, most of the buildings were skinned with
mirrored or deeply tinted glass. Although the city was nowhere
close to competing with New York or Los Angeles, downtown Phoenix
was further down the road to being considered a metropolis than
downtown Portland’s dying core.

The 7500’s approach was swift and steep, with
Ari bringing her down soft on the centerline of Runway 8, then
expertly applying the brakes. In Cade’s experience, some commercial
airline pilots tended to get on the brakes too soon and,
oftentimes, way too hard.

Ari’s landing was quite the opposite. There
was no bone-jarring impact when the wheels made contact. Nor did
the bird get squirrely when the brakes were applied. Just a soft
kissing of rubber on cement and a gentle vibration that coursed
through the airframe as the bird’s landing gear soaked up the
kinetic energy of her reuniting with earth. The runout to the
terminus of Runway 8 was also as smooth as butter.

Reaching the runway’s easternmost exit, Ari
slow-rolled the bird across the taxiway fronting a lone white
hangar. Fifty yards west of the hangar was Phoenix Fire Department
Station 29. It consisted of a series of brick buildings with
massive white rollup doors, one of them open, the stall filled by a
red and white foam engine.

As the windowless hangar loomed large off the
7500’s left side, Cade saw through the open doors that its interior
was nothing like the sterile showroom-like environment enjoyed by
Pristine Air’s birds. Hangar 17 was well used, with black streaks
crisscrossing the battleship-gray floor. A lone pushback tractor,
its yellow body panels streaked with dirt, sat forlornly in one
corner.

The vehicles Cade had been promised were
parked off to the right. The doors on the white Ford Transit 250
Cargo Van even bore the requested magnetic signage. The passenger
car, on the other hand, was a little more eye-catching than he had
wanted. Instead of providing a vanilla sedan, next to the van was a
sleek Dodge Challenger SRT Hellcat. The two-door coupe had twin
scoops on the hood and sat on some of the widest low-profile tires
Cade had ever seen on a street legal vehicle. If the motel was in
as bad a part of town as the online reviews led one to believe, the
black muscle car was bound to attract unwanted attention.

Parked a hundred feet or so from the Hellcat
was a Ford Explorer wearing the blue over white Phoenix Police
Department livery. The SUV’s roof was fitted with a low-profile
lightbar and bristled with needle antenna. At the wheel, face
bathed in shadow, was a lone figure.

Ari nosed the 7500 halfway into the hangar,
far enough so that the deplaning process would be hard to witness
by anyone on the outside. When the hangar doors were amidship, the
7500’s nose and tail diagonal to the apron fronting the building,
Ari applied the brakes and powered down the engines.

As soon as the bird had ceased all forward
movement and the engines were pegged at idle, Cade threw open the
door and deployed the stairs. Right away he was smacked in the face
by a wall of dry heat. Lungs no longer acclimated to superheated
desert air, his first breath caught in his throat. It also had him
thinking of time spent on hot tarmacs at Bagram Field, Kandahar,
Dwyer, Leatherneck, and a host of other bases and FOBs in the
Sandbox. Ninety-five degrees my ass, was his second thought.
It had to be well over a hundred in the hangar. It didn’t help that
jet exhaust had found its way inside through the open doors.

Followed close behind by the rest of the
team, Cade stepped onto the hangar floor. Seeing that the only
person in the hangar had made no attempt at communication, nor did
they exit the SUV, Cade quickly made his way to the van.

Opening the driver’s door, he pulled down the
visor, dislodging the keys secreted there. He caught the falling
keys midflight, then flung them at a trailing Griff. “You’re
wheelman.” He pointed to Cross. “And you’re riding shotgun. The
packs containing your MP7s, suppressors, spare mags, and ammo are
on the floorboard up front. In back you should find the uniform
blouses and clipboards I requested. If me and Lowrider are
compromised and we are forced to call a prairie fire, the clipboard
and uniforms should help you two sell your presence on the
property. If not, use your judgment. As for NODs, lighting on
target will dictate their use.” He looked the team over. “Any
questions?”

“Got a plunger back there?” Griff joked.
“That’ll help sell us. Because everyone knows how effective they
are at unclogging a gas station burrito dump.”

“No plunger,” Cade said matter-of-factly.
“The decals on the door are legit. It’s the company the Crossroads
contracts with.” He paused and regarded Griff and Cross. “Play the
plumber card only if you have to.” He passed around flesh-colored
earbuds and two-way radios. “The buds are voice activated and
paired with your radios via Bluetooth. I tested them for you boys
while you got in your beauty sleep.”

“It didn’t do them any good,” quipped Lopez.
“Looks like they both lost a battle with a shovel.”

Ignoring the dig, Cade turned his attention
back to the cruiser. Saw the figure at the wheel beckoning him
over.

Cade hesitated at the back doors. After a few
seconds contemplation, he got into the Pelican case and came out
with two of the NODs.

After letting his gaze tour the hangar and
determining there were no cameras and that the workbenches along
the rear wall contained only tools and aviation-related items, Cade
started off for the SUV. As he drew near to its left side, he saw
through the front windshield that the figure at the wheel was an
African American who looked to be in his early thirties. The man’s
eyes were concealed behind mirrored sunglasses. His high-and-tight
haircut was nearly as impeccable as his Phoenix PD uniform.

When Cade reached the driver’s door, he
looked in and spotted triple chevrons on the sleeve facing him. He
also noticed that one mirrored lens of the man’s sunglasses was
partially concealing a black eye patch.

“Goodes, 10th Group,” said the sergeant as he
passed a handheld scanner to Cade through the open window. It was
followed by a pair of PPD badges on leather lanyards. Close
inspection revealed them to be detective badges.

Cade replied with a subtle nod. That was it.
He wasn’t about to offer up information that might compromise OPSEC
just because the guy said he was former special forces. Prudence
dictated he let the officer do the talking.

Once the 7500’s turbines finally fell silent,
Goodes obliged, filling Cade in on what to expect when he and his
team arrived on target. Finished with the brief SITREP, Goodes
answered a few questions posed by Cade. When they were both on the
same page, Goodes fired the cruiser’s motor and ran his window
up.

Cade returned to the Transit van, finding
Griff already behind the wheel and directing a questioning look his
way.

“Sergeant Goodes is one of us,” Cade replied.
He handed the scanner to Cross. “It’s encrypted. You’ll be privy to
everything PPD is doing. Goodes is going to escort us off the
airport. Just act normal and follow his lead. Once we’re in the
wild, we’re on our own.”

Griff said, “Copy all that. But what’s with
the muscle car? That’s an eyeball grabber. Only thing worse would
be if it was that neon green or traffic cone orange those things
come in.”

“It’s a forfeiture. Seems it’s all that was
available.” Nodding toward the SUV, he added, “Goodes assures me
rides like it are a dime a dozen where we’re going.”

Addressing Cade, Lopez said, “I wonder what
Cowboy had to do to bank this big of a favor from the Phoenix
PD.”

“Nothing at all,” Cade replied, passing one
of the badges to Lopez. “Goodes is a patriot. He’s got kids he
cares about. He’s off the clock and doing this for God and
Country.”

Firing the van’s engine, Griff said, “Only a
guy whose moral compass is as skewed as Lowrider’s would expect a
quid pro quo.”

“Easy, cabron,” Lopez growled. “I’m as
American as tamales and apple pie.”

“He’s just busting balls,” Cross put in. “And
since when is a tamale considered American?”

Smirking, Lopez said, “Since I put mine in
your mom.”

“Let’s stay off moms,” Griff shot. “I just
got off yours, Lowrider.”

“You frogmen are always sticking up for each
other,” Lopez fired back. “You two secretly a couple?”

Cade said, “Mask up. And enough with
the constant back and forth. You all can kibbitz all the way home
for all I care. Hell, I’d rather listen to that than what we just
endured getting here.” He was already behind the wheel, the
Hellcat’s HEMI thrumming noisily under the hood. “Saddle up,
Lowrider. We’re keeping Goodes waiting.”

 


Mt. Hood National Forest - Fifty-Five Miles
East of Portland, Oregon

 


Duncan Winters veered his Dodge Ram HD 3500
dually pickup across the two oncoming lanes of US 26 and pulled
into the lot of the only gas station for miles around. He slid his
rig broadside to the diesel pump, set the brake, killed the engine,
and triggered the fuel door open. Waiting at the wheel for the
attendant to come pump his gas, he reflected on how stressed he
was. A drive out of Portland during rush hour on a Friday night
could do that to a fella. Especially a guy trying his best to keep
the plug in the jug. Problem was, he wasn’t sure if he’d completely
emptied the jug before inserting the stopper.

A man emerged from the small convenience
store and walked down the short stack of stairs. There was a hitch
in his step. Maybe a bad hip or ski-hill-affected knees. Duncan
could sympathize. At times his knees felt as if someone had
injected them with broken glass and metal shavings. The man was
somewhere between forty and fifty and carried an extra thirty or so
pounds a person barely pushing six feet should. He wasn’t morbidly
obese, but clearly a lot of sitting behind a store counter had
played a part.

“What can I get you?” asked the man, flashing
an easy smile.

“Fill her up with diesel,” Duncan said,
regarding the man from behind tinted aviator glasses. “It’s only
gonna need a third of a tank, or so. I like to keep her topped off.
Never know when the zombie apocalypse is going to pop off.”

The attendant said, “Cash or card?” then
paused, his gaze locked on Duncan. “A guy your age believes in
zombies?”

Duncan let go one of his trademark cackles.
“I’m not crazy,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “It’s the
human apocalypse that worries me.” Regaining his composure, he went
on, saying, “And I’ll be paying cash. Always have, always
will.”

The attendant started the fuel flowing.
Standing there, one hand on the pump handle, he said, “You can go
on inside. Pick out anything else you need. I’ll meet you at the
register when I’m done here.”

Elbowing his way out of the pickup, Duncan
said, “I’ll wait for you.” It was out of respect. Seemed like the
guy was working solo. A person milling about an unattended
convenience store could do a lot of shoplifting in a short amount
of time. As the attendant did his thing, Duncan ran a squeegee over
the pickup’s windshield.

“Are you camping?”

“Frog Lake,” Duncan answered. “Reminds me …
I’m going to need a couple of bundles of firewood.”

Nodding, the man said, “By the ice machine.
Five bucks a bundle. Grab what you need on the way out. It’s
supposed to rain,” he added. “Might grab a tarp or two as well. Got
them on sale.”

“Not necessary,” said Duncan, returning the
squeegee to the water. “Tent’s a four-season job. Plus, I ain’t
afraid of no rain.”

“Coming from Portland?”

Duncan nodded. “Didn’t see real rain until I
was overseas.” He clucked his tongue. “That’s real rain. And once
it gets started, it doesn’t wanna let up.”

The man clanked the nozzle against the tank
opening to get every drop of Duncan’s five-dollar-a-gallon diesel
into the tank. Replacing the nozzle, he said, “Vietnam?”

Worrying his silver goatee, Duncan said,
“Yep. Spent three years of my life tear-assin’ all over that damn
country. First Air Cavalry. First of the Ninth. Logged hours in
Slicks, Snakes, and Shithooks.”

“Thanks for your service,” said the
attendant. “They wouldn’t take me. One of my legs is shorter than
the other.”

Duncan followed the man into the store,
closing the door as he entered. “Just you working here?”

“Yep,” said the man. “I’m B.J. This is my
place.” He rang up the fuel. “How many bundles of wood?”

“I’ll take four.”

“You need ice or beer?”

“Need or want?” Duncan flashed a pained
smile. “I’d love to … but I can’t. Reached my limit a couple of
years back. Still, it’s a struggle to ignore the old mistress.” He
glanced at the items trapped under the glass pane inset into the
scuffed counter. “I will, however, have you pick out twelve of
those scratchers for me.”

“Just twelve?”

“Hell,” said Duncan, putting some candy and
jerky on the counter. “Gimme twenty.”

The man tore off twenty tickets, five from
four different stacks, all decorated with colorful enticing
graphics, like fishing lures, only for humans.

“You know,” said Duncan. “I’m going to be up
here a few days. Might as well give me fifty tickets. Dealer’s
choice. Got to have something to do when I get tired of my Louis
L’Amour novel.”

“Explains the Stetson and boots,” said the
man as he tore off the tickets. “Been admiring your leather vest,
too.”

“I’m a bit out of place in Portland,” Duncan
conceded. “Nothing in the Keep Portland Weird slogan that
applies to me.”

B.J. put the candy and jerky in a sack.
“Tickets in there as well?”

Duncan nodded as he peeled off a couple of
hundred-dollar bills.

Handing back the change, B.J. said, “You have
a campsite reserved, right?”

“Made it online in the spring. Really sucks a
fella can’t just go camp on a whim no more.”

“It gets kind of rowdy at times. Friday might
drag the partiers from the city. They don’t care who they hassle.
Honored Citizens no longer get the respect they deserve.”

Pulling the vest open on one side, the butt
of the Model 1911 .45 caliber pistol riding in the shoulder holster
clearly visible below his left armpit, Duncan said, “I can handle
myself.”

A knowing look ghosted across the man’s face.
“I get it. I’ve got a little Shockwave shotgun under the counter.
She’s settled more disputes than I can count.” He chuckled. “You
take care of yourself, old timer.”

“Close,” said Duncan. “But the people I like
call me Old Man. You can do that if we meet again.” Snatching up
his bag of goodies, he exited the store, stopping to collect his
wood on his way to the pickup.

It’s going to be nice to get away from the
rat race was what was on Duncan’s mind as he jumped back onto
US 26, the Purple People Eater’s thirsty 6.7-liter Cummins Turbo
Diesel roaring under the hood as he fed her fuel. Only thing that
could cut short this weeklong trip, especially since his phone
didn’t have service up here, was the need for human contact. If he
could stay out of his own head—a neighborhood that at times could
be dangerous to hang around—everything would be okay.

 



Chapter 10

 


Sky Harbor International Airport - Phoenix,
Arizona

 


Cade wheeled the Hellcat off the tarmac and
formed up close to the PPD cruiser. Glancing in the rearview
mirror, he saw that the Transit van with Griff and Cross aboard had
also made the turn and was quickly closing the gap with his bumper.
He noticed they had both complied with his order to mask up. He
also caught a glimpse of the black mask covering the lower half of
his own face. He didn’t want any of them to have to wear the
things, but it was necessary to keep cameras employing facial
recognition software from placing any of them in Phoenix.

“What kind of fool owns a black car in a
place where it’s regularly over a hundred degrees in the shade?”
Lopez said sourly. “Like driving a sun magnet. Should be a law
against selling them here.”

“A drug dealer fool is who,” Cade replied.
“Look on the bright side. At least it’s got a limo tint. And a damn
fine A/C, too.” A physical response to the latter, gooseflesh was
erupting on his arms and neck.

Up ahead, parallel to the firehouse’s north
parking lot, was a two-lane access road. Standing between the
airport property and the road was a twelve-foot-tall
razor-wire-topped fence. Just inside the fence was a
twelve-by-twelve brick guardhouse. When the three vehicles pulled
single file to the black-and-yellow-striped barrier arm dropped
down horizontally across the exit lane, the man seated inside the
guardhouse was head down and staring at the smartphone in his hand.
When he finally looked up, a flash of recognition flitted across
his narrow face.

The man stood and a window on the side of the
guardhouse facing the drive slid open.

Goodes held his ID up to a smoked glass dome
on a pole outside his cruiser.

No words were exchanged between the guard and
Goodes as the man waved the vehicles forward. The barrier arm just
lifted silently to vertical, then the wheeled portion of fence
behind the guardhouse rolled away to the right. The guard, a former
Marine who’d been inserted last minute by a Gold Star mother
working in scheduling at the Transit Authority, was to make sure to
scrub all evidence of Goodes and the Pale Riders coming and
going.

As the PPD cruiser crossed the sidewalk and
nosed up to the two-lane access road, Sergeant Goodes signaling his
intention to turn right, Cade tipped his ball cap at the guard and
followed suit. However, when the cruiser committed to the right
turn, Cade did the opposite, signaling left as he accelerated
briskly into the westbound lane. It was a preplanned move to give
the sergeant plausible deniability should things go sideways for
Cade and his team. Last thing anyone wanted was for the patriot to
get hit by any blowback from the off-the-books operation.

After seeing the Transit van follow his lead,
Cade had Lopez input into his smartphone the address to what he
hoped would be their one-and-only stop in Phoenix—the Crossroads
Extended Stay Motel.

Nosing west on East Air Lane, Cade found it
difficult to keep the Challenger traveling anywhere near the posted
limit. The car wanted to run. Without a doubt, the Hellcat
possessed the most powerful engine of any vehicle he had
driven.

They kept mostly to surface streets, the van
sticking close to the Hellcat’s six. Two and a half miles north by
west from where they had parted ways with Goodes, Lopez’s phone
prompted Cade to merge onto I-10 West. With the westering sun
filling the windshield very close to diving behind a distant range,
they kept pace with what Cade guessed was the tail end of Phoenix’s
rush hour traffic. After covering four miles on I-10, the robotic
female voice coming from the phone urged Cade to take Exit 143 to
I-17 North.

“The drivers here are idiots,” Cade said as
he jerked the wheel to keep a passing big rig from cleaving off the
Hellcat’s passenger-side mirror. “They drive like they got their
licenses out of a Cracker Jack’s box.”

Looking up from the Polaroid he’d been
studying, Lopez said, “Took the words right out of my mouth, boss.
And here I thought I was the token complainer.”

“You always get the job done, Lowrider. Why I
tolerated it all those years.” Cade smiled and clapped his friend
on the shoulder. “Keeps things interesting.”

After transiting less than a mile on I-17,
Cade was convinced the use of turn signals was considered a sign of
weakness by Arizonans. He wasn’t keeping an accurate count as he
was continuously being cut off, but it sure seemed as if only one
in ten drivers bothered with them. Over the course of eleven miles,
as he wove the black wannabe racecar through northbound traffic, he
came close to trading paint with other vehicles on three separate
occasions.

Thirty minutes after leaving Sky Harbor, the
two vehicles were nearly twenty miles north by west and exiting the
freeway via the Black Canyon off-ramp. A beat later they were
stopped at the end of the runout by the signal hanging over West
Bell Road, an east\west arterial the graphic on the phone showed to
be a couple of blocks south of the Crossroads Extended Stay
Motel.

As they were stopped at the red, Cade saw
Goodes’ declaration that “muscle cars are a dime a dozen” proven
accurate. Traffic moving in both directions on Bell consisted of
Challengers, Chargers, Mustangs, and Camaros. Some were classics
from the ‘60s and ‘70s, others newer models taking many design cues
from their predecessors. All the colors in the rainbow were
represented. Also present were slammed-to-the-ground import cars
with loud paint jobs and oversized aerodynamic wings. Tesla EVs
also had a strong presence.

Though civil twilight was just giving way to
nautical twilight, the soft glow from multicolored lights affixed
to undercarriages illuminated the road underneath many of the
vehicles. It almost gave the illusion that some of the cars were
floating above the boulevard.

A bass-heavy rap track pulsating from the
speakers in a slammed Corvette could be heard from a block away. As
the red sports car slid through the intersection, the young man in
the passenger seat all smiles, the minivan Karen who had been
tailgating Cade on the freeway honked her horn and gave the young
Hispanic passenger a one-fingered salute.

Cade understood how the Crossroads got its
name. Not only was it close to the confluence of I-17 and a couple
of major thoroughfares, but it was also a stone’s throw from the
main drag favored by Phoenix’s car culture. And it was Friday,
likely the most popular night of the week to get out and show off
the ride.

Goodes was right, Cade thought. The Hellcat
did blend in with its surroundings. When the light finally changed
to green, the two vehicles crossed Bell and continued northbound on
North Black Canyon highway.

Two long blocks down the four-lane boulevard,
with the Crossroads Extended Stay Motel coming up on their right
and Minivan Karen continuing to tailgate the Hellcat, Cade veered
hard into the right lane to allow her to pass. As he did so he
spotted an empty motorcoach exiting the motel’s lot via its
southernmost curb cut. Seeing the perfect opportunity to recon the
motel and its central parking lot before entering the property, he
slowed the Hellcat to a crawl, tucked it in close to the bus’s rear
bumper, and took a long, hard look as the property slid by on the
right. Meanwhile, Lopez was turned sideways in his seat, trying to
remain inconspicuous, the Nikon’s huge lens aimed at the motel, the
camera’s shutter firing nonstop as it captured everything.

In the brief snippet of time Cade had eyes on
the motel, he learned a lot about the two-level L-shaped affair.
The long leg of the L shot off from the motel’s front entrance. To
the right of the main structure was a U-shaped parking lot. The
doors on the dozen ground-floor rooms housed in the long, narrow
leg opened to a covered walkway running the length of the lot. The
second floor was set up the same way, with the upstairs walkway
fronted by a metal railing. A pair of outdoor stairways, one at
each end of the walkways, allowed access to the second level.

The semi-attached foot of the L was at the
rear of the lot. It angled off to the right and contained six rooms
on the ground level and six upstairs. Attached to the shorter
building’s right-side wall was a third outdoor staircase.

Abutting the parking lot on the right was the
cinder block rear wall of a self-storage business. The wall was
painted a pale yellow and rose to only half the height of the many
palm trees dotting the motel lot.

The Crossroads’ main building housing the
front office and check-in counter was a two-story stucco affair
with a red tile roof. It was painted the same washed-out shade of
orange as the rest of the motel. Glass double doors opened to a
covered motor court, its looping entrance and exit lined with
mature palm trees. Greek-themed columns braced the portico roof.
The neon No Vacancy sign suspended from the portico cast a
muted red glow on the motor court’s pavers.

There were no vehicles parked under the
portico. There were no bellhops and no luggage trollies visible.
And Cade detected zero movement inside the lobby and small waiting
area.

In the scant few seconds he had in which to
survey the property, he spotted two people walking the covered path
connecting the detached main building with the first run of the
ground-floor rooms, a trio of men of indeterminate ages sitting on
chairs erected in front of the far building, and a dozen or so kids
engaged in a game of soccer taking place in the back of the parking
lot. To a person, they were all dark complected. Whether they were
from the Sandbox or south of the border was not immediately
evident. However, add in the empty motorcoach leaving the premises,
the dearth of vehicles in the lot, and the total lack of activity
in the office, and Cade was convinced the intel fed to Desantos by
someone high up the chain in the DoD was correct. If the rest of
the dozens of people brought here from the airport in the dead of
night were still being housed here, they were probably all inside
trying to escape the heat. Seeing as how the place didn’t have a
swimming pool, if Cade were in their shoes, inside and parked in
front of an A/C unit was where he would want to be.

The motel’s sign rose twenty feet above the
covered motor court. The digital reader board at the bottom
indicating it was still close to ninety degrees outside helped
bolster Cade’s assumption.

Flicking his eyes to the rearview, he saw
Griff steer the van from Black Canyon and onto the motel lot.

“What’s your first impression of the place?”
Cade asked Lopez.

“It’s a slapdash op,” he replied. “I didn’t
see any security fencing.”

“No guards visible either,” Cade noted. “If
they have surveillance cameras anywhere on the premises, I didn’t
spot them.”

Hanging a right into a residential area, Cade
said, “Mike thinks this is just a first stop. A distribution hub of
sorts. My gut tells me someone from the government or an NGO is on
the way with gift cards, bus tickets, and complimentary cell
phones. That’s got to be the carrot that’s keeping folks hanging
around.”

Looking up from the Nikon trapped between his
knees, Lopez said, “Then we better quit wasting time being
looky-loos.”

As they were puttering past the motel behind
the motorcoach, Lopez had snapped close to a hundred photos with
the Nikon. Now, as Cade was searching for a suitable place to get
the Hellcat turned around, Lopez was starting to scroll through the
images. Zooming in on one, he tapped the camera’s large viewing
screen. “I don’t think these hombres on the chairs at the rear of
the lot are DHS personnel. And if I’m right about that, then the
people being housed there can come and go freely.” He clicked
through the images, many of them near duplicates, then stopped on
one that showed just the motel’s main entrance.

“Anything else of use?” Cade asked as he hung
a wide U-turn at an intersection two blocks east of Black
Canyon.

“Sign on the front doors says they’re closed
for renovation.” Lopez shook his head. “Why the subterfuge?” He
caught himself at once. Looking sidelong at Cade, he went on,
saying, “That was a rhetorical question. Any of this gets out, the
bypassing of the normal vetting process, the midnight flights, the
complete lack of transparency about who’s coming in and where
they’re being resettled”—he made a face—“POTUS and his DHS head are
going to have a lot of explaining to do.”

Turning left to get back onto Black Canyon,
Cade stated the obvious. “It has got to piss off every person who
immigrated here the right way.”

Lopez said, “I get the wanting a better life
thing. I really do. But there’s a way to go about it. And this is
not it.” He took a deep breath. “I’m third generation,” he
declared. “Piss off is a huge understatement. If they’re
intentionally aiding and abetting people on the FBI’s terror watch
list to just waltz into my country—my daughter’s country—especially
after all I’ve sacrificed to keep them over there … there
will be hell to pay.”

Cade said nothing. Using the same entrance as
Griff had, he pulled the Hellcat onto the motel lot. Choosing a
lined spot close to the sidewalk, he backed the car in slowly. With
the storage facility’s cinder block wall close to touching the
Hellcat’s rear bumper, he killed the HEMI and pocketed the fob.

Pressing the earbud firmly into his right
ear, Cade checked in with the plumbers.

“Good to go,” Griff radioed back. “No sign of
our tangos.”

“Yet,” Cade answered back. “But my gut tells
me they’re here. You two know the drill. Anything seems off, you
break radio silence. Better to be safe than sorry.”

“Copy that,” Griff replied. “You find Farouk
and the boys, save some scalps for us to collect.”

“No promises,” Cade said. “Alpha Lead
out.”

Slipping the lanyard over his head, he tucked
the badge into his shirt, letting it ride overtop his ballistic
vest.

Having done the same, Lopez collected the
Polaroid pictures. “Good to go?”

“Could use a couple of flashbangs. Then
again, those might give us away.” He distributed a handful of zip
ties between them. Next, he handed Lopez a pair of flesh-colored
surgical gloves. “Put these on.”

Wrestling the gloves on, Lopez said, “These
things match your skin tone better than mine. If I was a
gato, my name would have to be Socks.”

“Or Mittens,” Cade said, suppressing a grin.
“In the Sandbox, you and me were always about the same skin tone.
Granted it took me a few days in-country to catch up.” He tapped
Lopez’s gloved left hand. “Don’t worry about how it looks. Lots of
people are still deathly afraid of the plague. These things
shouldn’t draw a second glance.”

After giving their sidearms a quick onceover,
they spent a few minutes watching the motel from inside the car. In
the short span of time, the three men were joined by three
Hispanic-looking women. The soccer game grew by half, with a couple
more kids opting to wait on the sidelines.

“I’ve seen enough,” Cade said. “We going to
start at the end and work toward the office?”

Lopez said, “Let’s start with the adults.
Then we move on to the kids.”

Cade agreed. The lot lights were just flaring
to life when they finally stepped from the Hellcat. There would be
no need for NODs; the motel’s exterior was already lit up like a
Christmas tree. Before long, he thought, the lights on the poles
would be bathing the entire lot with their eerie orange glow.

As planned, Griff had parked the van in a
spot centrally located on the parking lot. Through the deeply
tinted windows in the van’s dual rear doors, the view of the office
and motor court, all the rooms on both wings of the motel, as well
as the three outdoor stairways, was completely unobstructed. When
Cade and Lopez passed close by the rear of the van, all they could
see in the windows were their own reflections superimposed over
that of the motel in the background.

“Time to put our game faces on,” Cade
said.

Lopez had already started off across the lot.
Looking over his shoulder at his old friend, he replied, “Why
bother? We’re both wearing face diapers.”

 


Queen Anne District

 


Seattle, Washington

 


Raven Grayson hated the rain. Why she had
moved from one of the rainiest cities in the Pacific Northwest to
attend a university in a city no different was a question she asked
herself nearly every day this time of year. Outside the sky was a
color that fell somewhere between unpolished silver and the paint
on the hull of the U.S. Navy frigate cutting a course across Puget
Sound.

Tempted to jump off the exercise bike and use
the spotting scope her father had given her to see the vessel’s
identifying marks, she instead shifted her attention to Kerry Park,
a once pristine couple of acres of grass dotted with benches and
blessed with unobstructed views of downtown Seattle, the Space
Needle, and the Puget Sound and its many bays Seattle was built up
around.

The park was directly across the street from
the three-story brownstone. In 2019, Raven’s first year in her
one-bedroom apartment, the homeless making the park their home had
been few and far between. Now, after the summer of 2020’s illogical
defund-the-police movement and the subsequent lawless takeover of a
couple of blocks of downtown by groups who wanted to be autonomous
but couldn’t even police themselves, the park across the street was
a no go for her. It looked like one of the campgrounds her parents
had taken her to when backpacking wasn’t an option, only with
violence and blatant open-air drug use instead of s’mores and
round-the-campfire ghost stories. It was sad, really. She couldn’t
blame most of them. They had been failed by their government.
Mental health and drug-and-alcohol rehabilitation programs would go
a hell of a lot further in helping get these people back to where
they were contributors to society than what those in power were
doing now: turning a blind eye to it all. She didn’t know what it
was going to take to affect the change needed, but whatever they’d
been doing behind the scenes up until now certainly wasn’t
working.

Raven wasn’t about to let the weather, or
anything else, get in the way of her workout regimen. Being hard to
kill, one of her father’s tenets, was one of the driving factors.
Though the Graysons had been shortchanged in the height department,
her splitting the difference between Mom’s five-four and Dad’s
five-ten, it wasn’t so much a physical attack she was steeling
herself against as it was a biological one. Because like her
father, she had decided against getting vaccinated. Too many
unknown variables, the one pertaining to fertility chief among them
for her. The more physically fit she was, her doctor had told her,
the less likely she would be severely affected if, God forbid, she
did catch the Rona.

Reaching the end of the exercise bike’s
preprogrammed ten-mile circuit, one that she liked because it was
hilly and mimicked closely the route she rode on her road bike when
the weather was less severe, she noticed two homeless men milling
about near the park’s entrance. They were new to the area and
looked a little out of place. Cutting her workout ride a quarter
mile short, she retrieved the spotting scope from the kitchen,
stood on one of the chairs that went with the bistro table in the
small breakfast nook, and peered through the optic’s single
lens.

She found one of the two men on the first
sweep. He was the older of the two and was now sitting on one of
the benches near the entrance, his overstuffed backpack on the
ground near his combat-boot-clad feet. She glassed him head to toe.
The stocking cap pulled down low was standard street attire. The
dark-lensed Oakley sunglasses were not. Panning down, she paused on
the beard. It was unruly and flecked with gray, putting his age
somewhere between mid-thirties and her father’s early forties.
Strangely, the man’s teeth were white and perfectly straight. No
way were they living-on-the-street issue. Not that street people
didn’t practice personal hygiene, it was the straight part she
keyed in on. This man had seen his fair share of dentists. And so
had her father. She had a hunch this fella was no stranger to the
inside of a Veterans Administration hospital.

The olive Army jacket and nylon winter pants
she could go either way with. They could be overwatch attire or
donated items handed out by one of Seattle’s many city-funded
shelters or church-based missions.

Scrutinizing the man’s hands sealed the deal
for Raven. They were clean, the nails neatly trimmed. Those hands
hadn’t been digging in a garbage can today, or ever, she
surmised.

Making her job easier, the other man,
muscular and probably late twenties, made his way to the bench.
When he sat down, no attempt was made at communication. It was as
if the older man was invisible.

The younger guy wore similar clothes, had a
nearly identical pack, and hid his hair and eyes with a stocking
cap and sunglasses, the latter cheap Ray-Ban knockoffs.

Though Raven’s mother had said, without going
into detail, that people would be watching her apartment for a few
days, the sight of two men who could easily pass for members of her
father’s old Pale Riders team told her everything she needed to
know: The thing that happened recently in the Pale Riders’ old
stomping grounds was already having ripple effects here.

Raven stepped down from the chair and put
away the spotting scope. Finally dabbing the sweat from her brow
with a towel, she scooped up her phone and thumbed it alive.
Although it wasn’t a first for her to buy food for the homeless,
nor would it be the first time she’d secretly paid for a veteran’s
meal, it was the first time she’d ordered food over the phone and
paid a rideshare to deliver it.

Ending the call, she made a mental note to
tell her father to let his pipe hitter friends know that their
disguises needed a little work.

 



Chapter 11

 


Staying back to avoid becoming an unwilling
participant in the frenetically paced soccer match taking place in
front of the smaller of the Crossroad motel’s two wings, Cade
divided his attention between observing Lopez approach the adults
watching the game and keeping an eye out for any faces he might
recognize from the stack of Polaroids.

Seated across the action from Cade were three
men and three women. Their chairs were arranged in a rough
semicircle in three groups of two, a man and woman in each. They
all looked to be late twenties or early thirties. Noticing how each
pair had pushed their chairs real close together, Cade concluded
that these people were likely the parents of some of the children
playing soccer.

The adults quickly took notice of Lopez,
tracking him with their eyes as he walked behind the pair of palms
acting as a makeshift goal. To a person, they sat up straight in
their chairs when they realized he was doubling back toward them.
Clearly, a war between fight and flight was being waged within each
of them. It dawned on Cade that Lopez’s dark complexion and the way
he carried himself—straightforward and impossible to
intimidate—might have the men and women mistaking him for a cartel
sicario.

Neither fight nor flight won out, because the
adults remained seated. Likely they had each conducted their own
quick cost/benefit analysis that both actions, no matter which was
taken, would leave their kids hanging in the balance.

The women were dressed in plain tee shirts
and knee-length walking shorts. On their feet were well-traveled
tennis shoes. Despite the heat, the men were dressed for work:
long-sleeved button-up flannels layered over tee shirts, sturdy
Carhartt pants, and scuffed leather boots. Dead giveaway that at
least some of what they were wearing had been donations given to
NGOs for distribution among the needy was the tee shirt peeking out
from underneath one man’s unbuttoned outer shirt.

Wrapped around the Phoenix Suns flaming
basketball logo were the words NBA Finals Champions. Most of the
writing below the logo was obscured; still, Cade was aware that the
Suns had never won the Larry O’Brien Trophy. In fact, just a couple
of weeks ago the Milwaukie Bucks had topped the Suns four games to
two in their best-of-seven championship series. He’d seen the same
thing in the Sandbox: kids and adults wearing shirts on which the
incorrect team was being hailed as Super Bowl champions or winners
of the National Hockey League’s Stanley Cup.

Tens of thousands of shirts declaring each
competing team the winner were produced in advance for nearly every
high-profile winner-take-all sporting event. But one team had to
lose. And those shirts falsely declaring the losing team the winner
couldn’t be sold. Those that weren’t destroyed found their way to
an NGO for distribution to the needy or those unfortunate enough to
be stuck in a war zone.

Lopez stopped a few feet shy of the seated
group, then walked his gaze from face to face. During a lull in the
game, while a kid was retrieving an errantly kicked ball from the
far reaches of the parking lot, he introduced himself and indicated
that he was a PPD detective working with the Joint Terrorism Task
Force. He was met with stoic demeanors and silence. The uneasy
staring contest was broken only when the soccer game resumed.
Coming up empty, Lopez moved on.

Cade watched it all go down from the
sidelines. He had expected the mime routine Lopez received from the
adults. Couldn’t really blame them for not getting involved. Not
my circus, not my monkeys was a personal tenet of his, too.
Over the years, knowing when and when not to stick his nose into
other’s business had kept him from getting into unnecessary
trouble.

Without consulting the parents, Lopez
approached the only kids not playing the game. They looked as if
they were perennial bench sitters. Stopping a yard shy of a chubby
girl still several years shy of her quinceañera celebration, Lopez
went to one knee. Hands up in mock surrender, in perfect Spanish,
he said, “I am not immigration. I am a detective.” Smiling wide, he
showed her his badge. “I’m Hector Guzman.”

Replying in Spanish, she said, “I’m
Sylvia.”

Tucking the badge away, Lopez produced the
Polaroids. Showing them to the girl one at a time, he said, “We are
looking for these bad hombres. Have you seen any of them?” He stole
a quick glance at the parents. The women were staring daggers at
the girl, and the men were scowling at him. Nonetheless, they all
remained seated.

“Look through them, please,” Lopez pressed,
handing her the dog-eared Polaroids.

Reluctantly, the girl accepted the photos.
After casting a furtive glance toward the adults, she quickly
thumbed through the stack. Finished, she shook her head and handed
them back to Lopez.

While Sylvia had been looking at the
pictures, the other bench sitter, a thin, runtish boy with the
beginnings of a mustache shading his upper lip, had moved
closer.

Lopez made eye contact with the kid. Sensing
the pre-teen wasn’t just a curious bystander, Lopez offered the
stack of pictures, repeating what he had said to the girl.

The kid didn’t offer his name. He did say,
however, that Sylvia was his little sister.

Lopez remained tightlipped while the kid
quickly thumbed through the stack.

Finished, the kid tapped the picture on top.
“This hombre is here,” he said. His English was quite good,
albeit heavily accented. He made a second pass through the
Polaroids, selecting three more from the stack. “And these ones are
here, too. They were all on the airplane.” He paused, thinking.
"Are the men terrorists?"

Lopez didn’t address the question. After a
quick glance at the photos, he asked, “Are they here now?”

The kid nodded. “Yes. They are here.”

“Do you know what rooms they’re staying
in?”

The kid raised one hand and rubbed his thumb
and fingers together.

Recognizing the motion for what it
was—universal semaphore for “pay me”—Lopez looked across the lot
and waved Cade over.

Having been following the interaction closely
from afar, Cade pulled a wad of hundreds from a pocket and peeled
off two. Returning the wad to his pocket, he hustled across the
soccer pitch, keeping well clear of the action. Forming up beside
Lopez, Cade palmed the bills into the man’s gloved hand.

The kid dropped his gaze to the bills, then
shook his head. “Not enough reward for turning in
terrorists. One hundred each,” he demanded, locking
eyes with Lopez.

The kid is good, thought Cade as he
retrieved the wad, peeled off two more Ben Franklins, then placed
them in the kid’s open palm.

“Siete … I mean, room seven,” said the
kid, pointing diagonally across the lot. “Downstairs by the
Coca-Cola machine.”

“Anything else you can tell us?” Lopez
pressed.

Ignoring Lopez, the kid smiled at Cade and
repeated the “pay me” motion.

It was obvious to Cade this kind of
transaction was not new to him. To expedite things, he said, “Five
hundred more if you tell us everything you know.”

That sealed the deal. The kid took the cash,
jammed it into his pocket, then went on, describing what the men
were wearing and when he had last seen them all together.

“This afternoon?” Lopez said. “When
specifically?”

The kid shrugged. “After siesta. Maybe three
o’clock. Maybe later.”

Cade said, “Quit working us for more money.
We had a deal. What time?”

The kid stuck both arms out. “Mister, I don’t
own a watch.”

The girl stuck out her arm, proudly
displaying the pink digital watch on her wrist.

Lopez said, “Do you know what time,
Sylvia?”

She shook her head.

“I think it was closer to four,” said the
kid. “Pretty sure of it. They were all standing in the number seven
parking spot. They were talking quietly among themselves. A few
minutes later they all went back inside.” The kid went quiet,
seeming to draw inward while his gaze remained locked on something
far off in the distance.

To Cade, it seemed as if the kid was worried
that he had divulged too much, afraid he had just put his sister
and the rest of his family in danger. “That’s all of it?” he
prompted. “You certain they’re all in number seven right now?”

The kid looked at his shoes.

“What is it?” Lopez asked in Spanish. “You
can tell us. We’re the good guys.”

“I was over there after that, buying a Coke
from the machine. Their door opened and one of the hombres walked
off toward the office.”

Cade looked at his Suunto. “So … between four
and five o’clock?”

The kid nodded.

Lopez fanned out the four photos. “Was it one
of these men?”

The kid tapped the one of Farouk. “It was
him.”

Cade said, “Did you see him return?”

“Yes,” said the kid. “About thirty minutes
later he returned in a white car.”

Lopez stuffed the photos away in a pocket.
“Was he driving?”

Shaking his head, the kid said, “Nada. It was
a gringo. He was tall and muy gordo.”

Cade looked over his shoulder. There was a
white four-door import nosed up to the wall near where the kid
indicated he got his Coke. “Is that the car?”

Biting his lip, the kid nodded.

“Is the gringo still in the room with them?”
Lopez pressed.

The kid shrugged.

One of the men rose from his chair and said
something to the kid in rapid-fire Spanish.

“I got to go,” said the kid.

“So do we,” Cade said, sharing a knowing look
with Lopez.

Over the shared comms, both men had
simultaneously received in their earbuds word that Griff had just
made Farouk coming out of room seven. He was alone and getting into
the white import.

Replying to Griff, Cade called an audible he
knew wasn’t going to be received well but was entirely necessary,
especially considering they didn’t have overwatch. Splitting up the
team wasn’t ideal, but having Griff and Cross keep tabs on Farouk
was the only way to be sure the entire cell was taken down. If room
seven was empty, they still had Farouk to question. Cade wasn’t
worried about losing Farouk. Griff was one of the best chase
drivers he had ever seen. Common knowledge throughout the Special
Operations community was that the man had once commandeered a dump
truck to tail a moped riding HVT through downtown Baghdad. That
bombmaker was now wearing an orange jumpsuit and likely to spend
the rest of his life in Gitmo.

Addressing Lopez, Cade said, “Farouk could
just be making a store run.” He paused for a second, thinking. “But
we can’t take the chance he’s flying the coop for good. I hate to
split us up, but that’s what we’re sticking with.”

“It’s a good call,” Lopez said. “He’s our
only link to the other cells.”

Cade concurred. Over the comms, he said, “Try
to avoid contact with Farouk. We don’t need the heat a gunbattle in
the streets of Phoenix would bring down on us. Goodes’s already
done as much as he can for the cause. No way he’s got the pull to
get us out of lockup. We have the scanner. That’ll have to
suffice.”

Cross came back right away. “While we’re out
of comms range, I’ll keep you updated via text. Last resort, I’ll
go to the TyrLink sat phone.”

Cade made no reply. None was necessary. He
was already hustling across the parking lot, eyes locked on the
door to room seven, his mind running through all the possible
scenarios he and Lopez were likely to encounter.

 


Moments Ago

 


Inside the Transit van, seated side by side
on folding chairs placed close to the rear doors, Griff and Cross
were watching everything through the one-way window glass.

Griff had already taken the second Nikon from
its Pelican case and had mated the NIKKOR telephoto lens to the
camera body. He was leaning back from the window and using the
camera to surveil the larger of the motel’s two wings. Seeing
nothing moving behind the curtains of the ground floor room closest
to the office, he resumed the slow left-to-right sweep he’d been
conducting since he planted his butt on the chair.

Steiner binoculars parked in front of his
face, Cross was busy watching the interaction taking place between
Lopez and two kids who looked to be waiting to be subbed into the
game.

“Lowrider is engaging the girl. Showing her
the pictures,” noted Cross. Continuing the play-by-play, he added,
“She’s shaking her head. Considering the glares some of the adults
are sending her way, she’s probably just earned herself a whipping
for talking to strangers.”

“Third pass of the motel, upstairs and down,
and still I got nothing,” answered Griff. “Talk about getting a
whipping. My mom used to tan my ass on the regular.”

Framing the other kid with the binoculars,
Cross said, “Yep … mine too. She had a hell of a right hand. The
ass whipping is one of the only downfalls of being a Gen X.” He
regarded Griff for a half beat. “You a hellion growing up?”

“And then some. Nine-year-old me used to
steal Playboys and Hustlers from the local pharmacy. Slipped them
underneath my shirt up front and walked right out the door. Big ol’
balls of steel. Never. Got. Caught.” He chuckled. “We had the
coolest treehouse. Centerfolds on every wall. Even had the Material
Girl’s hairy pits and muff on full display. Virgin my ass, that
one.”

“Fish on,” Cross reported. “The young fella’s
talking. Aaaand now he’s pointing to some of the photos.” He
continued to watch and piped up again only when he saw Cade make
his way across the soccer pitch.

As he listened to Cross reporting on what he
was seeing, Griff continued to pan the Nikon back to the left,
concentrating mainly on the windows and doors of the upper
floors.

“Little dude just worked them for some
Benjamins.” Cross lowered the binoculars and pinched the bridge of
his nose. As he was raising them up again, three things happened
all at once. First, he detected movement on the lower level of the
larger wing. A door had opened. Due to the load-bearing wall
standing in the way, he didn’t have “eyes on” the person, or
persons, emerging from the room. He said to Griff, “Movement …
eleven o’clock, lower level, single-digit rooms. Got a door open.
Looks like room seven.” At the same time, in his ear, he was
hearing Cade relay the refined version of what nine hundred dollars
had just bought him.

Griff was reacting to Cross’s observation,
lowering the Nikon’s lens a few degrees and swinging it left, when
he started to receive Cade’s brief SITREP in his ear. As he
listened, he picked up the movement reported by Cross. It was one
man. Full beard. No mask. He had just come out of room seven and
was making a beeline for the white car the kid had just told Cade
about. Finger already pressed down on the shutter button, he
tracked the man along the walk and all the way to the vehicle. The
shutter stuttered and clicked nonstop for three long seconds.

Taking a quick look at the Nikon’s large
rear-facing LCD, Griff thumbed buttons to pull up a full-on frontal
view of the bearded man. There was no need to zoom in on the man’s
face to know they had hit paydirt, but he did so anyway. As the
bearded face filled up the viewing screen, confirming what he
already knew, he radioed Cade. “Alpha Lead … we got Farouk coming
out of seven. How copy?” What came next was exactly what he’d been
expecting. In fact, it was the audible he would have called. As the
Prius backed from the parking spot, Griff was already out of his
chair and halfway to the driver’s seat. By the time the white
four-door was nosed up to Black Canyon, its right-turn signal
strobing steadily, Griff and Cross were in their seats, buckled up,
and the van’s engine was just turning over. Watching Cade and Lopez
sprinting across the lot a dozen yards behind the van, Griff threw
the transmission into Reverse and shifted all his attention to
their quarry.

No way was he going to let the pedophile
waste of skin out of his sights.

 



Chapter 12

 


Cade was halfway across the lot, with Lopez
close on his heels, when the white Prius merged with traffic
flowing northbound on Black Canyon. By the time they had stopped
running and were padding down the covered walk fronting the larger
wing’s lower floor rooms, maybe five seconds after signing off the
shared comms, the Transit van with Griff at the wheel was turning
northbound onto Black Canyon.

Squeezing by an unaccompanied housekeeping
cart stocked with travel-sized toiletries and piled high with clean
linen, Cade grabbed a short stack of hand towels.

Arriving at the windowless door to room
seven, some fifteen seconds after Farouk’s hasty exit, they found
the light above the door turned off and the blinds behind the
nearby window drawn tight. Through the door, a non-stop chorus of
raucous cheering and chanting could be heard coming from the
television. Either Farouk had left it on, or the rest of the cell
was inside and watching a sporting event—likely a football match
beamed live from a vastly different time zone halfway around the
world. If Cade were a betting man, his money would be on the
latter.

Lopez slipped by Cade, passed in front of the
door to room seven, then pressed his back to the yard-wide slice of
outer wall sandwiched between the unit’s single window and the
left-side door jamb.

Pulling up short on the hinge-side of the
door, Cade tried to visualize the room’s layout. He figured there
was probably a shallow closet on the right, just inside the door.
To the left, by the window, would be a small table and chairs. The
room’s two beds would be pushed up against either the left or
right-side wall. Against the wall at the foot of the beds would be
a long dresser. If the television responsible for the ongoing
racket wasn’t wall-mounted, it would be atop the dresser. Judging
by the budget nature of the motel, he was expecting the latter. The
only logical place for the bathroom was at the rear of the
unit.

They weren’t assaulting a suite in the Ritz
Carlton. Only variables were how many, if any, of the cell members
were inside and where they had chosen to sit while watching the
game.

Satisfied he knew how he wanted to sweep the
room once inside, Cade reached across the door and tested the knob.
Locked. There was a Do Not Disturb sign hanging off
the knob, which he promptly removed and placed on the ground before
the door, making sure the Please Make Up Room side was
facing up and the sign would be one of the first things someone
opening the door would see.

A peephole eye-level on the door was backlit
from a light source inside the room. Passing all but one of the
hand towels to Lopez, Cade clenched a fist and made a knocking
motion.

Lopez nodded. He understood what Cade had in
mind. Whoever was in the room, whether they wanted to or not, was
about to be visited by housekeeping. The sign on the ground
was plausible deniability should the person answering the door
question the interruption. He was prepared to use it if need
be.

Cade drew his Glock and quickly spun on the
suppressor. Gripping the polymer pistol two-handed, he nodded at
Lopez, who had already finished snugging the suppressor onto his
Glock.

Lopez whispered, “Go time,” then turned his
body sideways and took up station a couple of feet off the door,
where anyone looking through the peephole would only be able to see
his masked face and upper body. If one of the occupants inside
chose to instead pull aside the curtains and sneak a peek through
the window, they would see only his back and the top half of the
stack of towels hiding the Glock held in his right hand.

No matter which method the person coming to
the door employed, they wouldn’t know about Cade until it was too
late for them to do anything about it.

Lopez quickly checked his surroundings.
All clear. The housekeeper whose cart they’d liberated the
towels from was still nowhere to be seen. Wisely, the adults had
stopped the soccer game and had herded their kids inside.

Lopez rapped sharply on the door. Speaking
Spanish he said, “Housekeeping. I have the extra towels you
requested.”

Nothing. Just the long-drawn-out braying of a
man announcing a score on goal.

Making a fist, Lopez pounded hard on the
door. Three solid blows. Again, in Spanish, he said, “Housekeeping.
I have the extra towels you requested.”

That approach drew someone’s attention. The
television volume got turned way down. Then, the faint patter of
footsteps approaching the door resounded from within.

Speaking through the door, the English far
from perfect, a male voice boomed, “No Spanish, man. Speak
English.”

Lopez saw the peephole go dark. Someone was
checking him out. And though he was masked, hoping he could sell
the housekeeping ruse with his eyes alone, he put on a fake smile.
Then, switching to English, he said, “Someone asked for more
towels.” He lifted the towels to peephole level. “I can’t leave
them on the ground, sorry. City ordinance.” A lie.

A conversation ensued on the other side of
the door. Two men were speaking in Arabic, in which Cade and Lopez
were fluent. One man was telling the other man to ignore the
intrusion. The second man was insisting they could use the towels
to wash up for evening prayers. A third male voice intervened. He
cursed the others, imploring them to tell the infidel they were
watching football and to order him to go away and stay away.

Through the door, the first voice said, “The
sign says do not disturb. Go away now.”

“You are not in charge,” insisted the second
man.

When the third voice reentered the fray, the
heated conversation quickly escalated into a shouting match. It was
clear the game was far more important to him than the towels. It
was also evident that at least one person inside was still
insistent that the door remain closed. Question was: Who would get
their way?

It was all Lopez could do to not laugh at the
situation he had gotten himself into—standing there with a handful
of stolen towels concealing a suppressed weapon aimed at the
door.

After a couple of seconds, during which no
sound came from within the room, apparently the need for towels won
out over all else.

Without warning, the knob rotated and the
door sucked inward.

The bearded man who opened the door was not
Hispanic. Albeit a bit older and narrower in the face than he had
been when the Pale Riders rolled him up, there was no mistaking
Rasim Salah for anyone else. His heavily lidded eyes fixed on Lopez
first. Then his gaze dropped to the meager supply of towels.
Finally, with Lopez pointing out the fallen Do Not Disturb
sign and apologizing profusely in Spanish for not seeing it there
before knocking, Cade made his appearance, cutting the corner fast,
Glock sweeping up, eyes probing the room beyond Rasim’s left
shoulder.

Determining that the remaining two cell
members were in fact inside the room—one sitting on the end of the
nearest bed, the other standing before a wall-mounted
television—Cade instantly deemed Rasim expendable. Without a shred
of remorse, he introduced Rasim to the Mozambique drill, pressing
the trigger three times in under a second. The first two rounds
struck the terrorist in the chest, less than an inch apart, just
below and to the right of the sternum. As Rasim’s left lung was
being destroyed by 147 grains of rapidly expanding lead,
effectively trapping the shouted warning in his throat, the
follow-on round was cleaving through the lower ventricle of his
rapidly beating heart.

Cade had practiced the close-quarters-combat
drill thousands of times in the range. After the obligatory
milliseconds-long pause between the second and third trigger pull,
during which the Glock’s muzzle was rising faster than the eye
could track, the suppressor coming rapidly online with the man’s
aquiline nose, Cade gave a final press of the trigger.

The tap to Rasim’s head was insurance in case
the first two had missed vital organs. In this instance, the round
that severely deformed the man’s skull was, no pun intended, a bit
of overkill.

The subsonic ammunition and suppressor had
rendered the back-to-back-to-back reports from the Glock to
something no louder than two hands clapping. The lifeless body and
spent brass were still in gravity’s clutches as Cade charged into
the room, head on a swivel, the Glock’s still smoking suppressor
following his gaze. As he stepped over the fallen corpse, his
forward movement causing the twining gun smoke to dissipate, the
metallic smell of freshly spilt blood hit his nose. The air inside
the room was thick with it. Intuitively, he knew the fresh body on
the floor wasn’t to blame. Whose blood he was smelling, he hadn’t a
clue.

Pushing the question to the back of his mind,
Cade barked in Arabic, “Show me your hands. Show me your hands …
now!”

While he hadn’t been in a combat situation in
some time, he recognized instantaneously the effect the adrenaline
dump caused by the sudden violence of action was having on him.
Time seemed to slow and everything in front of him snapped into
sharp focus. The only assumed detail about the room’s configuration
he had been wrong about was the placement of the television. It was
mounted on the right-side wall, above the long dresser, not sitting
on top of it.

A yard to Cade’s fore, seated on the end of
the bed and reacting slowly to the sudden intrusion, was tango
number two. Although his name didn’t come to Cade right away, his
face was on one of the Polaroids. He was wearing a red two-piece
tracksuit and traditional Madas Sharqi leather sandals. At first
blush, he appeared to be unarmed.

Cade lunged for the man, his gloved left hand
getting a firm grip on his neck. Crushing down hard on the man’s
windpipe, Cade swung the Glock right to left, on a flat plane,
holding nothing back. There was a meaty thunk as the pistol
grip bashed into the terrorist’s exposed left temple.

Sensing the body go limp, Cade let the man
fall back onto the bed, unconscious. Bringing the Glock back
around, he repeated the order to tango number three. The bearded
man wore a black tracksuit with three white stripes running
vertically down the arms and legs. He was also on one of the
Polaroids. Cade knew Ahmed Kais well. Now in his early thirties,
the man had once produced propaganda for Al-Simoom. His flashy
videos of IEDs obliterating Humvees and MRAPs to a soundtrack of
Arabic pop music were distributed widely over the Internet. They
were very effective recruiting tools.

Three seconds after the surprise entry, Ahmed
was still on his feet and frozen in place at the end of the second
bed. The remote control in his hand remained aimed in the
television’s general direction. Proof the remote had already been
used to unmute the television was the Corona beer commercial now
blaring from its speakers.

Lopez had already followed Cade inside,
kicked the door to the room shut behind them and was stepping over
Rasim’s prostrate body when Cade delivered the knockout blow with
the Glock. Now, with Cade standing between the beds and repeating
to Ahmed the order to be still and to keep his hands up, Lopez was
padding past the first bed, Glock aimed at the propagandist’s head,
and reassuring him softly in Arabic that he would live only if he
cooperated.

Ahmed had no intention of cooperating. Not
with Cade. Not with Lopez. Not with anyone. He wasn’t going out
without a fight.

Conversely, Cade and Lopez didn’t want the
man dead. At least not yet. With no guarantee that Griff and Cross
would take Farouk alive, it was imperative Ahmed live long enough
to be interrogated. Keeping both terrorists alive to weigh their
individual responses to questioning against one another would be
optimal. However, Cade was prepared to work with what was in front
of him now.

Simultaneously, as the bass from the Whodini
rap track backing the Corona spot on the television filled the
room, Ahmed let go of the remote and dove for the narrow slice of
carpeted real estate sandwiched between the bed and far wall.

The move caught Cade by surprise. Afraid a
stray round might punch through the motel’s thin walls and hit an
innocent outside, or, less likely, someone in the neighboring unit,
he checked his fire.

As the terrorist came down hard on the floor,
the bed obscuring all but his tennis-shoe-clad feet, Cade was
provided the downward angle he needed. Starting at the bed’s
midpoint, hoping to wound but not kill, he let loose half a dozen
rounds, walking them left to right, toward the only part of the man
he could see: his splayed-out feet.

Puffs of white fiber erupted from the bed. At
least one of the 9mm rounds fired through it had found flesh,
because the man was screaming before the final round fired made a
bloody mess of his left ankle.

Cade stole a quick glance over one shoulder.
Seeing that Lopez had already used one of his towels to gag the
unconscious terrorist, he returned his attention to Ahmed. Making
certain he didn’t pop back up armed with a gun was priority one.
Keeping him alive long enough afterward in order to conduct a quick
interrogation would be the cherry on the sundae.

Going into a combat crouch, Cade took a quick
turkey peek around the end of the bed. Ahmed had come to rest flat
on his back, both legs stretched out straight and twitching. His
hands were balled into fists, one with a tight grip on the
bedspread, the other pounding steadily on the carpeted floor.

The round that had started Ahmed screaming
had struck the meaty part of his upper left thigh. Judging by the
amount of blood pulsating from the quarter-sized entry wound, a
major artery—most likely the femoral—had either been nicked or was
severed completely. If so, the man was well on his way to bleeding
to death.

The pistol Ahmed had been going for was
wedged between the mattress and headboard. Going on the curve of
the backstrap alone, Cade pegged it for a Beretta—the regular issue
sidearm for the United States armed forces for more than three
decades. Tugging it free, he dumped the magazine and cleared a
chambered round. Next, to silence the screams, he jammed a hand
towel into the man’s open mouth. With the soccer game on the
television back to being the dominant noise in the room, Cade
zip-tied the man’s wrists together.

Priority one complete, Cade rose and backed
out of the confined space. Weapon trained on the bathroom door, he
tested the knob. Unlocked. Turning the knob, he pushed the
door inward, quickly returning his hand to the Glock. As the door
swung away slowly, sweeping right to left, the bathroom’s interior
was revealed in tiny vertical slices. First, he saw dead ahead of
him a tiny sink. It was filled with blood-soaked washcloths. Above
the sink was a mirror in which he caught his reflection staring
back. To the right was the toilet. Beyond the toilet, bathed in
light coming in through the opaque window set up high on the back
wall, was the combination shower/bathtub. Curled into a fetal ball
and naked from the waist up was the source of the freshly spilled
blood Cade had first detected when he and Lopez stormed in from
outside.

The man looked to have been in his late
twenties or early thirties. A deep gash on his neck ran from ear to
ear. Blood trapped in the stoppered tub surrounded his morbidly
obese body.

Cade said, “Clear.” He saw no need to mention
the dead man to Lopez. Nor did he waste any time hypothesizing on
his own as to how the dead man got there. The question would go at
the bottom of the mental list of questions he’d been compiling
since the Pelican cases first hit his stoop days ago.

Returning to the main room, Cade dragged the
terrorist from where he’d come to rest. Laying him out on the floor
by the bathroom door, he went to work trying to keep him alive.

Blood was pooling on the floor and Ahmed’s
mocha-colored skin was beginning to pale.

On a normal mission, the tools to provide
immediate aid would be contained in a trauma kit strapped to Cade’s
gear. That wasn’t the case today. He and Lopez were traveling
light. The kit containing lifesaving tools was in the Transit van.
And the van was likely miles away by now.

First order of business was to find a way to
stop the bleeding. A simple compress wasn’t going to be enough.
Reaching knuckle deep into the entry wound, Cade felt around with
one finger to locate the damaged artery. After a couple of seconds
of this, with Ahmed in considerable pain—his screams and grunts
audible despite the towel—Cade found what was left of the artery.
It was throbbing between his fingers and in danger of slipping from
his grasp.

Finally pinching off the flow, he said to
Lopez, “Put that no-name mutt in a chair where he can see me. If
moving him doesn’t wake him up, slap him until he comes to.”

Looking down on Ahmed, Cade slapped him a
couple of times on one cheek. “Stick with me, Ahmed. I’m going to
ask you a couple of questions. Blink once for yes, twice for no. If
you cooperate, I’ll get you medical help.” It was a lie. He figured
if this man’s God condoned lying to so-called nonbelievers about
anything and everything, turnabout was fair play.

Ahmed blinked once.

Good, Cade thought. “Is Farouk coming
back soon?”

Ahmed smiled. Then he blinked three times.
Clearly, it was a fuck you aimed directly at Cade.

Cade shook his head, then jammed two more
fingers into the gunshot wound, causing Ahmed to go rigid and
thrash against the floor. The screams drowned out by the towel were
quickly replaced by guttural grunts and groans.

Cade repeated the question.

One blink. Yes.

“Is he coming back alone?”

Another yes.

“Are you going operational on
nine-eleven?”

A third yes.

“Are there more cells here in Phoenix?”

Nothing. Ahmed was fading fast, his pulse
growing faint.

“I remember this guy now,” Lopez said. The
terrorist was alert and sitting in one of the chairs Lopez had
pulled away from the small table. As Lopez spoke, he was holding a
Polaroid next to the terrorist’s cheek. “This pendejo is Kahlil
Mehdi. Says so on the back of this picture. He was skinny when this
was taken. Must have gained a lot of weight while he was inside.
All that good prison food paid for by you and me and other American
taxpayers. Problem is, Kahlil here was a low-level grunt. He was
mainly Farouk’s driver and lookout.” He paused. “Ahmed there is our
best bet for intel. He’s probably already started brainstorming how
he’s going to use your beheading video to lure new fighters to the
cause.”

Lopez had a valid point. Locking eyes with
Kahlil, Cade posed the same questions to the man that he’d asked
Ahmed.

Kahlil’s answer to all three questions fell
in the affirmative column. By the time Cade swung his gaze back to
Ahmed, to squeeze him for more intel, the man had stopped
breathing. Regarding his left hand and forearm, he saw that both
were slick with blood. He was about to hit Kahlil with another
series of questions when there came a knock at the door.

 



Chapter 13

 


The knock at the door to room seven was
followed by a woman asking through the door if everything was
okay.

The second Lopez heard the knock, he
remembered he had dropped the Do Not Disturb sign on the
walk before following Cade into the motel room.

Clamping a hand hard over Kahlil’s already
gagged mouth, Lopez said in Arabic, “Everything is okay. No
housekeeping, please.”

“I don’t understand what you’re saying,”
replied the woman, an authoritative tone to her voice.

Switching to English but imparting an Arabic
accent so the person would think he was one of the room’s original
occupants, Lopez repeated himself.

“No … it’s not okay,” said the woman
who identified herself as Carol, the Crossroads’ manager,
not someone from housekeeping. “I don’t care if the
government is paying triple the going rate for your room, doesn’t
give you the right to be assholes. Turn the TV volume down
and try to act like adults. Quiet time is ten o’clock sharp.
Do not make me come back here.”

Edging closer to the door, Lopez said,
“Apologies, ma’am,” and pressed his eye to the peephole. He caught
a fleeting glimpse of the overweight middle-aged white woman as she
was waddling off toward the office. About to draw his eye back from
the peephole, he saw the front end of the housekeeping cart pushing
into view from the left. To avoid another encounter with motel
staff, Lopez opened the door a crack, stuck one arm out, and
snatched the hastily discarded sign off the walk. Hanging the sign
on the knob with the Do Not Disturb side facing away from
the door, he sucked the door shut and threw the lock.

Facing Cade, Lopez stuck his gloved pointer
finger vertical to his lips. Quiet. Next, he drew the finger
away and wagged it at Cade. Wait one.

They remained quiet and rooted in place as
the housekeeper pushed the cart past the door. Cade spent the time
using a bed sheet to wipe the blood from his hands and arm. He also
fed his Glock a fresh magazine.

Nearly a full minute later, with the low
rumble of the retreating cart’s wheels barely audible, Cade resumed
the questioning. After two or three minutes all he had learned from
Kahlil was one of the man’s tells: a barely perceptible eye twitch
that followed questions Cade was positive the man knew the answers
to.

“Last chance to help yourself,” Cade said in
Arabic as he removed the gag. “If you scream or call for help, I’ll
cut your tongue out. I’ll slice it into tiny pieces and make you
eat it. Might even film it and send a copy to Al Jazeera. You’ll be
a star back home.”

Kahlil said, “I already told you all I
know.”

“Nods and head wags don’t cut it.” Cade made
the man stand, then stood directly in front of him and got started.
Many of the questions that followed were the same ones he had
already asked Kahlil, only with subtle changes in the wording. When
Cade was finished with the soft interrogation, he was confident
that—taking Khalil’s tell into consideration as he answered the
questions—three cells had left Afghanistan on the same day aboard
U.S. military birds. The twitch also confirmed they were already
in-country. And it verified that they were all isolated and
communication between individual members within a cell would be
conducted face to face only. The smartphones Cade had found in a
dresser drawer, still in their packaging, were not to be activated
until it was time to go operational. And while he didn’t get a head
count or firm date when the cells would be activated, he had
extracted from Kahlil that the person who had sprung them from jail
had done so at the behest of someone high up in the American
government. Which led Cade to believe it was likely someone
connected to the money-skimming grift he and his team had
disrupted.

As an aside, Cade asked Kahlil about the dead
man in the bathroom. As he’d anticipated, the man was killed solely
for the car. That Farouk was on a mission to find sex, even though
the monster’s appetite for it was said to be nearly insatiable,
came as a complete surprise to Cade. Going out into the wild was
the antithesis to laying low. Especially in a foreign city. But
then again, he thought, the terrorists who took down the Twin
Towers were frequenting strip clubs in the run-up to that fateful
day.

As Cade replaced the gag, in his mind’s eye
he saw Farouk cruising for hookers in the white Prius. And where
hookers congregated, he lamented, so do vice detectives in unmarked
cars. Which meant there was a solid chance Farouk could get caught
up in a prostitution sting. If that happened, they could kiss
goodbye any chance of mining the cell leader for info on where the
other cells were coalescing, let alone who the other targets may
be.

As Cade sat the terrorist down on the chair,
he noticed the table by the door. It was littered with empty cups
and the remnants of a convenience store meal. In the center of the
table was a road atlas of the United States. It was open to the
Oregon section. The Portland metro area was represented on one full
page. A red star had been drawn on the map where Cade’s home would
be located. Tell me something I didn’t already know. He
quickly flipped through the pages, stopping only when he reached
the spread displaying the entirety of Washington State. Turning one
more page got him to the two-page spread dedicated solely to
Seattle. Stiffening, he saw a star identical to the one marking the
location of his home in Southeast Portland. This one was smack dab
in the middle of the Queen Anne District. It wasn’t on the exact
block Raven’s place was located, but it was in the general
vicinity.

Cold chill tracing his spine, Cade said, “I
fully expected you mutts to go after me. Maybe even the rest of the
team.” Without warning, he delivered an open-handed blow to
Kahlil’s right ear. The unexpected strike was louder in the small
room than the suppressed gunfire. The terrorist’s head snapped
sideways, and he cried out through the gag. Seeing a rivulet of
blood trickle from the ear, Cade moved to the other side of the
chair. Stabbing a finger on the atlas, he growled, “Farouk is going
after my daughter?”

Kahlil grunted and shook his head.

Cade removed the towel and handed it to
Lopez. Speaking through gritted teeth, he asked, “Who is going
after my daughter? Are they already in Seattle?” Nothing.
Kahlil didn’t even exploit the removal of the gag to scream for
help. He didn’t start praying, either. His chin dropped to his
chest. He was shutting down. Accepting his fate. In a way Cade was
impressed. He’d seen higher-level tangos give up more info faster
and shut down sooner than Kahlil. He’d been offered bricks of
freshly minted U.S. hundred-dollar bills to let them go. Listened
to their prayers for mercy when that didn’t move the needle. He’d
even seen them so full of fear they’d pissed and shit
themselves.

Kahlil snapped out of his funk and locked
eyes with Cade. “Wait here for Farouk,” he urged. “And let me live
so I can watch the Lion of Kandahar kill you.”

Cade said nothing. Just glanced at Lopez and
nodded.

“Great fantasy, bro.” Lopez stuffed the towel
back into Kahlil’s mouth. “Only one in this room meeting his maker
tonight is you.”

Kahlil rose from the chair and tried
screaming through the damp fabric.

Lopez looked to Cade. “You want this
one?”

Cade shook his head. “He’s all yours. My
sights are set on Farouk.”

Lopez drew his Boker Applegate-Fairbairn
combat dagger from the sheath clipped to his vest. With no
hesitation, he plunged the black blade into Kahlil’s heaving chest.
It was a mostly bloodless affair as the six inches of honed steel
pierced the terrorist’s heart, ceasing his struggles and silencing
the stifled screams.

With the dead man’s gaze seemingly tracking
their every move, they tossed the room, putting anything with intel
value into an oversized gym bag Lopez found under one of the
beds.

Cade took the time to collect DNA evidence
from the three terrorists. Though he was nearly one hundred percent
sure of their identities, the swabs would provide concrete
proof.

Stuffing a laptop and thumb drive into the
bag along with the smartphones and pair of Beretta semiauto pistols
they’d found in a dresser drawer, Lopez said, “What do you want to
do about the dead guy in the tub?”

Policing up the last of his spent brass, Cade
said, “We just have to let nature take its course.”

Lopez put the atlas in the bag. “He’s
innocent, though. Just got himself caught up in shit that’s not of
his making.”

Cade paused for a beat. “What’s on your mind?
You want me to call his mommy?”

Lopez shook his head. His old friend was
always callous in the field. Nothing came before the mission and
safety of the team. Noncombatants—dead or alive—always came in a
close second. At home, though—where family and friends were
concerned—Wyatt had the biggest heart. Would help a friend move at
the drop of a dime. Give you the shirt off his back. Finally, Lopez
said, “Dude deserves a few words before we scoot, doesn’t he?”

Cade pocketed a stack of U.S. passports that
he’d found in the bedside table’s single drawer. They were tucked
inside a King James Bible. Tossing the Bible to Lopez, he said, “Go
for it. Just make it quick.”

While Lopez stood in the bathroom doorway
reciting a passage from Revelation, Cade was pressing his eye to
the peephole. Hearing Lopez say “Amen,” Cade said a quick prayer of
his own for the unlucky man who’d been in the wrong place at the
wrong time. Sensing Lopez behind him, he said, “Nothing moving in
the parking lot. Walk looks clear in both directions, too.”

“Copy that,” said Lopez, hefting the
overloaded bag off the floor. “I’m going to make sure the do not
disturb sign stays put on our way out.”

Nodding, Cade cracked the door a few inches.
Peering in both directions, he slipped into the night, Glock
pressed to his leg, head on a swivel.

Sticking close together, Cade and Lopez
hustled across the lot, making every effort to avoid the orange
spill from the pole-mounted lights.

Reaching the Hellcat unchallenged and, with
any luck, unseen, Cade used the fob to unlock the doors. As he
hauled open the driver’s door, a quick glance at his Suunto told
him they’d been at the motel for a little over fifteen minutes. The
first five minutes they’d burned mining the Hispanic kids for
information. The rest of the time, during which Griff and Cross
were tailing Farouk to wherever he was headed, they had been taking
care of business inside room seven.

Now, after depositing the gym bag on the
Hellcat’s backseat and sliding behind the wheel, as he peeled off
the soiled surgical gloves and tucked them underneath the seat, all
he could think about was what they were about to learn when Lopez
reestablished contact with Griff and Cross. In no way was it normal
being off comms from half his team for a minute, let alone fifteen.
Hopefully, he thought as he started the motor and put the
transmission into Drive, Mr. Murphy was taking the night off.

By the time Lopez had reached the passenger
door, he had removed his gloves and had his phone in hand. As he
took his seat, slamming the door and stashing the gloves out of
sight, accessing the SMS update from Cross was priority number one.
Foregoing the seatbelt, he powered on the phone and entered his
passcode.

As Cade slow-rolled the Hellcat up to the
curb cut, the seatbelt warning chiming away, he stole a quick look
at the smartphone in Lopez’s hand. The screen was being subjected
to a lot of tapping and pinching and stretching. Stopping a foot
shy of the sidewalk, he surveyed the traffic rolling by. During the
short time they’d been at the motel, the number of customized cars
cruising the distant boulevard to his left had seemed to double.
The flow on Black Canyon had also increased. Hoping a left turn
wasn’t in the cards, Cade said, “Which way?”

Lopez looked sidelong at Cade. “Good news.
Farouk isn’t heading downtown after all. He’s driving north on the
I-17. You’re going to want to take a right, then get into the left
lane. After that look for the sign to 17 North.”

Cade leaned close to the Hellcat’s Uconnect
multifunction touchscreen. Tapped on it until he found the
Navigation feature. After a little manipulation, he had their
general location centered on the display. “This is easier to see
than the little phone screen,” he said to Lopez.

“You’re not worried about our movement being
traced?”

Cade shook his head. “Goodes said the drug
dealer owner had the nav unit modified to wipe the memory each time
power to it is cut.”

Shrugging, Lopez said, “Looks like the exit
you need to take is about a mile or so out.”

“Copy,” said Cade. Signaling his intention to
turn right, he soon discovered the Phoenix drivers weren’t at all
interested in accommodating his desire. Forcing the issue, he
revved the engine and nosed the muscle car into the northbound
flow.

“Assert your dominance,” Lopez said, craning
to see the left lane.

“Did we opt for the extended protection on
this ride?” Cade quipped, eyeing the next lane over in the wing
mirror. “Because she’s about to get a workout.”

Busy pairing his phone to the Uconnect
system, Lopez said, “I thought we were disposing of her
post-mission anyway.”

Cade said nothing. He was evaluating the
narrowing gap between a minivan and what looked to be a Phoenix
public transit bus. Stabbing the accelerator and wrenching the
wheel hard left, he squeezed the Hellcat into the tight space. The
brash move elicited a series of honks from the metro bus. The
minivan driver ahead of the Hellcat didn’t seem to have
noticed.

Ignoring the bus driver’s prolonged tantrum,
Cade slipped the Hellcat into the fast lane and fed the motor fuel.
The acceleration was breakneck. Cade’s first-generation Raptor came
equipped with the 5.7-liter Roush Supercharged V8, and the 600
horsepower it put out provided a lot of get up and go, but the
pickup was nearly a ton heavier than the Hellcat. The difference in
performance between the two was eye-opening.

The Hellcat’s near 800 horsepower was wasted
as they endured the stop-and-go traffic tooling slowly along Black
Canyon. Seeing that the car’s speedometer pegged out at two hundred
miles-per-hour, a top speed Cade figured was attainable if needed,
he doubted he was going to get the opportunity to push the needle
north of the thirty-five mile-per-hour hash until they were on the
Interstate.

Annoyed by the slow progress, Cade said, “How
far out are they?”

Lopez clicked his seatbelt home, silencing
the noisy warning. “Last text said they were about three miles out
and coming up on the Agua Fria Freeway. It goes east/west and is
also known as the 101 Loop.”

Cade glanced at his watch. “That’s not much
of a head start,” he noted. “They’ve already been on the road for
close to fifteen minutes.”

Lopez tapped the nav screen. “Cross said
Farouk stopped at a gas station near the interchange up ahead. He
spent seven or eight minutes inside. Whatever he bought in there
filled up a big sack.”

Cade jinked the Hellcat right to avoid a
backup looming in the left lane. Speeding up to avoid the slowdown,
he said, “What does Phoenix look like north of here?” He was
disappointed he hadn’t familiarized himself with greater Phoenix
during the flight. Progress, not perfection. A bit of rust was to
be expected.

Manipulating the map on the Hellcat’s
Uconnect touchscreen, Lopez said, “Satellite imagery shows the
interstate cutting through areas populated mostly with businesses.
There’s some residential sprinkled here and there. Northgate is
near the edge of town … about three miles before Phoenix becomes
what looks like a lot of wide-open desert. Northgate’s a cluster of
the usual strip malls and businesses one would expect to find on
the way out of town. That could be Farouk’s destination. Maybe he’s
got a massage parlor in mind. Going to get himself a rub and tug
with a happy ending.”

“Too risky,” Cade said, shaking his head.
“Cameras everywhere. Plus, don’t those places have tight
security?”

Incredulous, Lopez said, “How would I know?
If I ever went into one of those places, my mother … rest her soul
… would come back as a ghost and slap me into next year.”

Swerving back into the left lane, Cade saw
the crosswalk counter on the nearby cross street ticking down and
about to hit zero. Applying light pressure on the accelerator
propelled the Hellcat quickly through the yellow. Seeing that the
upcoming two-block-long stretch of boulevard was mostly traffic
free, he matted the pedal and steered toward the freeway ramp.

Rocketing the Hellcat up the on-ramp, the
transmission pulling steadily through the gears, exhaust note loud
enough to wake the dead, Cade saw Lopez’s hand shoot for the
oh-shit handle beside his head. At the top of the ramp, where their
current lane and I-17 merged, the speedometer showed them flirting
with eighty miles per hour. By the time they were entering
northbound traffic, with the growl of the motor threatening to make
conversation difficult, Cade was thinking there was a good chance
they would catch up with Griff and Cross before Farouk reached the
city limits. If they didn’t, traffic would likely be so thin by
then that Griff would be forced to fall back in order to keep from
being made. Although Transit vans were a dime a dozen in most
cities, when all alone on the highway they tended to stand out.

“Bravo’s status?” Cade asked.

“Cross just texted that they’re passing
through the area marked Deer Valley.” Again, Lopez manipulated the
navigation touchscreen. “Next point of interest after that … looks
to be … Happy Valley. It’s close to four miles past where they are
now. Another five miles beyond that they’ll be at the Northgate
place I mentioned. After Northgate, there’s not a lot to see or do.
Nothing but cactus-filled desert and buttes and mesas.”

“If Farouk stays on the 17, we’re sure to
catch him somewhere between Happy Valley and Northgate,” Cade said
confidently. “Have Cross warn us ASAP if they encounter any speed
traps or happen upon a roving state trooper.”

Lopez banged out a message and sent it.
Looking up, he said, “Want me to call Cross? Put him and Griff on
speaker?”

“Not just yet,” Cade came back. “I’m going to
need to concentrate on driving.”

For the next three miles, Cade drove like the
drivers he despised: he slalomed in and out of traffic and moved
from the far outside lane to the fast lane and back again. He did
whatever he had to do to break free from the outbound traffic,
sometimes without signaling, which was a cardinal sin in the
Grayson household.

By the time they passed the 101
interchanges—a series of looping on- and off-ramps lit up by the
same orange halide spill as the parking lot at the Crossroads—the
traffic dogging the Hellcat was beginning to thin out. Ahead of
them, only a few taillights could be seen traveling northbound. A
quick check of the mirrors revealed only a smattering of cars
tailing them. No better time than the present. Cade tromped
the accelerator. Feeling the HEMI come alive, he had Lopez get
Cross on the phone.

 



Chapter 14

 


Lopez took his hand off the oh-shit handle
long enough to find Cross in his phone’s contacts. As he scrolled
and tapped the screen to initiate the call he said, “The dead kid
at the motel didn’t seem to have any effect on you. What’s up?”

“I’ve got my own kid to worry about,” Cade
stated. “Brook can take care of herself. Raven isn’t quite there
yet. I don’t like that she’s up in Washington and I’m here.”

“She’s armed, right?”

Cade didn’t get to answer. They were
interrupted by Cross’s voice coming out of the Hellcat’s Harman
Kardon speakers.

All business, Cade said, “You’re on speaker.”
A quick glance at the speedometer told him they were clipping along
at close to a hundred miles per hour. “SITREP?”

“You’re on speaker, too,” Cross replied.
“We’re about halfway between Deer Valley and Happy Valley. Farouk’s
in sight and keeping to the limit. He’s about a quarter mile ahead
of us. If he’s suspicious of the van, he’s not letting on.”

Cade downshifted using the
steering-wheel-mounted paddle shifters. As he signaled and steered
around a big 7 Series BMW puttering along in the fast lane, he was
telling Cross and Griff about the dead man at the motel.

“I’m guessing the Prius belonged to the dead
guy,” Cross posited.

Cade said, “Affirmative.”

“Who was he?” asked Griff.

“No idea,” answered Cade.

“No ID?” asked Cross.

“I didn’t bother checking,” Cade conceded.
“He was a big guy. Tub was full of his blood. Would have been an
undertaking to get to where a wallet might have been.”

Griff said, “Damn, Wyatt. That’s four bodies
you and Lowrider left in the room for housekeeping to find. It’s
going to make for one big smelly surprise come tomorrow. Hell of a
story for the newspapers, too.”

“No choice,” Cade said, holding the Hellcat
to a steady hundred-and-ten miles-per-hour pace. “And it’s unlikely
anyone’s going to come calling tomorrow. Lopez made sure to put up
the do not disturb sign on the way out. At least we left the AC
running.”

“While we’re on the subject,” Lopez
responded, “how’s the PPD net? Any calls to the Crossroads?”

“Negative,” Cross came back. “Patrol’s being
kept busy with the street-cruising crowd. There was a shooting in
Paradise Valley about ten minutes ago. Two dead. Multiple GSWs. A
big drug sweep is underway downtown.”

While Cross was giving the SITREP, Cade had
been actively scanning the road ahead for state patrol. Seeing
taillights up ahead beginning to bunch up and knowing that getting
pulled over would be catastrophic, he slowed way down and moved
into the center lane.

“Lots of Valleys in Phoenix,” Lopez
mused.

“Place reminds me of the ‘Stan,” Griff put
in, his voice a bit muted because of the connection.

“Every pinche desert reminds me of that
place,” Lopez replied.

Griff said, “Farouk is hitting the brakes.”
There was a brief pause; only the noise of tires on pavement could
be heard over the connection.

“What’s up?” Cade asked.

“We’ve got a black Dodge Charger parked near
the interchange,” Griff reported. “No light bar that I could see.
He’s on the right-side breakdown lane. Where are we?” He dropped
off for a beat. Coming back on, he said, “We’re getting close to
the West Happy Valley Road exit. And Farouk just passed the Charger
without incident.”

Cade said, “Copy that,” and swung his gaze to
the navigation screen to get a better idea of the trooper’s
location. Seeing that he was still a few miles out, and those miles
needed to be eaten up as fast as possible, Cade got back into the
fast lane and started passing slow movers. Though he loathed lane
hoppers, he was back at it, zippering the muscle car expertly
through the small knots of traffic encountered along the way.

They’d eaten up about half the distance to
the trooper’s location when Cade spotted headlights coming up fast
on the Hellcat’s six. Seeing that his current speed would likely
garner him a trip to jail if the fast-approaching vehicle was being
driven by another state trooper, Cade moved into the center lane
and let up on the accelerator. Lest his brake lights lighting up be
seen as a tacit admission of guilt, he stayed off the brake
pedal.

No sooner had Cade extinguished his turn
signal, than a sleek red sedan pulled fast alongside the
Hellcat.

Lopez said, “That’s not a trooper, Wyatt. Far
as I know they don’t drive EVs.” He craned to get a better look.
“Hot damn. It’s a Tesla S Dual Motor. It’ll give this beast a run
for its money.”

Cade stole a sidelong glance to his left. The
car was blood red and sported a lot of chrome, including the door
handles which were flush with the sheet metal. In the passenger
seat was a twentysomething kid. The driver wasn’t visible to Cade.
However, judging by the way the car was speeding up and slowing
down, the driver’s intention was clear: They wanted to race.

Cade knew a golden opportunity when he saw
one. He pulsed the window halfway down. Then, nodding at the
passenger, simultaneously he downshifted and fed the engine
fuel.

The motor roared and Cade and Lopez were
pressed back into the ribcage-hugging racetrack-inspired seats. At
first, the Hellcat was pulling away. But in the blink of an eye,
the Tesla was alongside again, the passenger pretending to stroke a
huge imaginary penis. A half second later the passenger’s head was
snapping back into the headrest and the Tesla was surging ahead. In
no time the Tesla had a three- or four-car length lead.

To keep alive the impression he was still a
willing participant, Cade pressed the accelerator and worked
through the gears. The Hellcat’s engine growled like its namesake
and the muscle car drew even with the Tesla.

As the cars sped side by side towards Happy
Valley, a rapidly approaching bubble of light hovering over the
horizon, Cade made one more challenge at the Tesla’s obvious
superiority, dropping a gear and matting the pedal. Now Lopez was
the one whose head was at the mercy of gravity as the Hellcat nosed
ahead of the Tesla.

“A little warning next time, pendejo,” he
said playfully. “I’m going to need to see a chiropractor if you
keep that shit up.”

“Brace,” Cade warned, pressing hard on the
brakes and steering into the right lane.

The Tesla continued to accelerate. It pulled
away quickly and was a quarter mile ahead of the Hellcat and
growing smaller when the state police Charger hiding underneath the
Happy Valley Road overpass lit up like a Christmas tree. Though the
cruiser was unmarked, the strobing lights behind the grille and
those incorporated into the taillight assembly let the Tesla driver
know that he or she was in deep trouble.

Cade slowed more and cracked a sly smile as
he watched the pursuit commence. At first, it appeared as if the
Tesla was going to attempt to outrun the Charger. However, after
another mile or so, with Happy Valley slipping into the rearview,
the Tesla’s taillights blazed red for a prolonged period and the
vehicle broke for the outer lanes.

When Cade caught up with the two vehicles,
the Charger was parked at an angle behind the static Tesla. In the
fleeting glimpse he got as he passed them by, he saw that the
trooper was still at the wheel of his cruiser, microphone pressed
to his mouth.

The Tesla driver was a young blonde. She had
balled both hands into fists and was taking her anger out on the
steering wheel.

“That was slick, Wyatt,” said Lopez. “Not
quite as slick as how our friend face-shot UBL’s son on the
mish, but I’ll give it a close second.” He slapped his thigh
and whispered, “Khalid … Khalid. Breachers hitting the doors and he
still fell for it. Unbelievable.”

Though Cade agreed that the creativity shown
by the SEAL in that darkened stairway in Bin Laden’s Abbottabad
compound in Pakistan was one hell of a sexy move, and he had had
the honor of shaking the hand of the pipe hitter who had pressed
the trigger, he made no comment. With the possibility of getting
his hands on Farouk coming closer to fruition with each passing
second, he was too busy wargaming what he was going to do to the
mutt when the time finally came.

Cade kept to the speed limit until the
Charger’s flashers were all but lost in the light pollution of
Happy Valley. With just the taillights of a couple of unidentified
vehicles showing on I-17 far off in the distance, and North Gateway
presenting as an oasis of light a bit further out, Cade said to
Lopez, “Tell Griff we’ll be on his six in four minutes,” and
tromped down hard on the gas pedal.

 


***

 


Three minutes later, coming up fast on North
Gate’s western boundary, Cade learned he had vastly underestimated
the closure rate. Up ahead on the left, an eighteen-wheeler towing
a tandem trailer was doing the speed limit in the fast lane. On the
right, vertically stacked taillights giving it away, was the
Transit van. Beyond the van, also keeping to the speed limit, was
another light-colored vehicle. Cade couldn’t discern a Prius from a
Malibu from this distance, especially not at night, but he had
gotten a good look at the taillights when Farouk had backed the
Prius out of the spot at the motel. They were horizontal and
uniquely angled, swooping slightly downward before coming to sharp
points on their outside edges. And when the taillights of the lead
vehicle finally lit up, he was convinced it was the Prius.

As Cade braked hard and began to pace the
Transit van, Cross’s voice sprang from the speakers. “Farouk’s
slowing down,” he warned. On top of that, Griff said, “I’m doing
the same.”

“I just formed up on your six,” Cade replied.
“Keeping about a quarter mile buffer between us. Tap your brakes to
confirm.”

Confirmation came a second later when the
van’s vertical taillights flared red. “Got you,” Cade said. On the
heels of that, Cross came back on, saying, “I’m looking at the
navigation screen. If Farouk takes the first exit, which will spill
him eastbound on SR-74, he’s probably got business in North
Gateway.”

“That would be optimal,” Griff threw in.
“Easier for us all to remain relatively close without him catching
on.”

“Easier for him to lose us in the clutter,
too,” Cross pointed out.

“What’s to the west?” Cade asked.

“Close in looks like there’s only one or two
places he could be going,” Cross responded.

 


In the Hellcat, Lopez was seeing the same
thing on the Uconnect. Destination one was a gun range complete
with a large outdoor area dedicated to shooting skeet. The only
other place of interest showing on the highly detailed map was a
trailer park. It was a couple of miles north of the gun range. He
zoomed out and traced the state route further west with one finger.
It led away from the interstate, staying mostly straight for five
or six miles. After crossing New River, the two-lane curved gently
to the right. On the left was a single-strip airfield. Passing the
airfield, SR-74 climbed into the scrub-dotted foothills of the
mountains crowding in on Phoenix from the north and west. After a
few miles, as the road approached Lake Pleasant, it abruptly bent
to the west and straightened out for a short while before plunging
south, into the heart of what looked to be a wide swath of open
desert.

Ironically, a handful of miles due east of
Lake Pleasant sat a sprawling correctional facility. Surrounded by
desert, it looked to be accessed only from I-17 a couple of miles
further east of it.

As Cade listened to Lopez describe the
details gleaned from zooming in on the satellite imagery, he had
been gaming their next moves in his head. Satisfied his plan was
sound, considering their limited options, he said, “All right.
Here’s what we’re going to do,” and started to go over what he had
in mind.

With about a third of a mile to go to the
first off-ramp, Cade started his turn signal flashing, braked hard,
and steered the Hellcat onto the right-side shoulder. Seeing the
Prius’ brake lights flare as it rolled past the first off-ramp,
Cade doused his headlights and engaged the hazards.

 


In the Transit van, Griff was maintaining a
liberal following distance. Seeing the Prius pass by the eastbound
exit, he did the same, staying on the interstate but moving into
the center lane and speeding up. And though he thought Cade’s plan
was sound, pulling his part of it off in the big white van was
going to be easier said than done.

As the van drew even with the Prius’ rear
bumper, the much smaller vehicle already veering toward the next
ramp, Cross got a good look at Farouk. He was hunched over toward
the center console, craning to see whatever was on the big
multi-function display taking up a good chunk of the econobox’s
dash. Driving the Prius like a distracted teenager, the cell leader
was dividing his attention between the sweeping right-hander and
what Cross guessed was a satellite image identical to the one
splashed on the Transit van’s SYNC multi-function display.

Braking hard and beginning to drift the van
toward the right shoulder, Griff said, “Come on, Farouk, figure out
where you’re going and get on with it.”

Cross said, “Kill the lights. We don’t want
to risk spooking him and have him rabbit on us.”

“Lights off,” Griff intoned. No sooner had he
acquiesced to Cross’s demand than he heard Lopez request a
SITREP.

 


Enjoying a particularly long lull in
northbound traffic, Cade and Lopez had donned and powered up their
four-tube NODs. As Lopez went around the idling vehicle, using his
knife’s pommel to smash the taillights, headlights, and side marker
lights, Cade kept busy disabling the car’s interior dome
lights.

Now, with the Hellcat running dark, inside
and out, Cade eased her back onto the interstate.

Next to Cade, NODs protruding from his face,
Lopez asked for the SITREP.

Seeing a new set of headlights approaching
rapidly from the rear, and the Prius’ taillights growing dim as it
tooled down SR-74 westbound, Cade was gripped by a sense of urgency
that had him accelerating swiftly and working his way up the gears
with light taps of the finger on the paddle shifter. Not helping
matters much was Cross informing them they were still a minute or
so from accessing I-17 southbound.

“I have visual on Farouk,” Cade announced.
“Lopez will resume the play-by-play.”

Taking that as his cue, Lopez said, “Farouk’s
crossed the overpass and is heading west on the state route. Stand
by.”

Wearing the full-color NODs for a short time
back in Portland hadn’t prepared Cade for driving with the things
deployed. He had experience driving, shooting, fast roping from a
hovering helo, and performing just about every mundane task while
wearing the old green-display NODs, but this was way different.
Having his surroundings all lit up and looking like a colorized
movie, or a video game cut scene, was going to take some getting
used to.

Downshifting to keep from overshooting the
runup to the exit Farouk had taken, Cade warned Lopez to grab onto
something.

Already gripping the handle near his head,
Lopez braced against the building g-forces as the Hellcat
accelerated through the curving interchange. He was just getting
his first glimpse of the Prius’ retreating taillights as the
Hellcat was charging westbound across the overpass.

The blacked-out muscle car drew bewildered
stares from the couple in the Volvo coming at them from the
opposite direction on SR-74. Flashing the Volvo driver a thumbs-up,
Lopez turned his attention back to the interstate below, where he
saw clear as day, maybe a half mile distant, the Transit van coming
at them fast in the southbound slow lane.

Thirty seconds later, hanging way back, Cade
witnessed the Prius pass the feeder to the gun range.

After relaying the new information and
hearing back that Griff and Cross had both the Hellcat and Prius in
sight, Lopez said, “There’s really nothing notable between here and
the New River crossing. Where the hell do you think he’s going,
Wyatt?”

“Maybe the airfield?” Cade put in. “Then
again, whoever he’s working with is likely above flying around the
country in a Cessna. That field doesn’t look like it could
accommodate a business jet.” He glanced at the map. Along with the
dash lights, it was dimmed to the lowest setting possible. Still,
because of the NODs it came across as very bright and made him
squint when he looked directly at it. “Looks like lots of private
residences ring the lake. Farouk could be heading to a trafficker’s
safe house.”

Lopez said, “None of this makes much sense,”
and went back to studying the aerial view of the surrounding
countryside.

 


***

 


Both of Cade’s theories were ruled out five
minutes later when Farouk slowed and turned onto another two-lane,
one that dove south, away from the airstrip and marina.
Three sides of the intersection were mostly open desert. To the
left, taking up the entire corner, was a honkytonk called Brewin’
and Boot Scootin’. For a Friday night, it didn’t look busy. Just a
couple of pickups in the gravel parking lot. The Prius passed it
by.

A quick glance at the map told Cade that the
laser-straight stretch of road shot south for miles without another
road intersecting it. There was an aqueduct a couple of miles down,
but it didn’t factor into Cade’s planning. To be safe, he took the
left turn real slow and gave the Prius more leash to run with. Bad
idea. Because a quarter mile or so south of the intersection the
Prius’ taillights lit up and the little car suddenly veered hard
right, taking on at near highway speed a dirt road whose name
didn’t show on the digital map.

A dust plume rose from the road and quickly
obscured the car from view. Which was both a good and bad thing,
Cade surmised.

The good: the roiling cloud would make it
easy for them to track the car through the desert while maintaining
their current following distance.

The bad: dust accumulating on the Hellcat’s
wide hood and roof was going to erase the low-visibility advantage
the car’s black paint had so far afforded them.

Muttering an expletive, Cade pressed hard on
the gas pedal and ran up through the gears. The Hellcat ate up the
distance to the dirt road in seconds. Braking hard, he steered off
the two-lane. As the muscle car cleaved through the drifting brown
shroud, rocks pinging steadily off the undercarriage, yet more
negatives of Farouk leaving the paved road were revealed.

First, the Hellcat’s stiff suspension and
low-profile tires amplified exponentially the road’s washboard-like
ruts and potholes. In the passenger seat, hand back to gripping the
handle near his head, Lopez was being jostled around violently. And
as Cade clenched his jaw to stop his teeth from chattering, he
learned the NODs offered very little advantage while the car was
inside the dust plume.

Backing off the pursuit allowed them to catch
fleeting glimpses of the white Prius as it continued westward,
sticking to the dirt track as it dipped and dove through the
inhospitable landscape. When Farouk braked hard to negotiate a
distant right-hander, Cade shook his head. Where the hell are
you going, Farouk?

One positive, Cade thought, was that the
remote location would be conducive to a proper interrogation.
Because open desert was like space: No one can hear you scream.

“Slow down,” Lopez ordered. “There’s only one
place Farouk could be headed.” He tapped a virtual button on the
map a couple of times and then dragged and pinched until Arroyo
Motocross was displayed prominently. “This is the place.” He let
his finger hover over the dirt track and smattering of outbuildings
bordering its west flank. “The back entrance is half a mile out.
Let him go. We’ll catch up.”

“You sure?” Cade asked.

“Trust me,” Lopez said. “Farouk didn’t make
us. If he had, he wouldn’t have gone offroad. He would have
continued straight.” He tapped the screen where it was bisected
west to east by a gently curving length of four-lane. “This is the
303 Loop. It skirts Phoenix to the north. Perfect place to lose us.
That or somewhere he could rub elbows with the general public. That
honkytonk back there would have been a good choice.” He shook his
head. “Dude’s got tunnel vision. He’s a Leprechaun on a mission.
Only instead of a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, I think
we’re about to find some fucked-up shit.”

As Lopez explained himself, Cade found a
relatively flat spot in the road and parked the Hellcat.

Still listening in over the open cellular
connection, Cross said, “Copy that. I got eyes on you. Matter of
fact, a blind man couldn’t miss that rolling dirt clod.” There was
a pause. “Good thing you’re not responsible for returning her in
the same condition you got her.”

Cade was trying to calculate in his head how
long it should take Farouk to reach the back side of the motocross
track, so he didn’t reply to Cross. Half a mile at roughly ten
miles an hour worked out to three minutes, give or take. He was
consulting his Suunto when an icon on the dash lighting up an
ominous shade of orange grabbed his attention. It was a tire
pressure sensor warning that one or more of the tires was losing
air. Which ones and at what rate he had no idea. Since the desert
at night was no place to be changing a tire, he broke the bad news
to the others, shifted the transmission into Drive, and moved out
slowly. In the rearview mirror, its lights already extinguished, he
saw the van pull off the road and park behind a cluster of
cacti.

“How’s she handling?” asked Lopez.

Cade steered around an especially deep rut.
Swinging his gaze to Lopez, he said, “So far so good. At least no
different than she was before the light came on.”

Scanning the desert ahead through the NODs,
Lopez said, “What’s the plan?”

“We’re going to just roll up to the back
entrance,” Cade explained. “If you’re right about this place, we
just act like we’re a couple of new customers.”

“How do we explain all of the broken
lights?”

Cade said, “Improvise.”

 



Chapter 15

 


The back entrance to Arroyo Motocross was
little more than a barbed wire fence and a sheep gate across the
dirt road. Contrary to its name, the place wasn’t situated in an
arroyo. That would have been stupid. Every time the foothills
received measurable rain, the runoff would take the path of least
resistance, leaving the massive track underwater.

When the Hellcat was coming out of a shallow
dip in the road, still a quarter mile out and two minutes behind
Farouk in the Prius, the person manning the gate rose from a
folding chair and peered off into the darkness, trying hard to
acquire the source of the engine noise.

Lopez watched the wiry Hispanic cup one hand
behind his left ear and move his head back and forth as he probed
the inky black night. He was dressed in the uniform of a street
hood: white wife beater tank top, tan Dickies shorts that fell a
couple inches below the knee on him, white socks below that, and
the obligatory blue bandanna, which was folded flat and wrapped
tightly around his forehead. The only thing missing from the
ensemble—because the night was moonless, and the dark nearly
impenetrable—was the pair of wraparound sunglasses. If the man’s
feet had been visible from this distance, Lopez was confident he
would see they were shod in Chuck Taylor’s sneakers or Timberland
boots.

Thanks to the NOD’s ability to brighten and
render everything in color, the twentysomething’s many black and
gray tattoos stood out starkly against his deeply tanned skin.
MS-13 was inked on his throat in black Old English
lettering. It stretched from Adam’s apple to chin and covered most
of his neck.

“Mara Salvatrucha soldier at the gate,”
observed Lopez, his tone all business. “Shotgun propped against the
chair. It’s not easily accessible. No doubt he’s got a pistol on
him, too. He hears us. Still cannot see us.”

“Yet,” Cade reminded. “Is our guy showing any
comms?

“Negative.”

“Closing on target,” Cade warned. “Be ready
to shed the NODs.”

“Copy that,” Lopez replied, one hand going
for his NODs. On his lap, within easy reach of his free hand, was
his suppressed Glock.

Stopping briefly at the hill’s apex, Cade
took his suppressed Glock from the console and laid it out across
his lap, business end facing his door. Gripping the pistol
one-handed, he pressed gently on the accelerator, easing up only
when gravity had a firm grip on the Hellcat.

Somewhere in the desert, off Lopez’s right
shoulder, armed with suppressed MP7s and wearing their NODs, Cross
and Griff were on foot and closing the gap between their parked van
and the distant gate. They would be back to wearing the
flesh-colored earbuds and, when necessary, would update their
progress to Cade and Lopez over shared comms via their encrypted
two-way radios.

Beyond the gate, maybe two hundred yards
south by west, perched on the edge of a wide, shallow arroyo, was
the dirt motocross track. Numerous jumps, the largest of which
looked to be close to thirty feet tall, obscured completely the
outbuildings and grandstands that had been visible in the satellite
imagery. Knowing the overhead view of the place was probably taken
long ago, and that anything could be waiting for them beyond the
dirt berms and jumps, Cade shifted focus back to the readily
visible threat.

“MS-13’s motto is kill, rape,
control,” Lopez said disgustedly. “I’d say that makes this
cholo an enemy combatant.”

“Copy that,” Cade said. “The second part of
their motto is qualifier enough for me.” He pulsed his window down
and steeled himself for what was to come.

The Hellcat was a hundred yards from the gate
when it became obvious the guard was not only concerned about the
vehicle slowly materializing from the dark, but he was also spooked
by its stealthy approach. Picking up the shotgun, the gangster
racked the slide and issued a challenge in heavily accented
English. “Who’s creeping on me?” he bellowed. “I know you’re not
five-oh. The pigs are all busy making drug busts downtown.”
He aimed the shotgun in the Hellcat’s general direction. “Turn on
your headlights so I can see you better, pendejo.”

Cade removed the NODs and placed them on the
center console. Confident there were no surveillance cameras
covering the remote entrance, he pulled the mask below his chin.
“Just a couple of guys looking for some action,” he called.
He figured “action” covered a myriad of things where criminality
was concerned. He hoped it would shift the guard’s mind into
overdrive. Put him on the defensive; get him off the who and
pondering the why.

Lopez was still wearing his NODs. Relying on
the Hellcat’s deployed sun visor to keep the guard from seeing the
upper half of his face, he ran his window down. With fifty yards to
go to the gate, he tugged off his mask. Speaking Spanish, he said,
“Five-oh may be busy downtown, homey. But the state patrol still
owns the interstate. Pinche pendejo gave my man a speeding ticket.
Then he broke out all his lights and slapped some more tickets on
him.”

Steering with his right hand, Cade stuck his
left out the window. Holding it high so that it could be seen, he
reached across the steering wheel with the other and used the
paddle shifter to drop the transmission into first gear. No
sudden movements. Slow is smooth, smooth is fast. It was a SEAL
saying he’d picked up from Griff. Right hand back on the wheel, he
spun it counterclockwise just enough to get the Hellcat tracking
left, on a collision course with the jumpy guard.

With ten yards to go, Cade said, “Tonight’s
already been hella expensive. How much more dinero am I
going to have to drop to get inside?”

The guard didn’t answer. Shotgun muzzle
tracking the still-moving vehicle, he crabbed out of its path.
Taking a cheap-looking plastic flashlight from a pocket, he aimed
its weak beam at the Hellcat’s grille. After a few seconds spent
scrutinizing the damage, he circled around back.

In the meantime, having already
surreptitiously removed his NODs and placed them on the floor by
his feet, Lopez was keeping tabs on the guard via the mirrors. As
Cade brought the car to a complete stop, maybe a dozen feet shy of
the gate, Lopez was resting his Glock on the door’s horizontal
armrest and had moved his finger to the trigger. Ready.

Forming up a few feet from the passenger
door, the guard said in heavily accented English, “Sure you all
didn’t do that so you could sneak in the back way and get out of
paying for parking?”

A hell of a racket if parking is more
costly than replacing headlight and taillight lenses, thought
Cade. Placing both bands atop the steering wheel, he dipped his
head to meet the guard’s gaze. “This is my baby,” he said, talking
past Lopez. “I would never do anything to hurt her.”

The guard said nothing. A slight tilt to the
head, he walked his gaze the length of the muscle car.

“How much is parking?” asked Lopez. “Better
yet, how’s the talent looking tonight? We’re not going to get only
worn-out hoes to choose from, are we?”

MS-13 smiled. “Early bird gets the worm,
amigos. Nothing but fresh meat tonight. Ten to seventeen … boys,
girls, we got you covered.” He went quiet for a beat, thinking.
When he finally spoke, he had his hand out. He wanted five hundred
each just to get in and park. The rest would depend on what they
selected from the “menu.” Ranging back around to the driver’s door,
the guard demanded the password from Cade.

Cade put on a fake smile and peered up at the
headliner. Lifting the Glock off his lap and aiming at the soft
tattooed patch of skin just below the guard’s Adam’s apple, he
said, “Enjoy hell,” and pressed the trigger.

The report barely rose above the thrum of the
Hellcat’s V8. MS-13’s face had registered just a hint of surprise
as the subsonic round opened a new airway, which instantly
expressed a frothy torrent of aerated blood. The brain impulse that
initially had the man’s hands going for his ruined neck was
subverted when the second 9mm round entered his gaping mouth,
destroying a multitude of teeth before entering his skull through
the soft palate and making a gray soup of his perverted
thinker.

“Bravo Lead, Alpha Lead. Tango down. Gate is
clear,” Cade said over the shared comms. A half second later, in
his ear, he heard Griff say, “Bravo Lead. Roger that,” and then
inform him and Lopez that he would soon be coming up on the
Hellcat’s right flank.

“Good copy,” Cade said, opening his door. To
avoid getting the mess leaking from MS-13’s open mouth on his
Salomons, Cade gave that end of the prostrate corpse a wide birth.
He knelt by the body and quickly emptied pockets, finding a two-way
radio, a ring of keys with a Dodge fob, a thick roll of hundreds
wrapped with a rubber band, and a pair of fully loaded magazines.
Tucked into the waistband was a Beretta 9mm pistol to go along with
the magazines. He handed everything through the window to Lopez.
Grabbing ahold of the dead man’s ankles, he dragged the body into
the desert, placing it in a sitting position, back against the
largest cactus he could find.

Returning to the Hellcat, Cade paused long
enough to empty the shotgun of shells and toss it and the folding
chair into the desert. Confident the deed had gone unnoticed by the
bad guys whose two-way radios were likely on the same frequency as
the one now in Lopez’s possession, he unwrapped the length of chain
keeping the gate closed.

Edging around the front of the Hellcat, Griff
announced his presence. “Good shooting,” he whispered to Cade.
“Pull her through and I’ll secure the gate.” As he stepped aside,
he asked, “What tale did the dead man share?”

Squeezing behind the wheel, Cade said, “Lopez
was right. We’re looking at a pop-up brothel. Sounds like it’s
still early, though. Guessing we’ll find Farouk and a handful of
other paying customers. We’re going to roll in from the south.”

NOD tubes rising and falling, Griff nodded an
affirmative. “Bravo Two is approaching the target from the north.
He’ll have eyes on shortly. Stand by for SITREP.”

Cade returned the nod. What he wouldn’t give
for drone coverage right about now. Fresh intel on what was beyond
the track would be nice to have. Resigned to the fact that stealth
and battlespace awareness would be taking a backseat to surprise
and violence of action, he donned his NODs, flashed a thumbs-up to
Griff, and drove through the open gate. He didn’t look back; the
former SEAL knew what he was doing. Soon, if everything played out
the way he’d gamed it in his head, he would have eyes on the Prius
and Farouk would be trapped by a textbook pincer movement. Any
additional evildoers that got caught up and eliminated along the
way would be icing on the cake and have only themselves to
blame.

 



Chapter 16

 


As the Hellcat emerged from the backside of a
massive dirt berm, rolling along an unimproved road at less than
five miles per hour, the pop-up brothel was revealed to Cade and
Lopez in tiny increments. What Cade was seeing was far from what
he’d been expecting. The place had fallen victim to the crushing
economic effects of the pandemic and its indiscriminate lockdown
orders. All the buildings were in dire need of new paint. Many of
the windowpanes were devoid of glass. Suggesting the outbuildings
had been broken into, their contents spirited away by opportunists,
the doors on every one of them hung open to the elements.

The despicable one-sided sexual transactions
taking place here were not occurring inside Arroyo Motocross’s
rundown main building. Instead, the wastes of skin running the
illicit enterprise had towed in half a dozen single-wide mobile
homes. The wheels and axles added to each unit for ease of
transport were still attached. Two dually Ford F-350 pickups had
been left hooked to the furthest two mobile homes. The pickups were
the newest body style and looked to be fresh off the lot. The one
on the left, its entire rearend visible to Cade, wore New Mexico
plates.

Each of the squat one-level affairs that Cade
could see from his vantage point had been partitioned in two. A
total of six doors and six windows faced the gravel parking lot.
Thin slivers of light lanced from around the edges of the curtained
windows. Sitting sentinel before each building was a portable
toilet and hand washing station. The place was no five-star hotel.
Still, careful thought and preparation had gone into bestowing an
air of legitimacy to the illegal and highly immoral operation.

A lone guard, the cherry on his cigarette
washing his swarthy face in its red glow, sat on a folding chair
set up in front of the middle building.

The facades of the other three buildings were
not visible to Cade. He could see only their slanted roofs and one
end of the nearest single-wide. He didn’t know if there were three
doors or a dozen. Nor how many additional guards there were, if
any. All of that would be revealed when Cross finished his approach
and delivered his SITREP.

The six mobile homes sat in the middle of a
vast gravel parking lot. The Prius, a luxury car of indeterminate
make, and a pair of 4x4 pickups were parked haphazardly on the left
side of the lot. The only vehicle within spitting distance of the
three buildings closest to Cade was the Prius. It was nosed in
close to the nearest of the pair of doors on the single-wide
abutting the motocross track.

In the middle distance, on the left, was a
wide paved road that fed into the parking lot. Cade recognized it
from the nav system’s satellite imagery. It meandered along the
arroyo rim before it dipped down and shot due north to an eventual
merger with a paved two-lane a mile or so distant. Barbed wire
fence lined the feeder road on both sides. The sagging runs of
rusty wire were decorated with car lot streamers sporting
sun-bleached vinyl flags. With no wind to speak of, the once
colorful pennants hung limply, like semaphores on a ghost ship.

“Bravo Team, Alpha Lead. I have eyes on
Farouk’s car,” Cade announced over the comms. He went on,
describing everything he and Lopez were seeing as the dirt road
spilled the Hellcat onto the gravel lot.

No sooner had Cade finished offering up his
observations than Cross was in his ear and delivering the promised
SITREP.

“Alpha Lead, Bravo Two. I have eyes on two
male Hispanics. They’re armed with ARs and guarding six doors
between them. The north-facing windows are covered on the inside.
No movement detected. Near zero light pollution. Three vehicles in
the north lot. How copy, Alpha?”

“Alpha Lead, good copy,” Cade said. “Engage
at will. Keep in mind there could be innocents inside every room.”
The addendum wasn’t necessary. They were all equals on this
mission. They were also consummate professionals with hundreds of
combat missions between them. The subsonic ammunition they were
shooting was being utilized more for the reduced sound signature
than to keep a round from punching through the target and
continuing onward; still, stray rounds had been known to penetrate
a wall and keep on going, therefore the outside chance of dinging a
kid who was already being victimized was a possibility. God forbid
that were to happen. Cade wanted to be able to tell anyone who
asked that every precaution had been taken to avoid collateral
damage.

Lopez was peering off to the north, gaze
locked on the second trio of mobile homes. They were all facing
away from the three directly in front of the Hellcat, which
corroborated what Cross had relayed in his SITREP. The steady
muffled hum of gasoline generators entered his half-open window. It
sounded as if it was emanating from the open space between the
buildings. The angle was bad, however; he couldn’t see further than
a few feet into the mouth of the darkened passageway between the
buildings. As he swung his gaze back to the lone guard, in his
peripheral he picked up on some movement. It was a man emerging
from the mouth of the passageway. As the man turned his attention
to the approaching vehicle, Lopez noticed the NODs sprouting from
his face. They were a two-tube model and nowhere near as advanced
as the four-tube NODs. Still, in a way, they helped to level the
playing field. Murphy had just entered the equation.

Hoping the guard hadn’t already spotted his
deployed NODs, Lopez swung the Hellcat’s visor to the right and sat
up straight in his seat. He wasn’t about to shed the NODs and give
up the advantage they afforded him.

Seeing Lopez’s reaction, Cade raised his
right hand and used it to shield his NODs from the new contact’s
prying eyes.

Lopez was about to report the NOD-wearing
guard to the others but was interrupted when MS-13’s radio came
alive with a burst of white noise. As he snatched it up, a string
of rapid-fire Spanish poured from the tiny speaker. It was the lone
guard on their side. He was standing now, radio pressed to his
mouth, and demanding someone he called “Frog” to tell him why the
new customers were arriving in a totally blacked-out vehicle. The
interrogatory call ended abruptly, and the guard let go of the
radio, allowing it to dangle freely on the lanyard around his neck.
Also around his neck was a black nylon sling. Attached to the sling
was what looked to be an AR-15. Stock collapsed fully, the black
rifle was equipped with an optic on the top picatinny rail and a
tactical light and sound suppressor up front. The man’s hands were
going for the rifle.

At the same time the order was spewing from
the two-way radio, Lopez learned that the guard wearing the NODs
was armed with an FN Herstal SCAR-17 rifle. Its silhouette was
instantly distinguishable from any other rifle on the planet, but
from this distance he couldn’t discern if the SCAR was the L or H
model. Which was a moot point. Because if the guard sent a volley
of lead screaming their way, neither the Hellcat’s thin metal skin
nor their low-vis body armor would provide adequate protection.

Fully aware that he and Lopez were now the
ones caught in a pincer, over the open comms, Cade said, “Bravo
Lead, Alpha Lead. Armed Tangos at our twelve and two o’clock. One
has a rifle and is visibly agitated. Second contact is loitering
between the rows of buildings. Be advised … number two has NODs
deployed and is armed with a SCAR.”

There was no answer from Griff or Cross. That
either meant there was a comms issue, which Cade deemed unlikely,
or they were too close to the enemy to risk even a whispered reply.
For everyone’s sake, he prayed it was the latter.

Cade knew what kind of damage the SCAR could
inflict. He also knew if a firefight broke out, the man armed with
it needed to be neutralized first. The problem with that was the
fact that the accuracy and stopping power of his and Lopez’s Glock
pistols, especially slinging subsonic lead, suffered greatly at
this distance. Any lucky center-mass hits they might score would be
nonlethal if the guard with the SCAR was wearing body armor.
Cursing himself for not bringing along more substantial firepower—a
mistake he wouldn’t repeat—he accepted that there was nothing they
could do but hope the guard remained noncommittal long enough for
Bravo to act on the information Lopez had just relayed over the
shared comms.

Keeping the Hellcat tracking straight across
the lot, away from the newly revealed threat, Cade said to Lopez,
“Eliminating tango one is our main goal. Running down Farouk comes
next.”

Displaying Frog’s radio, which had only been
silent for a couple of seconds, Lopez nodded toward the guard at
their twelve o’clock. “Want me to answer this?”

The guard was standing straight and had
squared his body to the approaching Hellcat. His weapon was stalled
at the low-ready position, the bright beam lancing from its
tactical light illuminating the ground in front of his
combat-boot-clad feet.

With still about a hundred feet to go until
Lopez’s inevitable face-to-face meeting with tango one, Cade said,
“Get him on the horn and keep him talking.”

Attention divided between the cartel guard to
their fore and the one on their right, Lopez brought the liberated
Motorola to his lips and depressed the Talk button. “It’s cool,” he
said, imparting a thick Mexican accent. “They got stopped by a
pinche desperado sheriff. Pendejo broke their lights out and gave
them some shit for it.”

Holding the rifle one-handed, the bright beam
of the tactical light sweeping toward the Hellcat, the guard
scooped up his radio. “You don’t sound like Frog?”

“I’ve been eating dust over here,” Lopez
lied. “Give me a break.”

“Take that stupid bandanna off your head and
cover your mouth with it,” said the guard.

“I’m sick of masks,” Lopez riffed.

That must have been explanation enough. The
guard said, “How much did you get out of them?”

Lopez glanced at Cade. Shrugging, Lopez said,
“A thousand each. And they don’t want to be stuck with no old-ass
worn-out hoes.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” scoffed the
guard. “The new meat isn’t here yet.”

As if his statement had spurred fate on, or
maybe Murphy was feeling a little left out, a pair of headlights
appeared on the horizon. They were spaced wide apart and washing
the straight stretch of road bordering the arroyo with their
blue-white light.

Meanwhile, as the man between the buildings
who’d been watching the Hellcat shouldered his weapon, a form had
slipped around the northernmost building’s far corner and was
coming up on his blind side.

Though the approaching vehicle had drawn
Lopez’s gaze off the guard to his fore, movement to his right
suddenly grabbed his attention. It was the guard with the SCAR.
Then Lopez’s gut clenched when he realized he was about to be
looking down the rifle’s muzzle. Finally, as he walked his gaze
right, he spotted Griff, who had just turned the corner and was
heel and toeing it toward the NOD-wearing guard. Without warning,
licks of flame lanced from the MP7 tucked tight to Griff’s right
shoulder. Blooms of red erupted along the cartel shooter’s back and
left side. As the man was crumpling to the ground, the SCAR loose
in his lifeless grip, Griff gave the man a quick double-tap to the
forehead. Thanks to the rumble of the Hellcat’s V8, from the first
burst to the last two closely spaced shots, the reports from
Griff’s MP7 went unheard by Lopez. Had he not been looking in that
direction, he would have missed the one-sided encounter. He
presumed, even if he’d been part of the action, the reports would
have been masked by the noise put out by the generators.

Barely two seconds had elapsed between the
first shots fired and Griff stepping over the dead guard. After a
quick turkey peek around the corner, Griff was back from the comms
blackout. “Alpha Lead, Bravo Lead. Tango two is down. Breezeway is
clear. Just a couple of sandbagged generators and some gas
cans.”

On the heels of that good news, Cross
reported his success at neutralizing the two cartel soldiers who
had been standing guard on his side. “Clearing rooms,” he
announced.

Thirty feet from having to commit to parking
the Hellcat, Cade pressed down on the accelerator and passed Frog’s
bankroll off to Lopez. “Make it rain,” he said as the car lurched
forward. A tick later, just as a surprised look was flashing across
the guard’s face, Cade yanked up on the emergency brake and jerked
the steering wheel hard to the left.

Lopez was afforded just enough time to peel
the rubber band off the roll of hundreds and was pulsing his window
down when Cade committed the Hellcat to the unannounced power
slide.

The guard seemed dumbfounded by the move. He
was also still holding the rifle one-handed and trying to hail
someone on the radio.

Lopez tossed the cash into the air at about
the same time the guard was being pelted by the gravel being kicked
up by the Hellcat’s rear tires. The move had the desired effect. As
the guard was distracted by the bills filling the air, the
sharp-edged rocks pelting his chest and legs started him doing a
little jig.

Lopez trained the Glock on the guard’s chest
and pressed the trigger. Utilizing a modified Mozambique, he put
four rounds center mass on the guard. Then, in case the man was
wearing a vest, he angled the muzzle upward a degree and pumped
three more into his face.

The kinetic energy from the bullet strikes
turned the man’s jig into a death dance. He was already dead and
crumbling vertically to the ground when the Hellcat’s right rear
quarter panel caught him squarely on the chest. The gong-like sound
of the impact coincided with the car coming to a complete stop,
broadside to the single-wide and rocking subtly on its racing
suspension.

Cade threw the transmission into Park and
clicked out of his seatbelt. Glancing at Lopez, he said, “You
handle the approaching vehicle.” He hooked a thumb at the
single-wide with the Prius out front. “I’m going for Farouk.”

“Copy that,” said Lopez as he performed a
quick magazine swap. “Am I detaining them … or?”

Leaving the engine running, Cade elbowed open
his door. Looking over his shoulder at Lopez, he said, “Your call,
amigo,” and hustled off toward his objective.

 


The approaching vehicle was almost to the
parking lot entrance when Lopez stepped from the Hellcat. A quick
peek over the car’s roof revealed a medium-sized van with darkly
tinted windows and dealer plates.

Leaving his door open, Lopez snatched up the
dead guard’s rifle, which upon closer inspection turned out to be a
Sig Sauer Rattler chambered in .300 Blackout. Though the
short-barreled rifle was very similar to an AR-15, it was much
smaller with the stock folded away.

A quick inspection of the weapon revealed
there was a round chambered and twenty-nine more in the magazine.
Triggering the tac light on the SBR’s front rail, he moved from
behind the Hellcat, raised his free hand toward the van, and aimed
the bright beam at the van’s windshield.

The van slowed immediately. A second later a
voice was coming out of Frog’s radio. It was the van driver
dressing down in Spanish the person blinding him with the light.
Only the driver had assumed Lopez to be someone named Mateo and had
addressed him as such.

Dragging the radio from his pocket, Lopez
thumbed the Talk key. “My bad,” he responded in Spanish, putting on
the same thick accent as before. “Forgot you were arriving so soon,
that’s all.”

While Lopez waited for a reply, he cast a
furtive glance in the direction Cade had disappeared. Saw that his
friend had made it to the Prius and was edging around front of it,
the Glock trained on the single-wide to his fore. Thankfully, he
hadn’t been caught by the wide sweep of the van’s headlights.

Slinging the dead man’s rifle on one
shoulder, Lopez stepped aside to allow the van to pull in close to
the building to his right. Surreptitiously, he drew his sidearm and
pressed it to his leg.

At the wheel of the van was a fifty-something
Hispanic. He wore thick glasses that distorted his eyes somewhat.
The man’s prominent jowls jiggled when he stabbed the brakes,
bringing the van to a complete stop a yard from Lopez’s left leg.
Secure in the knowledge that at least one of the guards had NODs,
and doubtful the van driver would know the difference between a
two-tube and his four-tube model, Lopez left them deployed. Not
only would he retain the advantage of being able to see what the
driver could not, but most of his face would also remain obscured
from the driver’s scrutiny.

Only when the van was parked, and the driver
had set the brake and killed the engine, did Lopez approach the
window. He did so with a smile on his face and the Glock concealed
behind his right leg. Craning to see behind the driver, gaze
probing the interior of the van, Lopez counted the heads of seven
individuals. Everyone aboard was hooded up and remained rooted in
their seats. Even though he was outside the van, Lopez could tell
the passengers were not adults.

“What’s on the menu?” Lopez asked in Spanish,
the question alone making him queasy.

The driver clicked out of his seatbelt.
Smiling, he said, “Lots to choose from. But I get first pick
tonight, Mateo. You can have sloppy seconds.” He pushed open his
door and stepped out. Closing the door, he turned and squared up to
Lopez. As his gaze drifted from head to toe on the smaller man, his
smile faded away slowly, and a look of confusion ghosted across his
face.

It was clear to Lopez the driver had noticed
something was off with him.

Planting his hands on his hips, the driver
said, “I just talked to you over the radio.”

Lopez nodded.

“You’re not Mateo.”

As Lopez stepped back to create space, the
driver lifted his shirt in front, revealing a black pistol riding
in a kidney holster. No sooner had Lopez barked for the driver to
“Stand down!” than the man’s free hand went for the pistol.

Beating the driver to the draw, Lopez got off
two quick shots. The Glock was a third of the way through its
upward arc, the suppressor a hand’s width from the driver’s crotch,
when the first press of the trigger sent the 147-grain American
Eagle round on its way.

The driver’s fingers were still inches from
grasping the compact semi-auto when his nylon shorts were blown
open at the front seam and his manhood was reduced to a bloody
mess. Flesh sluicing from the powder-burned remnants of his once
tighty-whities, eyes rolling back in his head, the first notes of a
shrill scream building in his chest, the driver bent at the waist
and started to fall backward.

Lopez’s second trigger press was timed
perfectly, occurring at the exact moment the driver’s forehead
crossed paths with the rising suppressor. However, the second
round’s impact was nothing like the first. It produced the desired
effect—killing the man before the scream crossed his lips—but was a
mostly bloodless affair. The lion’s share of the kinetic energy was
expended as the neat little hole was punched through the man’s
cranium, the rapidly slowing round retaining just enough inertia
for it to do catastrophic damage to the brain. The man was rendered
a boneless husk even before he had collapsed fully to the gravel
lot.

Stepping around the driver’s corpse, Lopez
poked his head inside the van and assured the silent passengers
they would soon be on their way to safety. Since there was no
telling if they had understood him, no heads nodding or verbal
responses forthcoming, Lopez repeated the promise in Spanish.

As Lopez turned his attention from the van to
the row of buildings, in his ear he heard Griff say that the trio
of buildings on the north side were clear and secured. Swinging his
gaze to Cade, who was just mounting the stairs to the room nearest
the Prius, and in no position to answer Griff verbally, Lopez
replied for him. “Bravo Lead, Alpha Two. Good copy.” After giving a
quick SITREP of his own, letting Bravo Team know Cade was stalking
Farouk, Lopez tasked Griff and Cross with the job of securing the
buildings to his left. Finished, he padded off to provide backup
for Alpha Lead.

 



Chapter 17

 


Cade was on the lower step, left ear pressed
to the door, when he heard in his earpiece the terse exchange
between Lopez and the driver. He’d just finished peeking inside the
Prius and knew that Farouk had left a smartphone on the center
console. There was also a pistol tucked between the driver’s seat
thigh bolster and center console. From the curve of the backstrap
and shape of the cocked hammer, he was confident he was looking at
yet another Beretta. That the pistol had been left behind in the
car didn’t mean that Farouk was unarmed. But it did drop the odds
low enough to make the single-person entry he was looking at less
dangerous. Missing was the sack full of whatever items Farouk had
purchased at the minimart.

Cade had just tried the doorknob to the
mobile home and learned it was locked when Griff’s SITREP sounded
in his ear. Now, with no breaching tools—yet another item to add to
any future mission’s loadout list—and shooting his way through the
door with the Glock not a viable option, he stepped back, lowered
his right shoulder, and charged the door.

He pushed off the lower step and hit the door
squarely, a full head of steam behind him. The energy from the
impact was still coursing through his body when, to his surprise,
the hollow core door flew off its hinges, a dinner-plate-sized
crater at the point of impact the only visible damage.

Cade had expected resistance from the door;
however, instead of being repulsed, he found himself careening
into the room. Body gone nearly horizontal, his entire right
side on an unavoidable collision with the carpeted floor, Cade was
afforded a complete, albeit slightly blurred look at the contents
of the dimly lit room. In that snapshot in time, he saw the twin
bed pushed against the far wall, the wood nightstand wedged in the
corner between the bed and right-side wall, and the bedside lamp
complete with a single low-wattage bulb and floral-print shade.

On the bed, back toward the wall, was Farouk.
Wrapped in a bearhug was a Hispanic boy. The boy looked no older
than the streetwise kid at the Crossroads. He was naked, hands
cuffed in front of him, and being used by Farouk as a human shield.
Farouk was also naked, his blood-engorged member clearly visible to
Cade.

On the nightstand was a crumpled sack and
some of the items Cade guessed the cell leader had bought at the
store. Judging by the ugly red welts and numerous burn marks
visible on the boy’s chest and arms, the tiny butane torch and
extension cord had already seen extensive use. There was also a
Bowie-style knife. It was still sheathed. Thankfully Farouk hadn’t
gotten to the point in his evil escapades in which the blade was to
be used.

As Cade returned to earth, chin to chest and
with an audible oof escaping his mouth, his right elbow and
ribs on that side bore the brunt of his entire
hundred-and-seventy-pound frame coming down on them. To add insult
to injury, the door bounced off the wall to his right, the hinge
side coming down on the back of his head.

Add a helmet to that loadout list.

Right arm gone numb from elbow to wrist, each
breath accompanied by stabs of pain radiating from the lower right
side of his chest, it was all Cade could do to collect himself off
the floor. If room entries were being graded, this one would be way
down on the scale.

Quickly swapping the Glock to his left hand,
he went to one knee and turned to face Farouk, who by now had his
right hand wrapped around the terrified kid’s neck. The terrorist
was reaching out with the other, an obvious play to get to the
knife on the nightstand.

Shifting his aim slightly right and dropping
the muzzle a few degrees, Cade pressed the trigger. There was an
audible pop and, simultaneous to a tiny red hole appearing
dead center atop Farouk’s left hand, the spent brass arced
left-to-right before Cade’s NODs. In basic training Cade had proven
to be deadly accurate with a sidearm, no matter the hand, no matter
the pistol. As a result of his shooting prowess, his peers had
bestowed upon him the handle “Wyatt.” And like the outlaws his
namesake lawman had come up against, outlaws who were shaken by the
mere mention of Marshal Wyatt Berry Stapp Earp, Cade’s notoriety
had had the same effect on those he hunted in Iraq and Afghanistan.
His exploits had even led to a sizeable bounty being put on his
head by terrorist organizations in both theatres.

Farouk howled in pain and drew back his
damaged hand. The wound began to bleed profusely, beads of sweat
breaking out on the man’s face. Still, he managed to retain his
vice-like grip on the kid’s neck. If anything, the terrorist was
increasing the pressure.

“Let the kid go,” Cade growled, aiming the
still-smoking suppressor at Farouk’s face. He could see the kid’s
eyes bugging in their sockets, his narrow face draining of color.
If this continued, oxygen deprivation would begin to affect brain
function. It was a blessing Farouk hadn’t brought an S-vest into
the equation, but if the kid was to survive this standoff, Cade
needed to act quickly.

Noisy footfalls on gravel preceded Lopez
skidding to a halt at the base of the short stack of stairs. Upper
body filling the lower half of the empty door frame, Rattler
already shouldered and with its business end lining up with
Farouk’s head, Lopez said, “You okay, Wyatt?”

Cade nodded but said nothing. He was too busy
watching Farouk’s eyes bouncing from Lopez, to him, then to the
knife on the nightstand. It was doubtful he would make a second
effort to grab the blade with his mangled hand, but it was his only
move.

Thrusting the pistol forward for emphasis,
Cade said, “Letting the boy go and agreeing to talk is the only way
the Lion of Kandahar gets out of this room alive.”

Farouk’s eyes widened. Then he squinted and
took a hard look at Cade. “Cade Grayson. Leader of the feared and
ruthless Pale Riders. Is that you behind the mask and goggles?” He
chuckled. “It is you. And you found me first. I’m not
surprised.” He drew a deep breath. It was clear the pain was
getting to him. Exhaling sharply, he continued, “You and your Pale
Riders always seemed to be a step ahead of us. Putting us in prison
set the cause back. It is true.” He smiled. “But thanks to your
inept president, the cause has been restarted—in your
country. And we are legion.”

“Let the kid go,” Cade bellowed. “You do that
… and tell me where I can find the twins, I’ll see to it that you
receive special treatment.”

“You’re a civilian, Wyatt. That’s what they
called you, right? After some hero lawman whose mythos was inflated
for the history books. You’re in no position to honor that quid pro
quo. And I’m not going to Gitmo.” He rose, bringing the kid’s limp
body along for the ride. The narrow bed quivering under his bare
feet, he began to pray in Arabic.

An unspoken rule among Cade and the rest of
the Pale Riders was that they each had a certain amount of autonomy
when prosecuting a mission. Seeing a window of opportunity slide
open, Lopez kept the Rattler aimed at where Farouk’s head had been.
In its place now was the terrorist’s upper right thigh. Dipping the
muzzle slightly, he pressed the trigger one time. Even from where
he was—standing half in and half out of the single-wide—the report
started a ringing in his ears.

Aim dead on, the .300 Blackout round turned
the terrorist’s knee into a pulped mass of cartilage and bloody
muscle with no load-bearing properties. As Farouk’s leg hinged in
an abnormal direction, his body tilting slowly toward the
right-side wall, he released his hold on the boy.

Seeing a window of his own opening, Cade
lunged forward and tackled the terrorist.

As Lopez snatched the kid up and backed away
from the bed, beginning to give him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on
the move, Cade was hollering over the comms for one of the SEALs to
hurry and bring him a blowout kit. First order of business was
keeping Farouk from bleeding to death. No way was this mutt going
to shuffle off this mortal coil without giving up all that he
knew.

 


Arriving at the single-wide mere seconds
after hearing Cade’s call, blowout kit already in hand, Griff
stepped around Lopez and the naked boy, who was convulsing and
fighting to draw in a breath.

A trained Navy corpsman prior to entering
BUD/S, the former SEAL shifted the MP7 around to his back, dropped
to his knees over the writhing terrorist, and went straight to work
on trying to keep him from bleeding out.

Cross made his appearance a minute later.
With Griff on the floor just inside the door, kneeling and busy
packing and dressing the terrorist’s wounded knee with QuikClot
treated gauze, and Lopez opposite him and removing handcuffs from a
naked Hispanic kid, Cross addressed Cade: “We encountered two
victims and two Johns on the other side. We put the Johns in the
third room from the track. They’re zip-tied and trussed. They both
got a little beat up during the takedown.” He flashed a
conspiratorial smile.

Cade’s attention was divided between the
lifesaving procedure occurring at his feet and the parking lot
behind Cross. Meeting Cross’s gaze, he said, “Who are they?”

“They’re a couple of pedos,” Cross
spat. “One is mid-thirties. He was doing the deed with a teen girl
half his age. Don’t even think she’s old enough to be a high school
upperclassman. Dude says he’s in a master’s program at ASU.
Promised me he didn’t know she was a minor.”

Cade shook his head. “Not good enough. Did he
bother to ask?”

“I didn’t drill that deep,” replied Cross.
“He did swear to me that this is his first rodeo. My choice of
words, not his.”

“Sure, it’s his first time,” Cade scoffed,
shaking his head. “He’s a lifelong student and can’t differentiate
a kid from a young adult? I call bullshit.” Tilt to his head, he
asked, “How far did he go with her?”

“All the way. She looked like she’d been
drugged. Cartel keeps them hopped up. Easier to keep them in
line.”

“How’d he find out about this place?”

“On the Dark Web. Same place as Farouk, I’d
bet.”

“If so,” Cade said, shooting a death glare at
the terrorist, “it’ll come out when Desantos’ people crack open the
laptop. Hopefully, there will be actionable intelligence that’ll
point us to the other cells.”

“Doubt if Farouk is that stupid,” Cross put
in.

Hard set to his jaw, Cade said, “How about
the other pedo?”

Cross pulled his mask aside and spat on the
ground. “Toothless dirtbag,” he said. “Sixty or so. Loads of prison
tats. Swastikas all over. Spider webs and tears. Nazi SS logo on
his neck. No way this is his first time visiting one of these types
of things. My money says the scumbag is a lifelong kiddy
diddler.”

Cade paused to watch Lopez help the kid to
sit. He looked around the floor for the kid’s clothes and saw only
Farouk’s discarded tracksuit and shoes. Ripping the sheet off the
bed, he covered the kid with it. Returning his attention to Cross,
he said, “How’s Hitler’s victim?”

Cross shook his head. “Just a boy. About the
same age as this one. Dude beat him bad. Some bruising is fresh. He
was slapping the kid around when we breached. A few of the bruises
are days old and beginning to turn yellow. Poor kid’s too
traumatized to talk. An older girl from the van is comforting him
right now. She told me he was abducted from a Santa Fe city park
last week. Same day they took her from a Target parking lot in
Albuquerque.”

“Any of the kids able to drive the van?”

“Already on top of it,” Cross replied.
“Seventeen-year-old volunteered. She’s been put through the
wringer, too. But she’s holding it together for the others. I drew
her a map in the dirt. Told her to familiarize herself with the
van’s controls, then take it for a spin around the lot.”

“I wish we could escort them out.” Cade shook
his head. “Too risky, though. We need to stay under the radar if
we’re going to be effective going forward.” Staring hate at Farouk,
he asked, “What about him, Griff? Is the Lion stable enough
to move?”

Griff slapped the dressing on the terrorist’s
knee, causing the man to cry out in pain. “The Lion of Kandahar
says he’s down to ride.”

“Going to wrap that hand of his before we
move out?” Cade asked.

“It would be sacrilege to conceal your work
of art,” quipped Griff as he crammed leftover gauze remnants into
the terrorist’s mouth. “Nice shooting, by the way. Helluva head
start on the coming crucifixion. Once we find the right cactus,
we’re only going to need to put three additional holes in him. Oh
boy … Farouk,” he said, staring down on the terrorist. “Methinks
the buzzards are going to be eating real good come sunup.”

Cade edged closer to Lopez. Tone softening,
he asked, “How’s the kid?”

“He’s a tough one,” Lopez replied. “Kind of
reminds me of me when I was his age.” He looked at the kid, who was
rubbing his wrists and no doubt still trying to process what had
happened and where the men with the funny goggles had come from.
“Ups-a-daisy,” Lopez said, helping the kid to stand. “You find it
easier to breathe standing up?”

When the kid tried to speak, his voice was so
scratchy the words, be they Spanish or English, were
unintelligible.

Lopez put a finger to the kid’s lips. “Don’t
talk,” he said in Spanish. “We’re going to see that you get to
somewhere safe real soon. You can talk then. You’ll need to tell
the police what happened to you.” Just in case his assumption of
the boy’s ancestry was off, he repeated what he’d said in
English.

The sound of the van’s engine turning over
broke the still. Cade and Cross rose and watched as the teenage
girl steered the van through a couple of S-turns on a distant part
of the lot. When she braked, she did so with gusto, causing the van
to dip in front and puffs of dust to rise from all four tires. She
wouldn’t be driving VIPs in a limo anytime soon, thought Cade, but
she seemed to be putting it together. When the van got underway
again, the headlights beginning to sweep toward Cade and the
others, he thrust a hand in the air and waved her over.

Once the van rolled to a stop near the
Hellcat, Cross made his way to the driver’s door. “Looking good,”
he said, meeting the reluctant driver’s glassy-eyed gaze. “You can
do this.”

The girl said nothing. She just nodded, her
pursed lips a thin white line on her tanned face.

After Cade helped the boy aboard, belting him
in and tucking the sheet around his slight frame, he scanned the
other kids’ faces. Assuring them the good guys would soon be on the
lookout for them, he shut the slider and made his way to the
passenger door.

Coming out of her shell, the driver thanked
Cross and Cade for rescuing her and the others.

Ten sets of eyes were locked on Cade and the
former SEAL.

“Remember what I showed you,” Cross said to
the driver. “Follow the feeder road until it comes to a T. You’ll
need to turn right and drive straight through until you get to the
freeway. Then you follow the signs to Phoenix. The police are the
only ones you stop for.” He looked over the rest of the
passengers, eyes studying the gaunt, unsmiling faces. So young
and so innocent. Words wouldn’t come, so he pulled down his
mask, put on a fake smile, and flashed a thumbs-up.

Cade and Cross watched the van tool across
the lot and take the exit. They continued tracking it along the
arroyo rim. Only when the brake lights flared red and the van was
nosing into the dip in the road did Cross say, “They’re going to be
okay. I can feel it in my gut.”

Cade said, “What’s your gut say about Farouk?
He going to talk?”

“If we apply the screws properly … odds are
fifty, fifty.”

It was the answer Cade would have given.
Stealing a peek at his watch, he learned they’d been on target for
close to five minutes. Too long. Issuing orders, he sent
Cross off to collect weapons and any equipment that could be used
nefariously should it fall into the wrong hands. “Collect IDs while
you’re at it,” he added.

Cross nodded and hustled off.

Passing Frog’s Dodge fob to Griff, Cade said,
“If this belongs to a mechanically sound pickup, take it.”

Griff nodded. “What about the pedos?”

Cade swiveled his head left and right, then
fixed Griff with a hard stare. “I don’t see a woodchipper. Means a
bullet to the head is going to have to suffice.”

Lopez said, “You sure, boss?”

“What if Griff or Cross pulled one of those
scumbags off of your little girl?”

Lopez clucked his tongue. “Solid point.”

Patting his MP7, Griff said, “No sweat off my
childless ball sack,” and followed in Cross’s footsteps.

Cade watched the SEALs go, then swung his
gaze to Lopez. “Griff said he saw generators, fuel cans, and a
sandbagging op when he peeked in between the buildings. I need you
to go and kill the generators. Bring back a couple of gallons of
fuel. If you see a shovel, bring it too.” He nodded toward the
Hellcat. One of its rear tires was completely flat. “She’s going
nowhere.”

“Going to burn her here?”

Cade nodded. “Only option.”

“Won’t it draw attention?”

Cade said, “I’m hoping so. If it draws law
enforcement, this place will be deemed a crime scene from the jump
and remain on lock until the investigators arrive. On a Friday
night, it’ll likely take some time to spool everybody up. We’ll be
gone and the car will be a burnt husk before any of that
happens.”

“Only if Griff finds a suitable ride to get
us to our van,” Lopez pointed out. “We’ve got too much stuff to lug
half a mile across desert terrain. Farouk sure as hell isn’t going
anywhere on foot.” He looked to the Prius. “And there’s no way
we’re all fitting into that. Damn thing doesn’t even have a
proper trunk.”

Cade had been expecting a bit of
second-guessing from Lopez. The man always had a sober take. He was
a great sounding board, too. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get
to it,” he said. “Worst case scenario, we unhitch one of the
pickups from the mobile home. You still remember how to hotwire,
right?”

Lopez nodded. “Just like riding a bike. It’ll
burn more time though.”

“Whatever it takes,” Cade said. “End of the
day … with a nice buffer between now and the eleventh, we’re one
cell down and two to go.”

All business, Lopez said, “Copy that,” and
struck off toward the breezeway.

For the duration of the conversation,
Farouk’s head had been craned at an unnatural angle to the ground
and had been panning left and right as he followed along.

Finding himself all alone with Farouk, Cade
looked down at the prostrate man. “Worst case scenario,” he said
with a wicked grin, “is that we’ll strap you on top of the Prius
and drive over every pothole on the way back to the Transit van.
That’d be one hell of a ride, eh?”

Farouk directed a death glare at Cade. After
issuing some guttural sounds that barely made it past the makeshift
gag, he let his sweat-soaked head fall back onto the gravel
lot.

 


***

 


The sound of gravel crunching underneath
massive offroad tires preceded the Ram pickup rounding the far end
of the nearest row of single-wide trailers. It was running dark and
looked to be nearly as big as the hitched Ford pickup it had just
passed by.

Griff was at the wheel, the bushy red beard
testing the edges of his mask the dead giveaway. Cross was in the
load bed, SCAR rifle in hand, head cresting the roofline and
panning to and fro.

Seconds later, as the Ram was coming to a
stop equidistant to the Prius and Hellcat, Lopez came waddling in
from the opposite direction. Clutched in each hand was a red
five-gallon gas can. Judging by the slope of his shoulders and the
set of his jaw, the cans were full or close to it. More than
enough. He had also located the shovel Cade had requested. It
was trapped by three fingers of his right hand and was contributing
to his penguin-like gait.

Relieving Lopez of the gas cans and shovel,
Cade tasked him with retrieving from the Hellcat their rucks and
the duffel bag full of evidence they’d collected at the
Crossroads.

Without having to be prompted, Cross jumped
from the idling pickup and went about getting Farouk loaded into
its bed.

Calling down to Cade from the pickup, Griff
said, “Pedos one and two are handled.” He feigned a quick glance at
his watch. “I figure right about now Peter is delivering them the
bad news. It’s going to be hot where they’re going.”

“You reap what you sow,” Cade said calmly.
“They got what was coming to them.”

Griff said, “When those cans are empty, we
should fill them with water. Methinks it’ll come in handy when we
get to where we’re going.”

Cade tapped his head. “Great minds. If you
can’t bring the tango to Gitmo—” he began.

“You bring Gitmo to the tango,” finished
Griff.

“I was going to grab the dead guard’s chair,
too,” added Cade.

Displaying the sweatshirt he’d found on the
Ram’s passenger seat, Griff said, “Looks like we’re going to throw
Farouk a proper party in the desert.”

Cade said nothing. His mind had drifted to
thinking about the whereabouts and well-being of his loved ones
back in the Pacific Northwest. Getting ahold of them was tops on
his list of things to do once they were wheels up in the 7500.

On the way back to the Hellcat, he ran into
Lopez and filled him in on what he had planned for Farouk.

 


 



Chapter 18

 


Cade poured most of the contents of one gas
can on the Hellcat’s roof and hood, saving some to splash the trunk
and doors with. After passing the empty can off to Lopez to refill
with water from the handwashing station, Cade spun the cap off the
second can. Hefting it from the ground and getting the opening
level with the open passenger-side window, he thoroughly wet the
car’s interior.

Once Lopez returned with the water-filled can
and had placed it in the Ram’s bed, Cade touched off the gas with
the Zippo taken from the pocket of the guard Lopez had
face-shot.

One second the black Hellcat was blending in
with the surrounding darkness, the next it was fully illuminated by
the blue-tinged flames racing across the hood and roof. Orange and
red tendrils of fire and gossamer-thin wisps of black smoke reached
through the open windows and curled toward the headliner. The
intrusion ignited the fumes rising off the gas-soaked seats. In
seconds the interior was fully engulfed.

Cade climbed into the pickup’s load bed and
settled down across from a bound and trussed Farouk, gripping the
bed rail tight in anticipation of the bumpy ride to come.

 


***

 


Three minutes later, with the orange glow
from the burning car still visible to the west, they were where
Griff and Cross had started their stealthy approach and were in the
process of transferring everything from the Ram to the Transit
van.

Cade and Lopez had just tossed Farouk
unceremoniously into the rear of the van and were clambering aboard
when the Hellcat’s gas tank exploded. The flash of white light came
first. Thankfully it was too far away to wash out their NODs. There
was a second or two delay before the hollow-sounding boom reached
their ears.

Down on one knee and in the process of
locking the rear doors, Cade said, “We’re in. Hit it, Griff.”

“Where to?” asked Griff, starting the
engine.

“Once we’re back at the paved road, head
west,” Cade instructed. “Try to find a road like this. One that
goes somewhere secluded. Preferably someplace high in
elevation.”

Griff made no reply. He was laboring to get
the van through the three-point-turn necessary to get it turned
around.

Cross answered for Griff. “On it,” he called
from the passenger seat. He already had his TyrLink smartphone in
hand and was scrolling and pinching the screen, searching for a
fire lane heading up into the foothills north by west of their
current position.

Meanwhile, Lopez had taken the PPD scanner
from Cross, plugged its earpiece into one ear, and adjusted the
volume. He quickly scanned through the available frequencies,
listening hard as the van bounced across uneven terrain.

“Anything?” Cade mouthed.

Lopez shook his head. “Nothing yet. No
mention of the Crossroads. Nothing about a vehicle fire near a
motocross track.” He grimaced. “And nobody’s talking about
encountering a van full of trafficked kids.”

No sooner had Lopez said it than he was
sticking a finger in the air and his grimace was morphing into a
half smile. Regarding Cade, he delivered the good news: “State
trooper just called in the van. She’s saying the driver flashed the
high beams to get her attention.”

“Where?” Cade asked.

“Didn’t catch that part,” Lopez conceded.
“Considering the head start, my guess is they were probably almost
to the interstate. I’ll keep an ear to the ground.”

 


***

 


A couple of minutes later, just as Griff was
steering the van onto the paved two-lane, Lopez was receiving some
bad news in his ear. “Apparently the girl talked,” he said, the
grimace returning. “Units are being dispatched to Arroyo
Motocross.”

“Any mention of us?” Cade asked.

“Not yet.”

“If they’re vectoring to the crime scene from
anywhere north or west of us, we’re eventually going to cross paths
with them,” Cross warned. “We get stopped and we’re all going to
jail.”

Sitting up straight in his seat, both hands
on the wheel, Griff said, “More like Leavenworth. Now’s the time we
start looking like plumbers on a weekend emergency call.”

“How does one achieve that?” Cade asked.

Griff said, “First off, you and Lowrider need
to stay out of sight.” Griff had already powered off his NODs and
flipped them up. He looked sidelong at Cross. “Take off your NODs
and get your head to panning. Make it look like you’re searching
for something specific.” He reached down between the seats, feeling
around blindly for something. Coming up with the clipboard, he
tossed it onto Cross’s lap. “Take turns looking at that thing. Sell
it like you’re Sissy Spacek acting like a coal miner’s
daughter.”

Cross scooped up the clipboard. “You’re my
acting coach now?” He shook his head. Turning his attention back to
his phone’s screen, he traced a finger on a squiggly line branching
off the road a couple miles distant. “This one looks
promising.”

“Is it a fire lane?” Cade called from the
cargo area.

“Most likely,” answered Cross. “It doesn’t
culminate at a state campground or any other point of
interest."

“Could be a fire lookout up there,” Griff put
in. “That would suck, though. Last thing we need is a ranger
breaking up the pool party.”

Tapping the screen, Cross said, “Wouldn’t
make sense to put one here. It’s an ant hill compared to the
surrounding peaks.”

“We’ve got company,” said Griff. He slowed
the van and pointed across the dash.

Cade poked his head between the front seats.
Saw the pulsating red and blue lights Griff and Cross were
tracking. A couple of seconds later, where the two-lane crossed an
unnamed creek, it became clear the vehicle was coming down out of
the foothills, on an intercept course with the van.

Pulling the van hard to the shoulder and
bringing it to a complete stop, Griff said, “If any of you are real
Jedis, best get to using your mind tricks on the po-pos coming our
way.”

Coming our way turned out to be a vast
understatement on Griff’s part. The Chevy Tahoe, complete in the
black and gold livery of the Maricopa County Sheriff’s office, came
screaming at them going nearly double the posted limit. Thanks to
the high beams ruining Griff’s night vision, there was no way of
telling if the driver of the SUV had noticed the van giving way for
it on the opposite side of the road.

The Tahoe’s slipstream rocked the boxy van on
its springs as the equally slab-sided vehicle flew by. Pebbles and
sand kicked up by the high-speed pass pelted the van’s hood and
windshield, the staccato pings amplified in the spartan
interior.

Not a word was exchanged in the van for
nearly a minute while Griff watched the SUV’s steady retreat in his
wing mirror. There was no discernable change in speed or direction
as the light show grew smaller and smaller.

Exhaling for the first time in a little over
a minute, Griff pulled the van back onto the road and accelerated
briskly.

The fire lane came up rather fast. It was
marked by a single rusty sign perforated by dozens of bullet
holes.

Maintained by the county, the fire lane was
less rutted than the back entrance to Arroyo Motocross. The single
lane switched back and forth as it climbed north by west from the
paved road. This went on for a few minutes, then, without warning,
after a sharp right-to-left hairpin turn, the lane spilled out onto
a graded plat of land that looked as if it could accommodate eight
or ten vehicles. The van’s headlights swept over the remnants of an
old bonfire, a shot-up hulk of an early model Ford SUV, huddles of
ground-hugging scrub, then, finally, they illuminated the
continuation of the fire lane at the other end of the landing,
where another bullet-riddled sign stood silent sentinel over the
roadside ditch.

As Griff brought the van to a crunching halt
beside the ring of fire-blackened rocks, the dust plume that had
been a constant companion for the entirety of the two-thousand-foot
climb caught up and drifted slowly around them, the wisps of
airborne talc whirling dervishes in the headlight beams.

Cade was dragging Farouk out the back of the
van at the same time Griff was shutting down the motor and killing
the lights. He made the naked terrorist sit down by the firepit and
was about to deploy the NODs and get to work fetching the things he
would need from the van when it hit him how cold it was. He could
see his breath. Being a couple of thousand feet above the valley
floor had everything to do with it, but the sudden change still
caught him by surprise.

The cold was affecting Farouk as well. He was
shivering. Looking up, Cade saw that the night sky directly
overhead was awash with stars. Billions of them. He could even make
out the gossamer strand of several billion stars that made up the
Milky Way. He also noticed a lone satellite scudding a
laser-straight course across the vast panorama. Lowering his gaze,
he saw where stars and desert merged far off in the distance. It
was a strange effect that reminded him of many similar nights spent
in Afghanistan’s mountainous Hindu Kush region.

In the middle distance, Phoenix was a sea of
muted orange interspersed with splashes of color. North of the
city, vehicles were on the move around the loop. The many
headlights and taillights coalescing lent the impression he was
seeing solid streams of white and red.

The desert closer in was dotted by the
scattered islands of light of rural business concerns. To the left,
abutting the lightly traveled interstate, North Gate presented as a
hazy blob of light trying hard to pierce the dark.

As Cade panned away from the sleepy city, an
undulating bubble of red and blue and white lights caught his eye.
Though what he was seeing was partially obscured by the nearby
hillside, he knew he was looking at Arroyo Motocross. A lot was
going on down there. The place was crawling with emergency
vehicles, both fire and law enforcement judging by the color of the
flashing lights.

The others formed up silently around Cade.
They all had their NODs deployed.

Cade pointed out the commotion at Arroyo
Motocross.

“Looks like a dozen vehicles,” noted Cross.
“Coroner and CSI are probably still en route.”

“We have work to do,” Cade said.

“Quite the view, eh?” Griff noted. “Not the
worst final resting place.” He looked to Lopez. “We going to draw
straws to see who pulls first shift on the shovel?”

“We should make him dig his own grave,” Cross
shot back. “Get some blisters started on those soft girly hands of
his.”

In response, Farouk grunted, fell over onto
his side, and began to squirm like a worm trying to avoid being put
on the hook.

Digging the Steiner binoculars from his pack,
Cade passed them to Lopez and sent him off to pull security at the
mouth of the fire lane. Next, he returned to the van to collect the
items he would be using to try to jumpstart Farouk’s memory. When
he returned to the firepit, he saw that Cross and Griff had been
busy. They had placed Farouk on the folding chair. Thick zip ties
bound the pedophile terrorist’s ankles to the chair legs. The SEALs
had also pulled his arms through the open space between the seat
and seatback and secured his wrists with a beefy pair of
flex-cuffs, which in turn were zip-tied to the horizontal bar
bracing the chair’s back legs. Farouk was going nowhere.

Cade used his phone to snap a before
photo.

Volunteering for first shift, Cross grabbed
the shovel, walked to where the sidehill and lot converged, and
began digging.

The sound of the shovel piercing the desert
hard pan made Farouk sit up in the chair. Back ramrod straight, he
started to grunt and thrash against his restraints. It all ceased
when Cade cracked open a bottle of water and emptied it on his
head. Without a word, Cade crumpled the bottle and stuffed it in a
pocket.

Wracked by a case of the shivers, Farouk
slumped back down on the chair.

Mouth just inches from Farouk’s right ear,
Cade said, “Spill now and you won’t have to suffer.”

Cross stopped digging. “Oh yes he does,” he
called out singsong. “He most certainly needs to suffer. Short Eyes
is a kiddy diddler. After all the suffering he’s caused, he needs a
taste of his own medicine.”

“I agree wholeheartedly,” Griff put in. “No
penalty is too harsh for … what do they call them now? MAPs, or
something like it?”

Cade said nothing. He was at the actions
speak louder part of the old saying. To get the party started,
he delivered a vicious roundhouse slap to the terrorist’s left ear.
The blow was wholly unexpected and snapped Farouk’s head sideways.
Blood, coming across as a deep, dark shade of red thanks to the
full-color NODs, dribbled from the man’s ear. After a second or two
the drops coalesced into a single rivulet that traced a meandering
course through the dust accumulated on Farouk’s neck.

“The Twins,” Cade said, menace in his voice.
“Where and when will they be operational?”

Farouk smiled as best he could. Considering
what was in his mouth, all he managed to do was look like a
chipmunk with a mouthful of acorns. It was followed by some finely
articulated grunting that sounded a lot like fuck you.

Cade took a half-burned stick from the
firepit and used it to clear the gauze from Farouk’s mouth. “What’d
you say?”

“Fuck you. I’m not telling—”

The next blow, a closed fist screaming in
from the right, landed squarely on Farouk’s jaw. The impact sent
his head spinning away and unseated three molars on that side.

The inside of Farouk’s cheek was reduced to a
shredded mess of bloody flesh. Undeterred, Farouk spit out the
teeth and repeated the epithet.

Cade said, “Let’s get you cleaned up. Maybe
wash out that mouth of yours while we’re at it. We’ll call it
killing two birds with one stone.”

Taking that as a cue, Cross put the shovel
aside, returned to the firepit, and started stacking stones.

With Griff’s help, Cade dragged Farouk—chair
and all—over to the stacked rocks. Working together, they leaned
Farouk back until the chair’s backrest was laid out flat on the
rocks. Still strapped in tight, Farouk’s upper body was now nearly
parallel to the ground. With nothing supporting his neck, Farouk
struggled hard to keep his head level as he searched the dark for
what he knew was coming next.

A major component of this
less-than-lethal-torture is fear and anticipation. Get the fight or
flight urges firing. Working against each other to sow confusion.
Back when rendition flights were a frequent occurrence, when
high-value individuals were questioned before being shipped off to
black sites, the off-the-books facilities where our allies
provided the screw-turners, waterboarding fell under the mantle of
enhanced interrogation. Same animal, different name. This wasn’t
the Pale Riders’ first time conducting an in-the-field enhanced
interrogation. They were old hands at it.

Cross cut a large swatch of fabric from the
sweatshirt taken from the Ram and covered Farouk’s face with it.
Finished, he got back to grave digging.

Standing in the firepit and looking down on
Farouk, Griff grabbed twin handfuls of hair and held his head
steady.

Meanwhile, Cade had fitted the pour spout to
the water-filled gas can and hefted it off the ground. Giving a
slight tilt to the can, he directed a slow, steady stream of
gas-smelling water at the tent in the swatch made by Farouk’s nose.
He kept the water flowing for ten long seconds.

At first, Farouk tensed up and there was a
good deal of sputtering and spitting on his part. At the tail end
of the inaugural introduction of the small amount of water turned
tsunami by Farouk’s imagination, Griff lost his grip on the
terrorist’s water-slicked head.

“Fuck you, infidels,” Farouk spat between
labored gasps for breath, the wet fabric sucking in and out like a
bellows. Voice dropping to a near whisper, he began to pray
again.

Cade called, “Cross … a little help here.”
Turning his attention to Lopez, he asked for a SITREP.

Lopez flashed a thumbs-up. Over the comms, he
said, “Scanner is busy as hell. Nothing about us.”

Only a matter of time before they put out
a BOLO, thought Cade. He said, “I have a lot of water left,
Farouk. You’re going under for fifteen this time. If you don’t give
me something I can use, we’re jumping straight to thirty.” He hoped
that during the next session, which from experience Cade knew would
feel like an eternity, the prospect of spending two eternities
underwater would loosen the terrorist’s lips.

While Cade was talking, Griff had trapped
Farouk’s head between his knees.

With no warning, Cade turned on the spigot,
so to speak. At the five-second mark, Farouk stopped fighting
Griff. At ten he was trying to talk through the slow, steady
torrent. Cade didn’t relent until fifteen seconds had slipped into
the past.

“Give me something,” he barked.

An uneasy silence descended on the dark
parcel of land. Only thing Cade could hear over the jackhammering
of Farouk’s teeth was the steady sound of Cross digging.

“Nine-eleven,” Farouk choked out. He drew in
a long, ragged breath.

“Already confirmed by your boy, Ahmed,” Griff
said, digging both knees harder into the man’s temples. “Where are
the Twins? Who’s helping you?”

“Where’d you get the weapons and phones?”
Cade asked as he tilted the can forward. “Think hard on it.”

The promised thirty seconds went by quickly
for Cade. Farouk, however, didn’t make it to the end; he was
unconscious when Cade set the can on the ground.

Griff removed the soaked fabric and let go of
the terrorist’s head. As gravity took hold, Farouk’s head twisted
to one side, and water sluiced out of his gaping mouth. He
convulsed and coughed, expelling more water.

“No virgins for you,” Griff chided. “Is
POTUS’ brother funding your mission? I’m sure he’s had time to stew
on what we did over there. Lord knows it screwed him out of some
juicy government contracts.”

Cade was watching for tells. When Griff
mentioned who he believed was behind the kill teams let into the
country, Farouk’s left eye had twitched. Was it a byproduct of
oxygen deprivation? An adverse reaction to the gasoline-tinged
water? Doubtful, thought Cade. On either account, it
would have affected both of Farouk’s eyes.

“We’re ratcheting it up to forty-five
seconds,” Cade threatened. “I have enough water to keep this up for
an hour or so. By then hypothermia will have set in. What else do
you know?”

“That’s all,” Farouk whispered. “That’s all.”
His head slumped.

Detecting no tells of deception from Farouk,
Cade took a sooty long-neck beer bottle from the ashes. Breaking
the neck off, he said, “We’re done here, then,” and jammed it into
Farouk’s mouth. “How does it feel to have a foreign object
put in your mouth against your will?” He didn’t wait for an answer.
Didn’t really expect one. Without warning, nor a modicum of
remorse, he slammed an open palm hard against the underside of
Farouk’s bearded chin.

Griff tilted the chair upright, then moved
around in front of Farouk. The terrorist’s lips were ribbons of
torn flesh. In a matter of seconds, his full beard was glistening
from the mixture of saliva and blood sluicing from his shredded
mouth. The torrent painted his chest and exposed manhood red with
blood, too.

All the fight had left Farouk. He sat slumped
in the chair, chin to chest, head bobbing subtly with each new
scrape of the shovel. The cause and effect continued as the Pale
Riders took turns digging the deepening grave.

Ten minutes after Cross’s second shift on the
shovel had begun, he tossed it aside. “Done,” he called from across
the lot. “Time to show Farouk the fate his despicable actions have
earned him.”

Leaving Farouk strapped in place, Cade and
Griff lifted the chair off the ground and carried it over to the
grave.

Cade swabbed Farouk’s mouth for a DNA sample
and took an after photo of the man. With Cross and Griff
looking on, both holding their MP7s at a low-ready, Cade cut Farouk
free.

The chair was wet with a mix of water, blood,
and sweat. As soon as Cade had snipped the ties encircling the
terrorist’s wrists, he slid right off. He convulsed on the ground
for a few seconds, then lay there, still as a corpse.

Griff said, “Did he just go and die on us? He
better not have.”

Cade saw no signs of life. Farouk’s chest was
not rising or falling. Nor was there a detectible flutter under the
skin on his upturned red-ringed wrist. As Cade reached down to
check the wrist for a pulse, Farouk made a grab for Cade’s
holstered sidearm. Too slow. Cade rose and took a step
back.

Releasing the breath trapped in his lungs,
Farouk rolled over and tried to stand, only to collapse face first
when he put his weight on his blown-out knee.

Griff said, “Bastard was playing possum.”
Aiming his MP7 at the now prone form, he powered on the AN/PEQ-15—a
small rectangular laser designator attached to the picatinny rail
atop his weapon’s forestock. A green beam, visible only to those
wearing NODs, lanced from the PEQ/15. Settling the dancing beam on
Farouk’s good knee, he triggered a single round.

Literally and figuratively in the dark,
Farouk was caught completely by surprise as the subsonic round
split his kneecap in two and, most of the kinetic energy spent,
took a sharp downward turn and burrowed deep into the man’s
hamstring.

The screaming started up at once. Then the
prone man started punching and slapping at phantoms in the
dark.

Griff said, “Stay,” and placed a foot on
Farouk’s chest. To silence the animalistic wailing, he jammed the
wet fabric into the man’s mouth. Forcibly rolling the terrorist
onto his stomach, Griff bound his wrists with a fresh pair of
flex-cuffs

Farouk was struggling mightily to free his
hands when the three Pale Riders grabbed him by his feet and
dragged him into the shallow grave, his head strategically aimed
away from Mecca. As soon as he was flat on his back, both
arms pressed in on him from either side by firm desert soil, he
went still.

Cade supposed Farouk had finally resigned
himself to the fact his time on Earth had finally run out. And,
strangely, while Cade worked silently, shoveling dirt into the
grave, the terrorist remained quiet, too. As the dirt covered his
lower extremities nothing came out of his gagged mouth. Not a
single grunt or groan. When the dirt showered down on his chest and
arms he just lay there flat as a board, eyes constantly roving,
probing the dark for what? Help that was not coming? A sign from
his God? A final glimpse of the NOD-wearing angels of death whose
unanticipated appearance he had only himself to blame?

Cade would never know. His only regret as he
dumped that first shovelful of soil on Farouk’s face was that every
one of the terrorist’s victims, scores of young boys and girls
traumatized by his depravity, most of whom were still in
Afghanistan and suffering further as a result of the current
administration’s actions—or lack thereof—would never know that
their real-life bogeyman was dead and buried and incapable of ever
harming them again.

The second Cade had shoveled the last of the
dirt into the terrorist’s final resting place, out of sight, out of
mind kicked in. Burying alive a person as evil as Farouk failed to
nudge the needle on his give-a-shit meter.

Finished tamping flat the last shovelful of
ochre dirt, Cade enlisted the SEALs to help locate a half dozen
large rocks to place atop the grave. While he wasn’t worried Farouk
was going to pull a Lazarus and claw his way out of his grave, the
rocks would make exhuming the body hard work for scavengers sure to
be attracted by the smell of carrion.

After concealing the rocks with branches
taken from dead scrub, Cade walked back to the van and deposited
the shovel into the cargo area alongside the folding chair. He was
not concerned about soil matching the gravesite turning up in the
van. Desantos had assured him that the van and anything left in it
would be sanitized post-mission. Whether that meant it would be
cleansed by fire or chemicals, he wasn’t in the loop. One thing he
did know was that his former commander’s word was his bond. Cowboy
had never asked one of the pipe hitters under his command to do
anything he wouldn’t. In the past the hard-charging Delta operator
would be the one at the tip of the spear; however, command had
changed all that. The man was not deskbound, nor was he forced to
push paper, but being head of SOCOM prevented him from riding into
battle with his brothers in arms.

Cade closed the rear doors and took a seat.
As Griff got them moving, Cade was content with the knowledge—after
having worked under Desantos for over a decade—that the man
always kept his word.

 



Chapter 19

 


Wheeling the van off the hillside lot, its
external lights extinguished, Griff paused long enough for Lopez to
clamber aboard.

Cade powered off his phone and tucked it in a
pocket. Regarding Lopez, he said, “Any new chatter on the PPD net
we should be worried about?”

Lopez shook his head. “Nothing. But it sure
is hot down there. Supervisor on scene is speculating a rival
cartel is responsible for the hit. Went on to say that he thinks
all-out war is imminent.”

Close, but no cigar, thought Cade.
Occam’s Razor didn’t apply in this instance. But having local law
enforcement think a turf war was popping off between gangs wasn’t a
bad thing. The more resources they threw at exploring that angle,
the less likely it was that they would follow up on citizen tips or
evidence collected that might suggest otherwise. Getting Griff’s
attention, Cade instructed him to find a pullout where they could
stop and get a better look at the shitstorm their impromptu
snatch-and-grab operation had brought down on Arroyo Motocross.

Griff drove to the first right-to-left
switchback and stopped dead center in the road where, through the
van’s dusty windshield, they were afforded a commanding
two-hundred-and-seventy-degree view of the valley.

NODs flipped out of the way, Cade stuck his
head between the front seats, pressed the binoculars to his face,
and surveyed the distant scene. If anything, he thought,
recalling how the place had appeared to him an hour ago, judging
by the sea of flashing lights down there now, the number of
emergency vehicles on scene looks to have tripled. The entire
place was one big pulsating blob of colorful lights that seemed to
have taken on a life of their own. Walking his gaze right, he saw a
pair of vehicles stationed at the mouth of the main paved road.
Following the north/south-running two-lane the main road branched
from, he saw a patrol car blocking the intersection they had
crossed a little over an hour ago. And though the hillside to the
left of the van partly obstructed his view to the east, odds were
great that there was also a county or state patrol unit posted at
the mouth of the dirt road they had used to access Arroyo
Motocross.

Craning to see past the quad tubes sprouting
from Griff’s face, Cade said, “What’s our fuel situation?”

“Tank’s half full,” Griff came back.

“Please tell me we’re not driving back
to Oregon,” Lopez quipped. “If so, I’m going to need something
softer to sit on. This folding chair is mucho unkind to my
culo.”

“How does it compare to the bitch seat?”
asked Griff as he got the van moving again.

Lopez said nothing. They all knew his stance
on riding in the middle forward-facing seat in any
vehicle—especially helicopters.

“Nothing’s worse than the bitch seat,”
confirmed Cross. “Worst place to be in a helo during a hot exfil.
Rounds coming in both open doors. Sweaty door kickers coming at you
from both sides.” He shook his head. “I prefer to be first one out,
last one in.”

“We’re still on the job,” Cade said. Looking
to Cross, he asked, “What’s our egress look like?”

Cross planted a hand on the dash to brace
against the rocking of the van. With the other hand, he traced the
proposed route as he spoke. “When we get to the T with SR-74, we’ll
need to go west.” He tapped a place on the map called Wittmann. It
was almost due south of their current position. “Two miles ahead is
a two-lane that cuts south through the desert. Not much along the
way but a few scattered homes and small ranches. We turn left there
and make our way to Wittmann, where we jump on Route 60. That
shoots off south by east and links to the 303 Loop South. The 303
will dump us onto I-10 East. The I-10 gets us back to Sky
Harbor.”

Cade said, “How long until we’re wheels
up?”

While Cross knew he could input the trip into
the navigation computer and get up-to-date travel conditions and a
firm ETA to their ultimate destination, staying as gray as possible
from here on out was the best play. So he studied the screen, then
paused for a beat, thinking. “It’s fifty, maybe sixty miles to Sky
Harbor. My best guess is that we’ll be rolling into the hangar in
ninety mikes.” He sat back and waited for the back and forth he
knew was to come.

“How far to Wittmann?” asked Lopez.

“Roughly eight miles,” answered Cross.

Lopez shook his head. “Not good, amigo. If I
was the commander who just had a whole bunch of shot-up bodies
called in on his shift, I’d cast a wide net for the perps. We’re
likely to hit a checkpoint before we reach Wittmann. I’d guess it’d
be set up on the runout side of a hill, or around a sharp bend,
someplace where, by the time a vehicle encounters it, there’s no
turning back.”

“Like the sobriety checkpoints that used to
be legal in most states,” Cade put in. “You come up on one and
you’ve got a couple of beers in your system, your only choice is to
bite the bullet and proceed. You turn around and try to rabbit,
you’re tacitly admitting guilt.” He shook his head. “There was no
escaping those things.”

“You get caught up in one?” Griff asked. “Is
that why I’ve never seen you drunk?”

“I never did drink and drive,” Cade said.
“Defied logic for me. Even as a teenager, I liked to always be in
control of my faculties.”

“Like a good Eagle Scout,” Lopez added.

Cade nodded. “Pretty much. Some of my high
school buddies drank. Most summer weekends you could find them at a
keg party set up spontaneously on the fourth hole of the
Eastmoreland Golf Course. A couple of guys on the football team got
snared in those checkpoints set up near the main cruising
strips.”

Griff braked hard as he steered the van into
a tight hairpin, one of the last aggressive turns before the dirt
track leveled off and shot laser-straight south, toward its
eventual merger with SR-74. He said, “What do we know?” He didn’t
wait for an answer to his question. “We know they’re blocking the
road east of the T.” He glanced at Cade. “Only choice is to go west
and take our chances. If Lopez is right about the roadblocks, we
improvise.”

“I concur,” Lopez weighed in.

“I third the motion,” Cross said, sitting
back in his seat.

Last thing Cade wanted was a confrontation
with law enforcement. In the past, while on an op or training
mission, he would just flash creds and pull rank to wriggle out of
a minor scrape. If that didn’t move the needle, dropping the names
of local public figures who would vouch for him usually did.
Unfortunately, tonight, neither strategy was an option. If they
were stopped and detained, they were on their own.

Help was not coming.

“West it is,” Cade said. “Pass back the NODs
and weapons and make the front seat area look like it belongs to a
work rig.” If they were to be stopped, he thought, the uniforms and
prop clipboard (bolstered by one of Griff’s legendary yarns) would
be their only defense against further scrutiny. If that failed to
sway, then they were all in for a long, uncomfortable ride downtown
in the back of a squad car.

“Copy that,” replied Griff, shedding the NODs
and switching on the headlights. “If we hit a roadblock and I can’t
dazzle with brilliance, know that I am prepared to baffle with
bullshit.”

Cade expected no less from the man. Lord knew
the smooth talker had saved the mission more times than he could
count on one hand.

 


***

 


Sailing was smooth until they reached the
northernmost boundary of Wittmann. There wasn’t much there. Just a
sign planted beyond the shoulder a hundred yards before a
nondescript four-way stop in the middle of the desert. The sign
declared Wittmann, population 684, to be an unincorporated
community of Maricopa County.

The roadblock was not a big production,
either. Just one patrol car posted at the intersection they needed
to cross to get to US Route 60. Initially, the short line of
vehicles backed up at the stop sign hadn’t struck Griff or Cross as
unusual. Which was why neither of them realized the bind they were
in until the van was rolling up on a stopped Chevy Suburban and
Griff spied the Wickenburg PD Crown Victoria the short queue of
vehicles had been shielding from view.

The low-slung Ford was angled across the
westernmost arterial of the four-way stop. For reasons unknown, the
cruiser’s lightbar was not lit up. Only the amber emergency
flashers were activated.

A road flare burned bright on the ground near
the cruiser. Judging by the piles of ash and numerous scorch marks
on the blacktop, the half-burned flare currently sputtering and
spitting red flames was not the first to be deployed.

Cade’s first impression as he got eyes on the
Crown Vic was that they had stumbled upon the westernmost edge of
Lopez’s “wide net.” If they could get past what he hoped to be just
a single local yokel eager to avoid mixing it up with those
responsible for the carnage to the east, he had a good feeling the
rest of the trip back to Sky Harbor would be uneventful.

Griff spit a couple of expletives and began
scanning his mirrors, searching for a way out. “I should have
spotted the fucking flare,” he chided himself. “I got us into this,
I’ll damn well get us out.”

“Don’t rabbit,” Cade said. “We can’t outrun a
radio.”

“PPD has air assets,” Cross said. “We’ll have
a helo skid up our asses before we find a place to go to
ground.”

“Robin Sage all over again,” Lopez groused,
referencing the unconventional warfare exercise held at the end of
every Army Special Forces Qualification Course. “Probably should
have chosen somewhere more remote to interrogate Farouk.”

Cade didn’t take the comment as an affront to
his decision-making. It was just Lopez being Lopez. “This isn’t
Pineland,” he put in. It was the name of the fictional country
featured in Robin Sage that the new Green Berets—along with local
guerillas—were tasked with overthrowing, or, at the very least,
throwing off balance. “We get caught out here, in the wild—the
consequences are as real as a heart attack.”

Lopez made no reply. He was back to actively
monitoring the PPD scanner.

Since the success of the mission hinged on
the pending encounter with whoever was manning the roadblock, Cade
was itching to see if it was a shiny new officer with a clean slate
for a uniform blouse or a veteran cop with chevrons on the shoulder
and a chest full of commendations. He hoped it was the latter and
that he or she had been rousted from a warm bed and had arrived on
scene surly and resenting the fact they were assigned a job easily
handled by a rookie. If so, Cade liked their chances of being waved
through after a cursory inspection. However, if they encountered
the former, an officer whose every move was likely still subject to
scrutiny, which led to every I getting dotted and T crossed, things
were about to get interesting, real fast.

The first vehicle in line was a Jeep Rubicon
with Utah plates and country music blaring from the radio. A Yakima
rack protruded from the rear-mounted spare tire. Strapped to the
rack was a pair of high-dollar full-suspension mountain bikes.
Probably twentysomethings returning from a long day bombing
singletrack. As the Jeep was allowed passage, signaling a right
turn and slow-rolling past the Crown Vic, Cade got his first look
at the middle-aged officer running the operation.

The officer’s features were all pushed to the
middle of his face, crowding a nose two sizes too small for his
massive head. His bushy eyebrows rose as his gaze settled on the
van. And though he was of average height, the extra weight he
carried was enough to put him high up on the body mass index. He
was what the docs called “morbidly obese.” Looked as if he never
missed a meal. And Cade doubted he would have passed PPD’s physical
fitness requirements. He couldn’t make out the officer’s rank but
guessed the man was a longtime member of the WPD and had likely
scored near the bottom of the BMI chart at the onset of his career.
Over time, thanks to a lot of sitting around and taking fast food
meals in the cruiser, he had ballooned to where he was now:
stretching out a uniform so ill-fitting that it tented over his
utility belt. Everything about the officer fell well outside of the
standards newly adopted by law enforcement entities nationwide.
Cade doubted the man could run down a crippled tree sloth.

As the Jeep sped off to the west, the
Suburban crept forward, slowly, as if the driver was dreading the
encounter. It came to a complete stop with a squeal of brakes and
the front bumper close to touching the officer’s bowed-in
knees.

“Too bad we don’t have donuts,” Griff said
under his breath. “Might be able to bribe our way through.”

“Just work your magic,” Cade commanded. “And
make sure you don’t accidentally give him the Ronald
McDonald ID.”

“Copy that,” whispered Griff.

While the officer scrutinized the SUV
driver’s credentials, Cade and Lopez melted into the van’s dark
interior, with Cade wedging his body against the bulkhead behind
Griff’s seat and Lopez doing the same behind Cross’s seat.

Cade reached out and pulled their packs and
folding chairs towards them. He laid the chairs out flat across
their legs, then stacked the packs atop the chairs. After adjusting
the packs so they broke up the outline of his and Lopez’s upturned
toes, Cade sat back and inspected his handiwork. He came away
confident, should the officer probe the van’s interior with his
flashlight, that the van’s cargo would pass a cursory
inspection. If the officer insisted on conducting an open-door
inspection of the van’s cargo area, the jig was up.

As Cade felt the slight lurch of Griff
releasing the brake, in his peripheral vision he saw Lopez
performing the sign of the cross.

The van rolled forward. A couple of seconds
later it was stopping again.

While Cade couldn’t see what was transpiring,
he did hear the officer ask Griff for his license, insurance, and
registration. He felt Griff’s seat pressing against his back as,
presumably, the SEAL was extracting his wallet to provide the
license part of the ask. Then he again detected motion in his
peripheral and saw Cross pop the glovebox, retrieve the latter two
items, then pass them across the van to Griff.

Following a shuffling of papers, there was a
short pause, after which the officer asked Griff and Cross why they
were masked up inside a moving vehicle.

Always the smartass, Griff said, “Trusting
the science”—he glanced at the patrolman’s nametag—“Officer
Cox.”

Cross leaned forward, made eye contact with
the officer, then said, “It’s an after-hours call. Technically,
even though we’re returning to home base, we’re still on the job.”
He shrugged. “It sucks, but rules and regs require us to always
wear our mask when on the clock.”

The officer held up Griff’s ID. “Francis J.
O’Reilly of 334 Glenhaven Avenue.”

“Present,” Griff said.

Gesturing at Griff, the officer told him to
remove the mask.

Leaving the mask attached to his ears, Griff
tugged it down and tucked it under his chin.

The officer compared the picture on the
license with the man at the wheel. A tilt to his head, he asked,
“Why’s a lad from Maine unclogging drains in Arizona?”

“Just following the work,” responded Griff.
“Economy isn’t so hot back east.”

The officer made no comment. Scrutinizing
Cross’s ID, he said, “Shane S. Sommers from San Diego, California.
No doubt you’re following the work, too.”

“California is a shit show these days,” Cross
responded. It wasn’t a lie. Things were tough from Ocean Beach to
Oakland. Sure, the well-heeled from La Jolla to Cupertino weren’t
really suffering, but the working folks in between certainly
were.

Cox nodded, then asked, “Where was your last
call?”

With no hesitation, Cross held up the
clipboard. “Had to go up in the hills and unclog some rich bitch’s
toilet.”

“Real Karen, that one,” Griff
interjected. “Couldn’t get out of there quick enough.”

The officer clucked his tongue. Clearly, he’d
had his share of run-ins with the pushy know-it-all types who were
always quick to ask to speak to the manager. In his case, though,
it was probably his badge number the Karen wanted. Raising a brow,
he said, “It was at one of those McMansions in the new development,
right?”

Running with it, Cross said, “Yes, sir. She
couldn’t be moved to touch a plunger. Told us it was her husband’s
deuce that clogged the toilet. But, get this, Karen’s ring finger
was naked. No tan line, either.”

Impatience creeping into his tone, Griff
said, “Story time is great an’ all, partner.” He shot a put-on
glare at Cross. “We need to get the van back to the garage,
Officer. Plus”—he feigned looking at his watch—“it’s
oh-beer-thirty.”

“I hear that,” replied Cox. “I was off-shift
twenty minutes and cracking the first brewski of the night when
Dispatch summoned me back.” He raised his flashlight level to
Griff’s window, powered it on, and probed the cargo area with its
blue-white beam. “Pretty empty back there. Where are your
tools?”

Griff noticed a hint of skepticism in the
officer’s tone. “Tools are in the bags back there,” he came back.
It wasn’t a lie. Technically the sidearms and MP7s were
tools; just not the kind used by plumbers. “We went light on
this job on account it was only your garden-variety blockage we
were looking at.”

The officer went up on his toes and worked
the beam around the van’s interior. After a few more seconds spent
eyeballing the cargo area, he said, “I’m going to have to look in
the back.”

“Doors are unlocked,” said Griff, keeping his
hands on the wheel. “Knock yourself out. The quicker we can be on
our way, the better.”

Griff watched the officer waddle off toward
the rear doors. Once the man was out of ear shot, he whispered,
“What’s the play?”

Cade had already donned his NODs, slipped on
a pair of surgical gloves, and drawn the suppressed Glock. “Are we
still all alone out here?” he whispered.

“Affirmative,” called Cross. “All points
clear. No lights approaching.”

“Sierra Oscar Papa, then,” Cade said as he
powered on Griff and Cross’s NODs. Passing the NODs forward, he
added, “This goes down just like that roadblock in Raqqa.” No
reason to elaborate further. Escaping from a snatch and grab gone
sideways, then shaking the pursuit of a team of Russian Spetsnaz,
only to get stopped by a pop-up roadblock that was little more than
a shakedown operation, had left a mark on the entire team. He
matched Lopez’s steely gaze. “On the way in I locked the rear doors
behind me. Means he’ll be your problem. You know the
drill.”

Lopez moved a chair out of his way, then
extricated his feet from the packs. Slipping on a fresh pair of
surgical gloves, he shifted all his attention to the sliding door
to his immediate left, then said, “Good to go.”

Cade leveled the Glock at the sliding door,
its deadly end trained on the spot in space where he figured he’d
first see the lawman’s ample silhouette.

The sound of the rear doors being tried was
loud in the empty cargo area. Cade saw the man through the one-way
glass. He was paused, hands on the handles, face aimed skyward. It
was the classic pose of someone used to being thwarted. He imagined
the officer mouthing an obscenity or three.

A few seconds ticked by before Cox resumed
his counterclockwise trip around the van.

Before freeing his legs, Lopez had made
certain his door was unlocked. When he heard the click by his head
and the hollow thunk of the door’s internal mechanism at work, he
went to his knees and raised both hands in front of him. He was
ready to take hold of whatever presented itself to him.

As the door sucked out and parted from the
frame, the internal wheels grinding against their tracks, the
officer’s fleshy face was the first thing Cade saw.

Apparently, Cade’s face—most of it obscured
by the mask and deployed NODs—was the first thing the officer saw,
too. The look of utter confusion the man wore as a pair of hands
reached out from the dark and grabbed hold of his uniform blouse
was instantly replaced by one of sheer terror as Cade quickly
relieved him of his sidearm, radio, retractable baton, and
handcuffs. In the next beat, as Cox’s tactical flashlight was
clattering against the van’s metal floor, Lopez was grabbing hold
of his wide leather belt and helping to drag the stunned officer
into the van through the partially open door.

 



Chapter 20

 


There came a loud thud and the van
shuddered noticeably when the officer’s upper body hit the floor.
After hauling the officer’s heavy, tree-trunk-like legs over the
threshold, Lopez yanked the door shut, drew his knife, then crabbed
around and planted a knee on the prone man’s back.

Finished securing the officer’s arms behind
his back with his own handcuffs, Cade motioned for Lopez to sheath
the knife. Feeling the van begin to roll forward, he said, “This
one doesn’t end like that.” Lopez answered with a subtle nod,
sheathed the knife, and rose off the officer.

Having been fighting mightily to get himself
rolled over, the officer went limp. He drew a deep, ragged breath,
then exhaled slowly. Voice wavering slightly, he said, “I have a
wife and kids to go home to.”

Cade said, “Cooperate and you’ll get to see
them again.”

Aware that the exchange he’d just overheard
meant the officer was about to become the mission’s first loose
end, Griff brought the van to a lurching stop beside the cruiser.
“See if it has a dash cam,” he said to Cross.

Without a word, Cross elbowed open his door
and jumped from the van. NODs deployed, he hustled around to the
Crown Vic’s driver’s-side door. Finding the door unlocked, he
dipped inside the car, spotted the dash cam, then followed the
wires to the hard drive. Having gotten what he’d come for, he
switched off the flashers and slammed the door shut behind him.

Once Cross was back in his seat, Griff
steered around the cruiser and nosed the van onto the two-lane
heading south. After putting a quarter mile of blacktop in the
rearview and seeing only the police cruiser occupying the distant
intersection, he flicked on the van’s headlights, ripped his NODs
off, and passed them over to Cross for safekeeping.

In the rear of the van Lopez had been busy
emptying the officer’s bulging pockets and removing his utility
belt. Everything, save for the officer’s wallet, went into the
duffle containing the evidence taken from the Crossroads. After
powering down the man’s Samsung smartphone, Lopez slipped it into a
Faraday bag and tossed it into the duffle bag, too.

Meanwhile, Cade had stripped off the
officer’s uniform blouse, cut a couple of swatches of fabric from
it, and used them to gag and blindfold him. Taking the wallet from
Lopez, he quickly flipped through it. “Cute kids,” he said. “Girl
and a boy. Grade school and middle school, I presume.”

The officer nodded and grunted something
unintelligible.

Cade looked at the man’s license, then read
off the address. “I have the memory of an elephant,” he said. “You
don’t follow my instructions when I leave you …” He had learned
long ago that sometimes things left unsaid carried the most weight.
This was one of those occasions. He didn’t intend on harming
anyone, especially not the man’s wife or kids, but he needed Brian
Dennis Cox to remain compliant throughout his short, but rather
necessary, ordeal.

 


***

 


Five minutes after leaving the WPD ghost
cruiser behind, Griff was again wearing NODs and driving the
Transit van (sans lights) along a road more suitable for a
high-clearance vehicle than a breadbox on wheels.

“Pull over here,” Cade directed. He was
wearing his NODs and had his pistol in hand. Rolling open the door,
he said to Griff, “Be right back. Go ahead and get her turned
around and be ready to go.” He instructed Lopez to try to find the
WPD frequency, then stabbed two fingers toward Cross’s NODs. “See
anyone coming, deal with them first. Don’t worry about me."

Cade had to have Lopez help him to get
Officer Cox to a seated position. Together, they got the man to his
feet outside of the van. Together they marched Cox into the desert,
little puffs of dirt rising after each footfall.

It was nearly as cold now on the desert floor
as it had been thirty minutes ago at two thousand feet. Treating
the officer with the respect he deserved, they guided him thirty
yards off the fire lane, found a medium-sized cactus, then turned
him around and helped him to sit.

Using the officer’s keys, Cade uncuffed one
wrist. “You’re facing a cactus. Stick out your legs, spread them
wide, and scoot forward.”

Officer Cox complied, but not without a lot
of guttural grunts and groans.

“Arms out,” Cade ordered. “You hug the cactus
now, later tonight you’ll be hugging your wife and kids with those
arms.” The officer was still wearing the ballistic vest, so his
chest would be fine. If he refrained from bear-hugging the cactus,
damage to his arms would be minimal.

While Lopez cuffed the officer’s feet
together using his remaining flex-cuffs, Cade cuffed the man’s
wrists.

Crouching next to the officer, Cade leaned in
close and whispered, “They all had it coming to them. Every one of
them.” Rising, he said to Lopez, “Note the GPS coordinates.” This
time, addressing the officer by his full name, Cade gave him his
word they would send help his way. “You get loose and leave this
area,” he added, “there’s no way I can guarantee they’ll find
you.”

Seeing the officer nod that he understood,
Cade dropped the man’s wallet in the dirt by his feet where it
would be found by responding officers.

Ten minutes after Lopez and Cade had hauled
Officer Cox aboard the van at Wittmann’s city limit, Griff was
steering onto Route 60. Beside Griff, Cross was checking their
progress on the navigation computer.

In the rear of the van, again sitting with
his back to Cross’s seat, Lopez was just hearing in his ear the
frantic BOLO call for Officer Cox. As details emerged, Lopez
repeated them aloud for all to hear.

Looking over his shoulder, Cross met Cade’s
gaze. “Want me to call it in?”

“Not yet,” Cade said. “Cox isn’t going
anywhere.”

“You don’t think he’ll be able to take down
the cactus,” Lopez wondered. “He probably outweighs the thing by
half.”

Cade went to his knees and peered through the
windshield. There was little traffic moving with them. On the other
side, he saw lots of vehicles heading away from Phoenix. People
coming home after a night out, he surmised. Answering Cross, he
said, “Wait until we’re on the home stretch.”

“The I-10?”

Cade nodded. “Cox isn’t going to freeze out
there. He’s a big boy.”

“What about animals?” asked Lopez.

“If you were a little coyote or javelina,
would you mess with that guy?” Griff put in. “Hell, it’d
take a pack of wolves to take him down. They’d need a day or two to
consume him.”

 


***

 


Cross placed the anonymous call to 911 thirty
minutes later, when they were on the I-10 and nearing the final
exit to the surface street that would take them to Sky Harbor’s
essential services entrances. Ten minutes after that, Griff was
pulling the van onto the road feeding PFD Station 29’s parking
lots.

The same guard was in the shack. He seemed no
more interested in the van now than he had when they were on their
way out. Barely looking up from whatever was keeping him occupied,
he opened the gate for them and gave a single, listless, I
remember you, now move along, type of wave.

The van’s tires squealed on the smooth gray
floor when Griff wheeled it into the hangar. The 7500’s paint and
chrome gleamed underneath rows of overhead lights. Sitting on
folding chairs around a table and playing a game of cards were Ari,
Hooker, and two men Cade didn’t recognize. He did, however, get the
sense the physically fit fortysomething men with their long hair
and unruly beards were most likely former members of the special
operations community. They tossed their cards face up on the table,
rose off their chairs, and met the van as it rolled to a stop.

Griff killed the engine. Setting the brake
and throwing open his door, he called, “Lookie here, Hang Ten.
Cowboy sent us some flight attendants.” As soon as he was out of
the vehicle, off came the mask and gloves.

One of the men, who looked to be a couple of
years older than the other, spread his arms wide and took a step
toward Griff.

Shaking his head, Griff embraced the man,
slapping him on the back so hard that the sound reverberated
throughout the wide-open space.

Griff pulled back. “Hooch … my man. You’re a
sight for sore eyes. I heard you bought it on that Al-Shabaab
op.”

“I was on that raid, Francis,” replied Hooch,
a sly smile parting his beard. “Word of it going sideways is a wild
exaggeration, though. As were the reports of my untimely demise.
But that’s between you, me, and the walls.”

“Copy that,” replied Griff. “We’re trying to
avoid the same fate.”

Cade and Lopez emerged from the rear of the
van loaded down with gear and weapons.

After collecting everything from the front
seat area, Cross curled around front of the van and wrapped his
arms around the six-footer called Hooch. “Master Chief Turner. I
knew you were too hard to kill. Especially by a bunch of rug rats
with the name to match.” He nodded to the other bearded man. “It’s
been a minute.”

The man offered a fist bump, which Cross
reciprocated. “Sure has, brother. Last time we crossed paths was
that groundbreaking ceremony at Little Creek.”

Cross smiled big and hung his head. “We tore
it up that weekend.” Gesturing at Ari and Hooker, who were both
standing near the 7500’s stairs and tapping their wrists, he said,
“I better get to it.”

As Cross strode off toward the waiting
aircraft, Griff introduced Cade and Lopez, just returning from the
7500.

“A couple of Delta boys,” said Hooch. “Your
reputations precede you. Stellar work downrange.” He extended a
hand. “Ron Turner. Everyone calls me Hooch.” He pumped their hands,
then introduced the younger door kicker. “Petty Officer Kyle
Hargrove here cut his teeth on Team 3. Spent some time in Ramadi
with Monsour. After that, we got him at DEVGRU. We call him Opie.
You ever see him sans that beard, you’ll understand.”

Cade and Lopez shook hands with the former
SEALs. Both wore earth-tone cargo shorts and go-fast-style mid-cut
trail runners. Their loose-fitting short-sleeved shirts did a
pretty good job of hiding their concealed sidearms and lo-vis
ballistic vests.

When Hooch smiled, his eyes fought it. He had
the look of someone who’d seen too much in too short a time. A
whole lifetime’s worth of being exposed to the evil men could do to
other men all compacted into a decade or so.

Opie, with his easy smile, full beard, curly
sun-bleached brown hair, and blue/green eyes could easily pass for
Cross’s younger brother.

“We better get to it,” said Hooch. “Me and
Opie are your Wolf detail on this one.”

Cross, after stowing his gear aboard the
7500, had returned to the van and retrieved the duffel bag of
evidence. Having overheard the last part, he said, “Wolf
detail?”

Hooch said, “Like The Wolf,” and
stared at the Pale Riders, expecting one of them to have an a-ha
moment.

When the moment didn’t come to pass, Hooch
said, “The character Harvey Keitel played in Pulp Fiction.”

Cade regarded Lopez. “Ring a bell?”

“Saw that one too long ago, amigo.”

Griff said, “Was The Wolf the guy Marcell
called in to dispose of his problems?”

“Bingo!” said Hooch. “We’re full
service.”

Cade said, “We left our problem buried
in the desert. But I do appreciate you guys taking care of the van.
She’s a little worse for wear after Griff took her
off-roading.”

Griff’s response was cut off by Hooker
bellowing across the hangar. “We’re wheels-up five minutes ago.
Quit jaw-jacking and get your carcasses on my bird.”

“Don’t mention it,” Hooch said. “This gig
comes with its perks.” Lowering his voice, he added, “Never get on
Hooker’s bad side. Dude can be a real pecker if he wants to.” He
gestured to the 7500. “You better git.”

Didn’t need to tell Cade twice. Eager to
check the sat phone for a message from Brook, he hightailed it to
the jet. Coming in a distant second and third on his to-do list was
putting some much-needed food in his belly and copping a few winks.
Eat and sleep when you can. It had been drilled into him in
Ranger school. One instructor was fond of reminding anyone who
would listen that a second opportunity to do so is never
guaranteed.

“Window seat,” called Lopez as he edged past
Cade and bounded up the stairs.

“Kids,” said Cross, handing the duffle bag to
Hooch. “Some of the stuff in here is eyebrow-raising to say the
least. We’d like to know where they got the phones and
pistols.”

“We’ll get it to the proper people for
analysis,” said Opie. “And the turnaround on intel is much faster
than if you were to go through normal channels.”

“Remember … we were never here,” Cross
stressed.

Hooch said, “We’re all on the same team,
brother. OPSEC is priority number one.” Indicating the pushback
tractor hitched to the 7500’s front landing gear, he went on,
saying, “Opie lost the first hand. Means he’ll be the one guiding
the bird out of the hangar. It’ll go smoothly; he’s performed the
task at third-world airports with cratered tarmac while taking
small-arms fire.”

“I know,” Cross said. “I was there,
remember?”

Hooch clapped Cross on the back. “How could I
ever forget?”

By the time Griff and Cross had reached the
7500’s deployed stairs, Hooch had already peeled the magnetic signs
off the Transit van and was going at the license plates with a
multitool. “You plan on doing a purge of the navigation unit?”

Looking up from his task, Hooch said, “We’re
full service, remember? When we’re finished there won’t be a trace
of where this van’s been.”

Good enough for Griff. Ducking his head as he
followed Cross into the 7500, he turned, retracted the stairs, and
secured the door.

 


***

 


During the entire time Opie was maneuvering
the 7500 onto the apron so it could be cleared by the tower for
taxiing, neither Ari nor Hooker had said a word over the bird’s PA.
Not a single wisecrack from the former, nor a bland dad joke from
the latter. It was as if someone ordered a communication blackout
from the cockpit. Cade’s gut was telling him something was
brewing.

As the four weary operators stowed gear and
tried to get comfortable for the near three-hour return flight to
Portland, the turbines firing was all the announcement Cade needed
to know they would soon be winging home.

 


Cade had claimed a seat on the left side of
the 7500. Placing the backpack on the seat next to him, he dug out
the sat phone and thumbed it alive. Seeing the new message
indicator, he stretched his legs out and read the message. It was
from Brook and very detailed. She didn’t drill down to the minute
when the security detail had taken the dogs out for a walk, but she
did have down the number of times and who had taken the dogs out.
If she was correct in her count, and the team stayed in Rawley’s
house beyond the eleventh of September, there would be a
beaten-down path in the alley to show for it all.

The news that Raven had made her watchers on
day one didn’t surprise Cade. That she had sent them a pizza
brought a smile to his face. Not much got by that girl of his. And
since she had been able to walk, she had been almost impossible to
surprise or sneak up on. It was comforting to know that over the
years his subtle prodding for her to maintain situational awareness
had stuck. Granted she had been exposed to it from both he and
Brook since the girl was able to comprehend the concept, but the
constant passenger in the back seat of Cade’s mind was the niggling
worry that either the shiny allure of social media, the slick
social justice PSAs on television featuring the celebrity du jour,
or the constant bombarding of fringe values by teachers who felt
the need to make themselves the centers of attention, would turn
his level-headed offspring into yet another face-in-the-phone
zombie walking the streets of Seattle.

The news was also good on the Duncan Winters
front. When Brook finally got ahold of the hard-to-reach
sixty-nine-year-old Vietnam veteran, he divulged that he had
already been planning to spend the week camping and fishing on Mt.
Hood’s eastern flank. Which meant there would be no chance of
Raven’s self-professed godfather conducting one of his surprise
drop-ins on the Grayson home. To be safe, the shooters staying at
Rawley’s place had been provided with descriptions and photos of
the small handful of friends and neighbors of the Graysons who
could show up unexpectedly at the two-level Craftsman on Southeast
Boise Street.

 



Chapter 21

 


Clearance for takeoff must have already been
granted when the 7500 rolled off the taxiway linking the tarmac
fronting the hangar to the main runway. As the brakes were briefly
applied before the plane entered the runway, there came no warning
to stow loose articles or to return seats to their upright
positions. The pithy commentary Cade had come to expect from the
cockpit was also missing as the jet resumed forward motion and took
the ready spot on the runway. One second the jet was straightening
out, the next the throttles were being pegged and the runway lights
outside Cade’s window began flashing by. In just a handful of
seconds, the 7500 was two-thirds of the way down the runway and
going light on her gear.

As the 7500 reared up off the runway,
reflected at Cade in the airport’s glass and steel façade were the
many flashing strobes on taxiing aircraft and the myriad of support
vehicles transiting the tarmac and taxiways fronting the terminal
area.

By the time the 7500’s attitude to the
horizon was at its steepest, the colorful lights glittered like
jewels and the airport became just another oasis of light in a
sprawling city rife with them.

Cade heard the muffled whine of hydraulics
underneath him and the jet began to level off. To the sound of the
landing gear seating into the fuselage, he began tapping out a
quick sanitized response to Brook’s text. It included a message he
wanted passed on to Raven as well as the approximate time the newly
reformed Pale Riders team would be descending on the Grayson casa.
Finished, he put the sat phone down, ripped open a cereal bar, and
walked his gaze around the cabin.

Griff was kicked back in a seat on the
opposite side of the cabin, the face mask with the fangs pulled up
and covering his eyes. As the pilot performed the sharp banking
turn necessary to get the jet pointed north by west, the only
indication that Griff wasn’t dead was the constant kneading of his
fingers on the supple leather armrests. The former SEAL had no
problem fast roping or parachuting from a perfectly good helo or
fixed-wing aircraft, but it was common knowledge among Pale Riders,
past and present, that he never truly trusted a pilot until he saw
how they performed during times of stress and while taking incoming
enemy fire. Cade figured he would get over it. For if Griff was
anything, he was the walking embodiment of the SEAL saying: You
don’t have to like it, you just have to do it.

Having staked out a seat near the cockpit
door, Cross had reclined all the way back. Face aimed at the cabin
roof, he was gently tapping a sat phone against his forehead. It
was evident that something was eating at him.

“Is everything okay?” Cade called
forward.

Posture and action unchanged, Cross said,
“Eve is pissed I didn’t come home to tell her I was leaving in
person.” He craned and made eye contact with Cade. “I’ve got this
kid shaping boards for me. He’s a real reliable worker. Bit of a
wingnut at times. And he smokes a lot of pot.”

Cade said, “He dropped the ball?”

“Yeah,” said Cross. “He forgot to tell her.
Dude gets in a groove working on a stick, music blaring, and it’s
like he’s off in another world. I’m not grieved at him, though. Eve
is right to be mad at me. I should have swung by home on the way
out of town.”

Cade took a swig from a bottled water to wash
down the cereal bar. Dragging the back of his hand across his
mouth, he said, “You know what my dad said to me on my wedding
day?”

Cross fixed his gaze with Cade’s. “No, you
didn’t. But whatever piece of advice it was, it has served you well
for what … twenty years?”

“Twenty-three,” Cade offered. “Dad said four
words to me. ‘Happy wife, happy life.’” He shrugged. “That’s
it.”

Lopez was sitting by the window two seats in
front of Cade and across the aisle diagonally from Cross. Without
taking his eyes off what he was looking at outside the jet, he
said, “No wife, happy life. I only have a grown daughter to answer
to. And right now, she’s running my coffee empire, not
micromanaging my ass.”

“You married Esmerelda way too young,” Cade
pointed out. “Wasn’t your bachelor party in Vegas?”

“And San Diego … and Tijuana,” added Cross.
“Am I right?”

Begrudgingly, Lopez said, “Affirmative. And I
didn’t even get my dick wet before, during, or after. I was
always true to her. Had I known she was going to be the one
to cheat …”

“Word is you were too drunk to seal the deal
in TJ,” Cade put in.

“Bet that was one pissed-off donkey,” Griff
added, chuckling.

Lopez thrust both hands in the air, middle
fingers fully extended. “None of that is true, pendejos.”

The jet suddenly entering a hard banking left
turn interrupted the conversation. A beat later Ari was on the
shipboard comms explaining that they had just received orders to
divert to Del Rio, Texas. That was it. No other details. The jet
continued carving a wide arc in the sky, leveling out only when
they were pointed the entirely opposite direction from their
previous heading.

After a short pause, Hooker’s voice came out
of the overhead speakers. “Your timing could not have been worse,
gentlemen. I was holding a full boat, aces over eights, and was
ready to go all in on your boy Ari … who, I need to add, I just
found out was bluffing with a pair of deuces.”

Removing the face mask and directing his gaze
at Lopez, Griff said, “Aces and eights is the dead man’s hand. That
what you had dealt to you in Vegas, Lowrider? Or is it what you had
to resort to on your wedding night when she failed to get the job
done?”

“It’s called giving yourself a
stranger,” Lopez said, going along with the joke. “And you
would know, Mr. Married to the Sea.”

Cross threw his head back and laughed. “The
saying must be true,” he said, directing a shit-eating grin Griff’s
way. “It’s the motion of the ocean … not the size of the
boat.”

Usually the butt of the joke, Lopez couldn’t
resist piling on. “I hear Griff was dealt an itty bitty
dingy.”

“Oh my … the seaman jokes just keep
a-coming,” Griff shot. “At least my dingy still rises to the
occasion.”

“Not without the aid of a little blue boner
pill,” Lopez countered.

While the Pale Riders were busy busting each
other’s balls, a barely tolerable post-mission tradition Cade
rarely took part in, he had picked up his sat phone and tapped in
the unlock code. As the phone booted up, its color screen was awash
with a swirling cyclone of animated stars. Expecting to have
received a lengthy new message from Cowboy, instead Cade found a
short text instructing him to power up the Panasonic Toughbook and
search for an incoming email sent from a specific
TyrLink-associated account.

Its root name inspired by Tyr, the
Norse God of law and order, Slate’s newest venture, TyrLink
GlobeNet Telecom, incorporated a web of traditional
telecommunications satellites as well as dozens of sorties of
linked microsatellites. And though both systems were capable of
routing encrypted communications and providing high-speed
low-latency broadband Internet in the traditional fashion, to ping
dedicated TyrLink towers, rural and off-grid users required a
compact receiver dish to enable their TyrLink devices to
communicate with the microsatellites.

Cade connected the sat phone to the laptop
and waited as it searched for a satellite. Hearing the chime
indicating the handshake had been made, he accessed the email
account Desantos had set up to allow his team to communicate
covertly with the Pale Riders. After typing in the password
provided in the original SMS message, he located the email, then
opened it and proceeded to watch the attached videos. Next, he
cycled through overhead stills of the target. Finished studying the
visual intel, he read the full body of the message, coming away
less enthusiastic than he had been going in. The intel was
promising, the videos and stills providing a wealth of information,
but it was the unknown far outweighing the known that he had issue
with.

The known: Just across the Rio Grande, in
rural Mexico, an IED containing all the earmarks of those
responsible for killing and maiming hundreds of soldiers in Iraq
and Afghanistan snuffed a family of seven. Photos of the aftermath
showed that the explosion had been so great that the bodies were
ripped apart and thrown from the barely recognizable Suburban, the
largest pieces just hunks of charred and torn flesh left smoldering
on the road. The crater was a yard deep and two across. If he
didn’t know any better, the vehicle in the photos could have been
one of the multitudes caught up in IED attacks on Route Irish in
Iraq or the mountainous passes of Afghanistan, not a
civilian SUV vaporized on a two-lane highway less than a mile south
of the US/Mexico border.

A DEA informant known for consistently
delivering solid, actionable intel had identified those responsible
for constructing the bomb as OTMs—the DHS acronym for Other Than
Mexican. The informer had also told his DEA handler—a former door
kicker who was well-known and respected by like-minded people in
Desantos’ orbit—that the OTMs were conducting bomb-building
workshops in a cartel safe house outside of Del Rio, within
spitting distance of the US/Mexico border. Then there was the
informant’s insistence that he had heard the OTMs speaking both
English and Arabic, switching easily between the two. That last
part, when combined with the earlier string of bombings—which Cade
felt were most likely training runs whose aim was to perfect the
devices being built, as well as to give the cartel members
harboring the OTMs a feel for the usual lag time between triggering
the device and the actual detonation—was the strongest piece of
evidence that Al-Simoom’s bomb builder had exported his terror
operation to North America. What or who was to be Basim Osama’s
ultimate target was the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. Cade
had a feeling he knew the answer. And he didn’t like it.

Cade consulted his watch. 1:15 a.m. If
Ari pushed the bird to the limit, he figured they would be on
approach to Del Rio within the hour. Which left little time to
share the intel with the team and hatch a plan.

Opening a new browser window, Cade searched
the net for the sunrise/sunset chart for Del Rio, Texas. Clicking
the link took him to a page that indicated full dark wouldn’t give
way to astronomical twilight until 5:12 a.m. After that, there
would be about a ninety-minute window during which the night sky
would transition through nautical twilight and civil twilight.
Sunrise would occur in all its blazing glory over South Texas at
7:23 a.m. Considering the hour they were about to lose entering the
Central Time Zone, and adding the approximate flight time to the
equation, they’d have about ninety minutes on the ground between
wheels down and first light. That left very little time to work
with. But it was better than going in after sunrise when they’d
have none of the tactical advantages the NODs afforded. Should the
intel on the safe house pan out, he only hoped the opposition
wasn’t similarly equipped.

Cade fired off a reply to the email. It was
full of observations and a couple of asks, the most important of
which had to do with what they needed in the way of equipment and
vehicles in order to get in and out of the target area without
encountering the same problems that they had in Phoenix.

“Gather round,” Cade called. “I have good
reason to believe Seven Fingers is in Del Rio.”

Cross made gimme hands at Cade. “Let me see
that thing.”

Cade handed over the Toughbook.

“Not that I wouldn’t die for you guys, but if
there’s no need for us all to be smelling each other’s breath and
body odor … why do so?” Cross went quiet and tapped away on the
Toughbook, which somehow resulted in the big screen monitor mounted
to the fore bulkhead coming alive. After the stock graphic display
concluded, in its place appeared a mirror image of the laptop’s
screen. Smiling, he returned the laptop to Cade. “Work smarter, not
harder. Wasn’t that one of your old standbys?”

Cade nodded agreeably. “Thanks for getting my
back, Frogman. I must admit, I’m a little tech challenged.”

Once the others had staked out positions with
a clear view of the monitor, Cade started his presentation,
scrolling through the photos of the Suburban first.

“This happened two days ago on a little
traveled road just across the border from Del Rio. The family had
no apparent cartel affiliation. Not even a cousin working as a mule
or coyote. They were in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He then
went on to share his thoughts on who was responsible and why they
had targeted the Suburban.

“That’s the work of a shaped penetrator,”
Lopez said. “A Quds Force specialty.” He crossed his arms. “I don’t
remember ever seeing a through-and-through, though.”

“That’s because most of the targets they were
used against in the Sandbox were up-armored.” Cade cycled to the
photo of the body parts the extreme explosive power had pushed
through the Suburban’s exit wound. “If this was the work of a
normal IED, the carnage would have been mostly contained within the
rig.”

Griff said, “The Federales have been upping
their game. They’re stood up with a good deal of our old equipment:
Humvees, MRAPs, Black Hawks, and drones.”

Cross said, “They’d have brand new toys to
work with if it all hadn’t been abandoned in Kabul.”

Lopez clucked his tongue. “Eighty-five
billion dollars. That’s billion with a B.” He made a
face. “That makes the Taliban one of the best-equipped forces in
the region. Gives the Iranians a run for their money, that’s for
sure.” He looked at Cade. “You remember to ask Cowboy to have his
people check serial numbers on the NODs and weapons?”

Cade nodded. “I have a feeling we’re not
going to like what we hear back.”

“At least it will be another thread to pull,”
Cross added. “We get to the head of the snake before the eleventh,
we’ll still be on the offensive.”

“Agreed,” Cade said, returning to the
presentation. He put a video in place of the still. Started it
playing. There was no sound, just black-and-white footage taken by
a drone orbiting high over what looked to be a walled compound.

“Looks a lot like the Sheikh’s hideout in
Abbottabad,” Griff noted. “Is there a military academy nearby?”

“Fortunately, no,” Cade answered. “It’s a
rural location a stone’s throw from Mexico. It’s set back about a
quarter mile from the bank of the Rio Grande.” He pointed to the
features he could make out. “It’s a newer construction two-level
McMansion. The wall here is a twelve-footer. No concertina. The
doors are here, and here. Gate to the motor court looks to be a
see-through job but still very formidable.”

Lopez said, “The better to show off all your
expensive rides as visitors approach.”

“The better for us to get eyes on the place
as we approach,” Cade said, pointing to a building near the water
he guessed was a boathouse. When the team couldn’t agree on whether
the two-level multi-windowed affair (rendered grainy due to the
camera angle) was an outbuilding or a boathouse, Cade moved on,
finishing the short presentation by voicing his idea of how an
assault should take place.

“Sure, it’ll be zero dark thirty,” Griff
noted. “Even if Cowboy comes through with everything you asked for,
and we find the place has a skeleton crew of guards on duty, it
won’t mean squat if they have NODs.”

“Plan A: They won’t see us coming even if
they do have NODs,” Cade said. “Plan B’s five-mile overland ingress
from the airport should be uneventful. At least until we get to the
T with the access road. The next mile and change after that could
be interesting.”

“Especially if they’re armed with a
fifty-caliber Barrett courtesy of Fast and Furious.” Griff shook
his head. “I don’t like it. We’ll be fully exposed for a minute or
so. And I’d bet dollars to donuts there’s at least one of Seven
Finger’s devices planted somewhere along the access road.”

“In a perfect world,” Cade said, “we’d be
inserting aboard Jedi One. I get it, Griff. But we don’t have that
luxury. It’s hit them here or fight them on our doorsteps.” He
looked each man in the eye. “They’re not just going after me. They
get to me and my family, no doubt they’ll be moving on Compton, or
Ocean Beach, or the Whiskey Business. They’ve had a long
time to think about it. Put yourselves in their shoes.”

There was a long moment of silence. The drone
footage on the screen was no longer a draw. Each man was lost in
his own thoughts.

Finally, Cross leaned in close to Cade. “Can
we rely on friendlies on the ground? Anyone to run interference if
things go sideways?”

“Nada,” Cade said. “Border Patrol has been
hamstrung by the new administration’s open-border policies. DHS
Secretary Minorda is full-on catch and release. He’s cut the balls
off his agents and fed them to the cartels.”

Cross said, “How about the local sheriffs?
Can we rely on them in a pinch?”

“Normally, I’d say yes,” Cade answered, as
the footage continued playing on the screen. “Not in this climate,
though.”

“Why do you say that?” Cross asked.

“Because the cartel is in charge,” replied
Cade.

Cross folded his arms across his chest.
Classic body language announcing he was not receptive to Cade’s
answer.

“The cartel probably did the same thing to
every sheriff in every county that I did to Officer Cox after I
trussed him to the cactus,” Cade added. He paused for a beat.
Swallowing hard, he went on, saying, “They made it clear that they
knew where they live, who their wives and husbands are, how many
kids they have and where they go to church.”

Incredulous, Lopez said, “You did that to
Cox?”

Cade felt the 7500 make a slight course
correction. Casting his gaze at the ceiling, he said, “I had no
choice. The alternative was untenable. The cartel, on the other
hand, always follow through. A couple of bodies hanging from an
overpass sends one hell of a message to local LE and everyone on up
the chain.” He looked to Lopez. “I was just trying to cow the man.
Buy us time. The anonymous call went through okay. By now Cox is
home with his family. Sure, the guy was cold for a while. Probably
had to deal with some bug bites.” He paused for a second, thinking.
“I know what it’s like to be on the receiving end of a threat by an
unseen enemy. When this is all over, I will set things right
with the man and his family.”

Changing the subject, Griff said, “What’s our
cover this time? Are we supposedly delivering another donor
organ?”

“Definitely not that.” Cade closed the
Toughbook. “It’s up in the air right now. At least Ari and Hooker
don’t have to deal with control tower personnel. By the time we’re
wheels down, we’ll know for sure. Cowboy also promised to push
fresh intel to us as he receives it.”

That was enough for the team. With the bird
fast approaching Del Rio International, they all turned their
attention to reloading magazines and replacing the batteries in
their NODs.

 



Chapter 22

 


Forty-eight minutes after receiving the order
to divert to Del Rio International, the 7500 was on final approach.
Less than one-tenth the size of Phoenix’s Sky Harbor, the
single-strip general aviation facility, host to only one major
carrier, looked more afterthought than asset to the brightly lit
city two miles to the north.

As the low rumble of the landing gear
deploying filtered up from below, Hooker’s voice emanated from the
overhead speakers. “Wheels down in two mikes,” he announced.
“Temperature on the ground is eighty-three degrees.”

Cade looked to Lopez. “He’s all business this
time.”

“Not a single dad joke,” commented Lopez as
he attached his NODs to the outside of his pack. “All the buildup
from Portland to Phoenix … got to admit, I’m kind of
disappointed.”

“Not me,” Griff said. “In this case, silence
really is golden.”

Cross hitched a thumb at Griff. “I’m in the
STFU and fly camp, too. At least when it comes to H-Squared. Ari,
he always brings it.”

Cade’s gear was all squared away and stacked
on a nearby seat. Sand was slipping through the metaphorical
hourglass. He was beyond ready to deplane. Most of all, though, he
wanted to get eyes on the hangar awaiting them on the ground.
Cowboy had always been a regular David Copperfield when it came to
procuring gear and transportation on the fly, but this time Cade
was afraid the biggest ask he’d posed was too much even for a
resourceful fellow like Desantos to provide. Especially posed on
such short notice.

As the aircraft made the final turn to line
up with the runway, Cade caught sight of the airport’s main
building and host of hangars beyond. Compared to the sprawl that
was Sky Harbor, it was easy for him to predict the 7500’s ultimate
destination once they were wheels down. However, from the angle and
speed at which they were descending, he was still in the dark as to
how the rest of the mission was going to proceed. If his initial
assumption came to pass, part two of the doubleheader was going to
be near the top of the pucker factor chart. If Desantos had somehow
found a way to do the impossible—such as make the Statue of Liberty
vanish a la David Copperfield—most of which Cade had already gamed
out in his head would be rendered moot.

As the cluster of lights demarking the west
end of the runway came rushing up, Cade craned and pressed his face
to the glass, anticipation building with each passing second. A
beat later he heard the banshee screech of rubber on cement. Then,
as the brakes were applied and the plane began to shimmy and shake,
the low rumble of the tires going to war with the laws of physics
grew loud in the cabin and he felt the familiar tug of negative
g-forces. By the time the 7500 had slowed to a walking speed and
was turning off the runway, Cade learned that Desantos had exceeded
his every expectation.

“We’re hog hunters tonight, gentlemen,” Cade
declared. It was the cover he had suggested they use to explain any
scrutiny going operational with Plan A might steer their way. “If
anyone asks, we’re friends of Slate’s coming in late for a weekend
of fun, food, and the discharging of firearms from high
places.”

“Didn’t Hank put all that in a song?” Griff
quipped.

“Something like that,” Cade responded. “Just
be ready to deplane as soon as she stops.” He looked to Cross. “You
got the door.”

 


***

 


The hangar Cade had spied on approach was the
only one at the east end of the airport that was illuminated fully.
When the 7500 was touching down, a sliver of light had just
appeared between the massive hangar doors. The hangar doors were
fully parted by the time the jet was near the end of the runway and
making the slow-rolling turn toward the tarmac fronting the massive
steel structure. Instead of pulling the 7500 inside the
high-ceilinged hangar, impossible considering the number of
aircraft already contained within, Ari steered the bird into a wide
arcing turn that culminated with its left side facing the open
hangar doors.

Gathering his gear, Cade moved the length of
the cabin, stopping short of the door to peer out an aft window.
There, sitting front and center in the hangar, its matte-black
paint seemingly sucking the light from the room, was the
near-impossible ask he had put forth to Desantos. All things
considered, given the short window of time in which the man had to
acquire the bird and person sitting amongst the gear arranged
neatly on the floor in front of the helo, the founding member of
the Pale Riders may as well have been the icon who made the Statue
of Liberty vanish.

The 7500 had ceased all forward movement and
the turbofans were spooling down when Cross opened the door. Cade
followed the former SEAL out and down the stairs, taking them two
at a time.

The man in the hangar was already on his feet
and ranging toward them.

“El Swarro,” Cade called across the
distance.

“Wyatt,” the man replied. Jason Swarr was a
couple of inches taller than Cade, clean-shaven and fit. His
medium-length brown hair was streaked with gray and looked as if it
hadn’t been combed in days. Both arms were covered with black and
gray tattoos that told a tale to which only he knew all the
details. On top of his right hand, inked heavily in black, was the
Misfits’ iconic fiend skull logo. The camouflage cargo shorts,
baggy Black Sabbath tee, and Vans tennis shoes he wore belied the
man’s true skillsets.

Cade had last seen Swarr a couple of years
ago at the Shot Show in Vegas. The retired veteran was former Force
Recon and had literally been the tip of the spear in 2003 when
President George W. Bush sent the U.S. military into Iraq to hunt
down Saddam and his two sons. The Marine sniper and his First Recon
brethren had pushed so far behind enemy lines that they weren’t
reconnected with their full battalion until after they’d
singlehandedly accepted the surrender of hundreds of enemy troops.
Their story was retold in part in HBO’s Generation Kill
miniseries.

After serving two tours, one in Iraq and one
in Afghanistan, Swarr went on to teach MFF (military free fall) at
Yuma Proving Ground in southwest Arizona, specializing in HAHO
(High Altitude High Opening) and HALO (High Altitude Low Opening)
jumps. There wasn’t another person on the planet Cade would trust
before El Swarro to rig his chute.

After a brief embrace, Cade pulled away and
looked over the gear on the floor. As far as he could tell it was
all there: high-cut ballistic helmets to affix their NODs to,
Peltor Comtac III two-way headsets, Flex Z jump goggles, wrist
altimeters, four pairs of black 5.11 Tactical fatigues complete
with like-colored Mechanix Covert gloves and balaclavas, and, most
importantly, on the floor by the helo was the pair of carbines Cade
had requested for he and Lopez. Swarr had exceeded Cade’s
expectations on this acquisition. Chambered in 5.56, both
suppressed Heckler & Koch 416s came with collapsible stocks,
front stabilizer grips, and sported the latest EOTech Holographic
Weapon sights, all of the above making them perfect for what Cade
had in mind. And they just so happened to be the same type of rifle
Cade and Lopez had taken downrange with them on more missions than
he could count.

Cade smiled at Swarr. “Once again El Swarro
comes through in a pinch.”

“And it’s all there,” Swarr said. “Took a bit
of rummaging in storage to locate all the items you asked for.
Helmets have IR strobes. Chutes are unused MC-5s. I rigged them
myself. I put them in the bird along with the spare NODs you had on
your list.”

Impressive, Cade thought as he walked
his gaze over the gear a second time and noticed that a vital
component to a successful HALO jump was missing. “What about
oxygen?” he asked.

“Not necessary for this one,” Swarr answered.
“You’re going out at ten thousand. Even accounting for mean sea
level, it’s still sub twelve thousand. I’ve made the same jump
dozens of times, day and night.” He indicated the helo. “She’s real
quiet. You could bail under ten thousand and the tangos would still
be none the wiser.”

The others had formed a semi-circle around
the gear. They put down their packs and weapons and started
changing into the provided BDUs. As Cade made introductions, Ari
entered the hangar, saying, “So this is the girl I’m going to romp
with tonight.” He whistled, long and low. “Isn’t she purty. She’s
not a killer egg, but I like her all the same.”

Recognizing the voice prior to looking in the
direction of the person speaking, Swarr craned and smiled. “Rimshot
… been a while. Fallujah, I believe.”

“That’s right,” replied Ari. “Kept the
chariot Steady Eddie at a thousand AGL while you added more bodies
to that M40 of yours.”

Swarr nodded. “That you did.” He gestured
toward the other helos in the hangar. It was an odd assortment: a
couple of Bell Jet Rangers, an older Hughes 500, and a lone Bell
UH-1 Iroquois that looked to be in the middle of a major teardown.
“These are the backups and toys my buddy’s been collecting. He
started the hog-hunting arm of the operation a dozen years ago,”
Swarr explained. “I’m a silent partner. Soaked my savings into it.
I keep the weapons cleaned, NODs maintained, and the gift
shop stocked. It isn’t just ball caps and tee shirts we’re
selling. Got contracts with Team Wendy, Crye Precision, Salomon,
and 5.11 Tactical. Civilians need to look the part while they’re
playing the part.” He smiled. “Stuff flies out the door. Pretty big
markup, too. The only downside to my part of the gig is reminding
the corporate bigwigs and general know-it-alls to always follow the
four tenets of firearm safety.”

Cinching his helmet’s chinstrap, Cade said,
“Booger hook always seems to want to wander to the trigger when
it’s not supposed to, eh?” He tested the helmet for fit, then made
sure the NODs were clamped down tight.

“Exactly,” Swarr confirmed. “And I’ve been
flagged by one of them more times than I care to count. Thankfully
none of them have pulled a Cheney on me.” He pointed to the NODs
Cade had affixed to the helmet. “Four bangers, eh? Big dollar
items. Who sprang for those?”

“Same person who will be reimbursing you and
your buddy for all this,” Cade replied.

“I miss this Secret Squirrel shit,” Swarr
confided. “You know part of the deal is that I get to come along,
right?”

That drew prolonged stares from Cade and the
others. Finally, Cade said, “You’re kidding, right?”

Swarr shook his head. “I don’t kid. Besides,
you’re going to need a crew chief to close the doors behind you
after you bail,” he pointed out. “And it never hurts to have
another set of eyes on your six.” He hooked a thumb at the lone
pack and Pelican case left behind on the hangar floor. “I’ve got
NODs and a rifle.”

“The more the merrier,” Ari said, urging
Swarr to get his gear and help him roll the bird out of the
hangar.

“The fifth Beatle gets to make personnel
decisions now?” Griff asked.

“Swarr has a point,” Cade said.

“Me and Hook are going to be busy up front,”
Ari added. “I’m not trying to be a bandmate. And I’m sure as hell
not trying to be Yoko. It just makes sense to me for you all to
have a … may he rest in peace … a Hicks back there in case Murphy
shows up.”

Cade looked the team over. There was no
further protest. He posed one ask to Swarr. Receiving an
enthusiastic “Affirmative” to the request, he said, “Looks like
you’re green to go, El Swarro.”

Swarr said nothing. Just grabbed his gear and
placed it on the floor inside the Airbus.

Wasting no time, Ari said, “Let’s gooooo,
gentlemen. The time to kick the tires and light the fire was five
minutes ago.” He rubbed his hands together, then placed a palm on
the helo’s smooth metal skin. “She reminds me of a certain bird
that I can neither confirm nor deny I have had a fling or three
with.”

Powering on the electric tug parked
underneath the helo, Swarr said, “Neptune Spear?”

Ari said nothing as he walked backward,
helping Swarr to guide the helo out into the open.

On the tarmac a few feet away, hands on hips,
Hooker looked on silently. If he had heard the exchange between Ari
and Swarr, he didn’t let on.

In his best Sergeant Schulz, Ari said, “I
know nothiiing.”

“And you should probably refrain from
bringing that particular nothing up in the future,” Hooker
said to Ari. “Maybe adopt Fight Club rules.”

Ari turned to face Hooker. “Cat’s already out
of the bag. If my memory serves, the current POTUS was the first
one flapping his lips once the op was deemed a success.”

Before Hooker could reply, Griff looked up
from what he was doing, and added, “If my memory serves, the
current POTUS, back when he was Vice POTUS, was the lone dissenter
against us going in to get UBL. Yet DEVGRU was still outed and
everyone and his dog had heard about what we pulled off well before
UBL was cool to the touch. Hell, the news had spread around the
globe before the fish were feeding on his corpse.”

“Save your war stories for the VFW,” Cade
said.

“Everybody mount up,” Ari called. “The meter
is running.”

Hooker was first aboard. He took the left
seat—a silent way of deferring to Ari.

Without comment, Ari slid into the right
seat, buckled in, and donned the provided helmet. Working by feel,
he powered on the attached two-tube NODs. Familiar with the H160,
he fired the twin turboshaft engines and watched the gauges on the
glass touchscreen for any indication of a problem as the rotor
blades began to rotate overhead. As he waited for the RPMs to
build, he peered into the cabin and learned that this H160 wasn’t
as luxurious as the Nirvana bird in which he’d logged more than a
hundred hours. Configured to hold eight customers and their gear,
this one was a bit utilitarian in comparison. Instead of the seats
being wrapped with butter-smooth leather, a thicker hide had been
used. There was no bird’s eye maple or mahogany paneling. Every
surface was black or gray and made of easy-to-clean materials.
Having taken it all in, he flipped down his NODs and extinguished
the overhead lights. Not only would they be flying dark—meaning all
internal and external lights would remain off for the duration of
the flight—but the 160’s transmitter-transponder would also be
switched off so that the bird’s identifying four-digit code would
not be squawked to air traffic control. If the transgression got
Swarr or his partner into hot water, it had already been decided by
all parties involved that the adage “It’s easier to beg for
forgiveness than to ask for permission” was the approach they would
take.

Once everyone was aboard and Swarr had closed
the left-side door, Cade flashed a thumbs-up toward the cockpit,
saying into his boom mic, “Good to go, Rimshot.”

“Copy,” Ari said, surging power to the blades
and pulling pitch. “We’ll be at eleven thousand AGL in seven
mikes.”

Again, Cade displayed a thumbs-up to show his
approval. He had already donned his chute and was helping Lopez to
adjust his. By the time the bird was on station, all four Pale
Riders would be kitted up and ready to jump, with Swarr being the
final arbiter on the fitment of their chutes before hauling open
the helo door for them.

 


Up front in the cockpit, as Ari was adjusting
brightness on the Helionix avionics suite, he spotted a business
card that had been left wedged between the cockpit glass and what
passed for the bird’s dash. Plucking it out, he looked it over,
front and back. Suppressing a chuckle, he broke in over the
ship-wide comms. “Me and H-Squared would like to welcome you aboard
and thank you all for choosing Aporkalypse Now Premier Hog
Hunts.”

Without missing a beat, Hooker said, “Your
egress will be accompanied by Ride of the Valkyries composed by the
late Richard Hogner.” It was the first non-dad joke the man
had told since the mission was wheels up in Portland. It was also
the first to draw positive reactions from Ari and the entire Pale
Riders team. The former offered a fist bump while every member of
the latter broke out in laughter. Before long they were weighing in
with their favorite characters and scenes from the movie that had
inspired the company’s tongue-in-cheek name.

 


Cade endured the chatter for a couple of
minutes. “We’re back on the clock,” he finally reminded the team.
Looking around the cabin, he tried to think of anything he might be
forgetting. Snatching up his pack, he dug in a pocket and came out
with the polaroid pictures that had come in the unannounced
delivery to his house a day prior. Removing the mugshots of the
now-deceased Simoom members, he passed the rest to Griff. “Just a
quick refresher,” he added. “Take a look and pass them on.”

 


***

 


The mugshots were still making the rounds
several minutes later when over the ship-wide comms, Ari said,
“Crossing ten thousand AGL. On station in three mikes.”

“Copy,” replied Cade, knowing that to Ari “on
station” was a standoff position a mile downrange from the compound
and was denoted by a waypoint on the glass cockpit up front. Once
the H160 had reached the coordinates and was carving a slow orbit
in the night sky, the team would egress the helo and glide the rest
of the way to the actual target. Maneuvering while in free fall
would be accomplished by making subtle adjustments of the body
prior to deploying the chute. When the altimeter on Cade’s wrist
indicated he was at the one-thousand-foot mark, he would pull his
cord and drift the rest of the way to the target, making slight
course corrections as he rode the highly maneuverable chute to the
imaginary X on the ground inside the compound walls.

Having learned from Mike Desantos that
actions really do speak louder than words, Cade would be first out
the door. If Murphy didn’t intervene, the rest of the team would be
on his six and hitting the X, too, just a second or two apart.

“One mike,” called Ari.

Swarr held up one finger and repeated the
announcement.

Having been the last to get reacquainted with
the faces of the terrorists, Griff handed the short stack of photos
back to Cade.

Stuffing the pictures inside a cargo pocket,
Cade shut his eyes and quickly ran the mission over in his head.
There wasn’t much to it: Hit hard and don’t get hit back. Leaving
someone alive to wring for information was imperative. As was
collecting any evidence that might point the team to the Hendrix
Twins. With so little hard intel to work with, he and the others
were going in under the assumption everyone they encountered inside
the compound—save for women and kids—was the enemy.

Swarr bellowed, “Thirty seconds,” and started
the left-side door opening. He looked Cade in the face. “Good to
go?”

Cade nodded and took in the scenery outside
as Swarr patted down his kit. He barely felt the “good to go” tap
on his shoulder through the shivers beginning to wrack his body.
Time to get moving. Without another thought, he trapped the
HK carbine to his chest with one arm and stepped into the void.

Immediately the cold air pricking exposed
skin was accompanied by what felt like the pressure of a
thousand-hand-massage working over his entire body. He felt the
tingling on the crown of his head that accompanied every freefall.
It was gone the second he exhaled the air trapped in his lungs.

At first, Cade found peering at the ground
through the color NODs a bit disconcerting. The subtleness of the
gradient in color and ill-defined shadows made it seem as if he was
jumping over a model railroad diorama. Only the squiggle south of
the target was the Rio Grande River, not an HO-scale run of train
track. And the barn-sized building at the river’s edge that
everyone had finally agreed was a boathouse was real, not some
plastic structure placed there by a hobbyist.

Cade supposed his perception would change
when he was no longer barreling toward the desert at more than a
hundred miles per hour. Getting oriented to a spot on the ground
far off to his right, he made a conscious effort to keep his knees
together, pressed his arms tight to his body, and dipped one
shoulder. The effect was instantaneous, causing his dart-like body
to go where he was looking. When he was in line with the target, he
threw both shoulders back and locked his gaze on the small cluster
of lights all alone in a sea of scrub and cacti.

 



Chapter 23

 


Inside the Airbus H160, having just gone
through for the fourth time the same routine he’d performed on Cade
before giving him the green light to jump, Swarr found something to
hold onto and leaned into the slipstream. Everything on the ground
was rendered in a thousand different shades of green. He quickly
acquired the steadily blinking IR strobes attached to the back of
each of the Pale Riders’ helmets. Viewed through the older-gen
NODs, the bright rapidly moving lights were easy to track against
the darker background.

Cross had been the last of the team to leave
the bird. Seeing the final strobe lining up with the others, and
that all four beacons were now moving steadily in unison, rocketing
straight for the U.S./Mexico border, Swarr let the pilots know that
the team was safely away. Closing the door, he disconnected his
safety tether and took a seat in the middle of the cabin. To keep
from being thrown around while Ari hot-rodded the helo to the next
waypoint, Swarr belted in. Feeling himself suddenly going
weightless, he snatched the Pelican case containing his rifle off
the floor, laid it across his legs, and trapped it in place with
his elbows.

The dive was steep and rapid, the helo
finally leveling out at what looked to Swarr to be a scant twenty
or thirty feet above treetop level. To prepare for his part in the
hastily thrown-together op, the former Marine sniper flipped up the
Pelican case’s latches, lifted the hinged lid, and extracted his
Remington M40A5 rifle from the precision-cut foam liner.

 


Thirty seconds into the freefall the needle
on the altimeter on Cade’s wrist was coming up fast on the
one-thousand-foot hash. Lifting his gaze to the quartet of lights
framing the target, he grabbed ahold of the ripcord and gave it a
sharp tug.

There was a soft pop and rustling of fabric
and the ram-air canopy filled out over his head. As the equal and
opposite component of Newton’s Law kicked in, the shoulder and
crotch straps digging in deeply during the rapid deceleration, he
took his hand off the rifle strapped to his chest rig, reached over
his head, and grasped the steering toggles.

The change in temperature was notable. No
longer was he shivering. Tugging on the right toggle had him
turning in that direction and started a ripple to course through
the wing-like canopy. Once the target was again in sight, he
focused his attention on the swath of ground just inside the
southernmost wall. He concentrated hard. If he missed the X, most
likely the others would too.

Passing through five hundred feet, he was
back to being able to discern even the finest of details with the
NODs. He saw the angled ridges of the red tile roof. The beige
stucco walls inset with darkened windows. The landing zone, a
driveway and motor court constructed with rectangular pavers
arranged in a herringbone pattern, was occupied by a lone pickup
truck. It wasn’t the flashy 4x4 rig one would expect to see at a
place reportedly used by the cartel. It was utilitarian, the load
bed half full of a dark material he presumed to be fertilizer or
topsoil. A place used to train bomb makers, he presumed, would have
more than one rig in the drive. Also troubling was that he didn’t
see any guards or dogs patrolling the grounds. Put together with
the lone truck, he was beginning to think Desantos’ DEA guy’s
usually reliable informant had finally shit the bed.

Circling the compound clockwise afforded Cade
a long hard look at the rear of the garage looming large underfoot.
A quick scan of the southern sky revealed the rest of the team.
Their spacing wasn’t perfect. Nor were they all moving at the same
speed. Still, what they had just accomplished was damn impressive,
especially considering advanced freefall was a rapidly diminishing
skillset.

With twenty feet to go to the steeply pitched
garage roof, Cade pulled evenly on the steering toggles to flare
his chute. As the MC-5’s individual cells captured air, filling out
the canopy and rapidly slowing his descent, the perimeter lights
winked out. True to his word, Swarr had come through. Somewhere
on one of the poles lining the main road, thought Cade, an
electrical transformer just fell victim to a .308 Winchester round
fired from El Swarro’s M40A5.

Cade’s ten-thousand-foot jump ended on the
herringbone pavers twenty feet from the loaded-down pickup. He was
already down on one knee, rifle unclipped from his chest rig and
actively scanning the home’s front elevation, focusing mainly on
the blind corners and bushes growing near the wall, when Lopez made
a textbook landing a dozen feet off his left shoulder. A second
later Griff entered the picture, skimming low over the garage,
knees bent to keep his feet from dragging along the red tile roof.
As he cleared the rooftop and gutter without making contact, it was
obvious to Cade the former SEAL wasn’t going to make it as far down
the driveway as he had. In fact, Griff’s trajectory had him
tracking straight for the pickup’s load bed. Cade was afraid no
amount of flaring or tucking or contorting of the body was going to
change what was about to happen to Griff.

Lopez had already manipulated the quick
ejector snaps on the chest and leg straps and was stepping out of
his parachute harness when Griff came down feet first in the
pickup’s unknown cargo. There was nothing Cade could do but watch.
It was like a slow-motion trainwreck—minus the carnage.

Arms outstretched in a futile attempt to
break his fall, Griff face-planted in the dark material. Emptying
of air, the canopy spun clockwise, the suspension lines twisting
like saltwater taffy. He was pushing himself up and going to his
knees as the empty canopy fluttered down around him.

As discussed before the jump, the mansion’s
lights snapping out was Cross’s cue to slow his descent and look
for any reaction to the sudden loss of electricity. With a couple
of hundred feet to go to the ground, he steered the chute into a
lazy figure eight. Drifting slowly now, he walked his gaze over the
property, beginning at the boathouse south of the garage and ending
at a plat of tilled earth flanked by a half dozen different types
of farming equipment.

The only thing moving below was Griff. He
came out from underneath the canopy spitting and swiping at his
NODs. They were a bit askew, but he had them sorted and was legging
over the pickup’s bedrail by the time Cross was back on solid
ground.

“Alpha Lead, Bravo Two. Grounds are clear,
front and back,” Cross called over the comms. “No movement detected
at the boathouse.”

“Alpha Lead. Good copy,” Cade said. He didn’t
need to prompt the SEALS on what to do next. As he and Lopez
covered the front of the house and blind corner by the garage,
Cross and Griff collected the discarded chutes and stashed them
underneath the pickup.

Seeing the last chute disappear, Cade said,
“Form up on me.” Once they were stacked, with Lopez behind Cade and
Griff taking the number three slot, Cade went on, saying, “There’s
a door at the midway point of the garage’s south-facing wall. Me
and Lopez will breach. Griff will cover the east corner and wall to
our right until we’re in. Cross is watching our six for the
duration.” None of it needed to be said; however, seeing as how
they were all many months removed from their respective teams, and
the four of them hadn’t worked together as a unit for a couple of
years, Cade didn’t want to allow any room for error.

Following Cade’s lead, the four operators
advanced to the three-car garage’s southwest corner.

Halting at the corner, Cade took a quick
turkey peek. Nothing. “Clear,” he called, then rolled around
the corner, the HK’s deadly end leading the way.

Reaching the door, a windowless item inset
into the wall equidistant to the garage’s two southernmost corners,
Cade craned and looked for locks. There were two: a deadbolt
chest-high to him, and the one integral to the doorknob.

Lopez pulled up a couple of feet from Cade
and placed his left hand on his teammate’s left shoulder.

Feeling the contact, a silent assurance that
the stack was good to go, Cade reached out and tried the knob.
Unlocked. It turned freely. Aware the deadbolt might be
thrown, he pushed gently on the knob. The door moved inward by a
degree. The deadbolt wasn’t in play.

Nudging the door in a hand’s width, Cade
trapped it open with the toe of his boot and peered inside. The
door opened to a mudroom that ran away to the right, all the way to
the garage’s rear wall. On the vinyl flooring beside a mat was a
single pair of work boots. There was semi-dry mud on the toes and
soles. Aside from the boots and a broom and mop left propped up
against the left wall, the six by twenty room was empty.

The door opening into the garage from the
mudroom was a cheap, windowless, hollow-core item. The doorknob
turned freely. Opening the door slowly, Cade saw that no lights
burned in the garage. Which made sense because it was 4:45 in the
morning and there was no power coming in over the lines.

Parked side by side, front ends facing the
right-side wall, was a pair of SUVs. The one nearest Cade was a
white Toyota Land Cruiser. It was a newer model and wore a thick
coating of ochre dust. In the next stall over, its yellow paint
blindingly bright in the NODs, was a Lamborghini Urus SUV. Cade
remembered hearing about a white rapper piling one up uninsured and
declaring that its quarter-million-dollar replacement cost to him
was “walking around money.” The statement, with so many out of work
or working less than they’d like and having to rely on unemployment
or government stimulus checks to survive, showed just how out of
touch with reality the “Haves” had become. The action, discarding
something so valuable, so casually, while hundreds of thousands of
homeless Americans lived in vehicles or tents erected on city
sidewalks, was no different than what had happened recently in
Afghanistan. The politicians did not care how much of the
taxpayers’ hard-earned money they squandered on partisan causes or
gave away to foreign governments thousands of miles away, and they
cared even less about the eleven Marines, Navy corpsman, and Army
Staff Sergeant who had made the ultimate sacrifice guarding the
airport in Kabul. The latter had been on full display at Dover as
POTUS seemed more interested in the position of the hands of his
watch than the flag-draped caskets filing by just yards to his
fore.

Cade gritted his teeth at the thought and
poked his head into the garage, sweeping his rifle right to left.
“Clear,” he called, stepping over the threshold and padding off to
the left, in a combat crouch, with Lopez following close
behind.

Following the others through the mudroom,
Cross closed and locked the door to the outside. Shutting the
inside door behind him, he pushed around to the right, close on his
fellow SEAL’s six.

Separated by fifteen feet, simultaneously
Cade and Griff craned around their respective end of the Land
Cruiser.

Cade saw all the way to the far wall. Nothing
stood in his way. He guessed he had at least fifty feet to traverse
to get there. On his left were the three windowless rollup garage
doors that opened to the motor court. Propped on kickstands in the
far stall were five motorcycles. Three were motocross bikes that
looked suitable solely for offroad travel. The other two were
Suzuki Hayabusa crotch rockets—one red, one white.

Simultaneous to Cade hearing Griff declare
that his side was clear to the far wall came the rattle of a
doorknob turning. A half beat later the lone door from the garage
to the mansion proper was sucking inward. As Cade went to one knee,
displaying a clenched fist to alert Lopez to do the same, a bright
conical beam of light swept haphazardly across the ceiling,
performed a crazy figure eight on the garage door nearest the dirt
bikes, then tracked back across the wall to their fore. The sound
of bare feet slapping the floor came next. When that finally
subsided, the shaft of light was parked on something of interest in
the corner opposite Cade’s position.

A soft click and grating of metal on metal
came next.

The shaft of light shifted again, its oval
spill growing smaller. Whoever was holding the flashlight was
concentrating the beam on something.

Next came a series of clicks, each separated
by a brief pause and follow-on exclamation in Spanish that sounded
to Cade like garbled curse words. Knowing that his basic grasp of
Spanish, and total lack of accent, would not pass scrutiny if he
advanced on the person, Cade waved Lopez forward. As the former
Delta operator slid by on the left, all the communication that
passed between the two was silent, with Cade opening and closing
the fingers on one hand—Make him talk—and then drawing a
finger slowly across his neck—Neutralize him quietly if he puts
up a fight.

Lopez nodded. Understood. As he crept
past the Urus, heel and toeing it to keep the soles of his shoes
from squeaking on the smooth concrete floor, he caught a whiff of
something he knew all too well: the residual odor of food cooked in
hot oil. It reminded him of his mother: always in her kitchen and
whipping up the kind of traditional Mexican food he and his
daughter were hard-pressed to replicate. It told him they were in
the right place; he had never been in a gringo’s home that smelled
like his mother’s cooking.

Rounding the Urus’ swooping rear end, Lopez
spotted a man in the far corner and froze in his tracks. The
middle-aged Hispanic was facing the left-side wall, the open door
to a breaker panel partially obscuring his face. He was clad only
in blue boxer shorts and a white wife beater tank stretched to its
limits by an ample beer gut. In his mouth was a small tactical
light, its beam vibrating slightly as he struggled to keep it
trained on something inside the open door.

Sensing an opportunity to kill two birds with
one stone, Lopez rose from the combat crouch, aimed his HK at the
partially open door, then crept slowly forward, craning as he did
so to see what lay beyond. As he had already suspected, the door
opened to a kitchen and, beyond it, what looked to be the home’s
great room, the massive wall-mounted television the dead giveaway.
The rooms were unoccupied. Nobody was waiting for the man to
restore power. First bird down. Pointing at the open door,
Lopez flashed Cade the all-clear thumbs-up. No tangos in
sight.

Moving on, he threaded through the
motorcycles, rifle muzzle never wavering from the man at the open
panel. With two strides to go, and the proverbial second bird still
troubleshooting the power outage, Lopez let the HK dangle on its
single-point sling and slipped his fighting knife from its sheath.
Then, in one fluid motion, he closed the remaining distance,
knocking the flashlight away and clamping a gloved hand down hard
over the man’s gaping mouth. A fraction of a second later, his
right arm having come up and around, he pressed the cold,
razor-sharp blade to the man’s neck.

First instinct on the man’s part was to lock
his knees, arch his back, and, concurrently, to recoil from the
blade and target his assailant’s face with a reverse headbutt.

Arching his own back to avoid the blow, Lopez
tightened his grip over the man’s mouth. In Spanish, he said,
“Fight me and I open your throat.”

The man tried stomping Lopez’s toes in the
dark, the bare heel making wet slaps with each miss. The blade
being drawn lightly across the man’s bobbing Adam’s apple, slicing
skin and leaving a thin trail of blood in its wake, totally
adjusted his attitude.

“Who else is here?” Lopez demanded, giving
the knife a firm press. “You get one chance to answer my questions
truthfully. When we are done here, I’m going to tie you up and
leave you alone while I search the casa. If I find out that you’ve
lied to me, I will return. For every hombre that you failed to tell
me about, I will take something of yours, beginning with your
eyes.”

The man’s shoulders slumped. Clearly, the
specter of going Stevie Wonder informed his next action. Hanging
his head, he raised one hand, four fingers extended.

“Are all four upstairs?”

The man’s answer was a slow, sullen nod.

“Are they sleeping?”

Another subtle nod from the defeated man.

Whispering into the open comms, Lopez said,
“Alpha Lead, Alpha Two. I got him to talk. We have four more asleep
upstairs. Wait one.”

“Alpha Two, Alpha Lead. Good copy,” answered
Cade. “I’m moving to you.”

“Good copy,” replied Lopez. Back to
questioning the man, he said, “Are any of the men Arabs?”

The man shook his head. No. But the
way his body had tensed when he was hit with the question
contradicted the non-verbal answer. The obvious attempt at deceit
spurred Lopez to say, “Bullshit,” and to repeat the question.

The man shook his head vehemently.

“Tell me now and you’ll spare yourself a
long, slow death,” Lopez hissed.

During the questioning, Cade had moved past
the open door and had given the home’s interior another quick look.
Determining they were still alone, he formed up beside Lopez, just
outside of the detained man’s peripheral vision. He was peering
over the SUV’s roof and motioning for Griff and Cross to move
forward when the detainee mounted a mad struggle to get the knife
blade turned away from his neck. Fearing the man was going to
squirm out of Lopez’s grasp and scream for help, or that Lopez
would be forced to slice a second mouth in the man’s neck prior to
a proper Q&A session, Cade turned his HK around and gave the
man’s exposed left temple a solid butt-stroke with its collapsed
stock.

There was a meaty thunk and all struggle
ceased. Eyeballs taking a tour of the insides of his lids, the man
went slack-jawed and rubber-legged and nearly slipped from Lopez’s
arms.

Placing the limp form on the garage floor
next to the Urus, Lopez gagged the man with a shop rag taken from a
nearby bench. Dragging a half dozen zip ties from a pocket, with
Cross helping, he trussed the man’s legs and arms together behind
his back.

“He’s going nowhere,” Griff said, stepping
over the man as he was just beginning to come around.

Still kneeling near the man, Lopez scooped
the fallen flashlight off the floor, directed its beam on his
NOD-and-balaclava-clad-face, then moved in until mere inches
separated his face from the man’s. Meeting the wide-eyed gaze
directed up at him, Lopez said, “Hang tight. We’ll be back.”

 



Chapter 24

 


Marble counters home to scales and kilo-sized
bricks of white powder, the kitchen looked like a mad scientist’s
lair. Stacks of cash and a counting machine sat on a vast marble
island along with a dozen different fifth bottles of liquor someone
had lined up neatly, like soldiers at attention. Perched on the
windowsill over the sink was a gallon-size freezer bag bulging with
tiny blue pills. There had to be a few thousand of them.

“Not boner pills,” Griff pointed out,
only half joking.

“Those are the counterfeit OxyContin that are
killing kids in Portland,” Cade said, disgusted. “They put fentanyl
in place of oxycodone. Shit killed more Americans last year than we
lost during the entire Vietnam war.”

“We’ll have to dump them down the drain
before we leave,” Lopez declared.

Nodding in agreement, Cade leaned to his
right to poke his head into a casual dining room. Oriented
lengthwise against a picture window looking over the backyard was a
live-edge walnut dinner table surrounded by half a dozen dark wood
chairs. Beyond the far head of the table was a closed door. Judging
by what lay beyond the kitchen, Cade was certain the door opened
into the great room.

Navigating the kitchen, Cade noted the
oversized stockpot sitting alone atop the multi-burner Miele gas
stove. It was half full of solidified lard, the stainless exterior
striped with runners of congealed grease. He was oblivious to the
fact the pot’s contents had already taken Lopez on a trip down
memory lane. Cash and drugs notwithstanding, the grimy pot looked
strangely out of place.

Ironically, Cade thought, people who owned
homes with chef’s kitchens usually dined out or had their food
delivered by gig workers summoned by the swipe of an app on a
smartphone. So much for caring about carbon footprints. Good for
thee, but not for me was the perverted mindset of those wealthy
enough to be able to afford to light their cigars with
Benjamins.

Purging his mind of the inane, Cade padded
through the dark kitchen, the others following close behind and in
the usual order. Pausing briefly in the great room to get his
bearings, he let his eyes fall on the massive L-shaped sofa. It was
Ferrari red and likely made of Italian leather. Its long end was
squared up to a wall-mounted 4K television measuring no less than a
hundred inches corner to corner. To the right, outside the wide
bank of floor-to-ceiling retractable glass doors, starlight danced
on the surface of an infinity-edge pool. Nothing moved in the
walled-in backyard: no guards on patrol along the brick paths, no
curious Rottweilers nosing the immaculate windows to see who was
whispering and creeping around inside the mansion. The door to the
pool house remained closed; no movement behind the pair of windows
flanking it. If Cade didn’t know better, he would have thought the
mansion was deserted.

Declaring the great room clear, Cade slipped
through the open doorway opposite the kitchen. He found himself
standing before a grand entry tiled in cream-colored travertine.
Halting there briefly, he walked his gaze left to right, the HK’s
suppressor keeping steady pace with the visual sweep.

To the left was a pair of doors straight out
of Game of Thrones. They were oak and fortified with heavily
patinaed banded metal. Taking industrial to the next level, the
bolt heads studding the hammered metal looked like items only an
ironworker would be qualified to install.

Directly across the foyer from Cade was a
formal dining room. The table and chairs here were identical to
those in the casual dining space, only the table was twice the size
and there was twice the number of high-backed chairs.
Expensive-looking plates with gold napkins atop them sat on the
table before each chair. The service surrounding the plates was
silver and plentiful. Seeing the room as more of a statement than
functional eating space, especially when considering someone was
using the kitchen for more than just storing drugs and counting
money, Cade began to wonder where those who were staying here took
their meals.

Relegating the quandary to the backseat of
his mind, he approached the stairs, craning and aiming his weapon
at the open space above; the very place he would be waiting and
watching from in the event he was staying here and had been roused
from bed by something going bump in the night. Nothing there.
Nobody waiting in ambush. Which was a good thing, because
scaling the two dozen carpeted steps leading to an interim landing
was where he would be at his most vulnerable. With no concealment
or cover to speak of, exposing the entire team during the ascent
was out of the question. Motioning for Lopez and Griff to advance
to where they could cover the elevated walkway, he pressed on
alone.

Putting his foot on the first step and
finding the carpet runner soft under his Salomon, he went ahead and
placed his entire weight on the tread. When the anticipated creak
never materialized, he committed to climbing the stairs, being
careful to keep from treading on the exposed hardwood flanking both
sides of the carpet.

Reaching the landing, he paused to look and
listen. Above and behind him was the elevated walkway that looked
down over the foyer. A pair of crystal chandeliers dangled from the
high, vaulted ceiling, one directly over his head and another over
the foyer floor just inside the medieval doors.

Straight ahead, at the top of another run of
a dozen stairs, was a wide hallway that split off left and right.
Dominating the wall above the second landing was a massive oil
painting featuring a bespoke toreador facing off with a bull twice
his size. Dressed in a bright yellow tunic trimmed in powder blue,
the obligatory crimson cape in one hand and on full display, the
toreador struck a sideways pose. The stance, back arched, sword
angled downward at the charging beast, suggested the toreador stood
poised to deliver the coup de gras.

The adversary, hump bloody and bristling
banderillas decorated with colorful ribbons, was head down, flank
muscles rippling, the sense of redoubled effort captured forever in
dried oil and pigment.

Ninety seconds had elapsed since the team had
passed from the garage to the kitchen. Now, after burning another
ten seconds in the dark, alone on the landing and hearing only the
beating of his heart and the distant white-noise rush of what had
to be the Rio Grande, Cade gave the go signal.

After pointing left and informing Lopez he
was to follow, Cade motioned for the SEALs to strike off in the
opposite direction and begin clearing the rooms on the garage side
of the mansion. Before any of them had taken a step in either
direction, a person calling out loudly in Spanish changed
everything. It was a gruff male voice demanding a person called
Hector to hurry the fuck up and get the lights back on. He went on,
saying, “You don’t figure it out soon, amigo, I’m going to
run a broom handle up your fat ass and put your bloody boxers in
the rape tree for everyone to see.”

Judging by the tone, delivery, and general
disrespect conveyed by the language used, Cade was certain the man
doing the hollering held heavy sway over Hector. Pausing, he looked
to Lopez and did the yapping mouth thing with his free hand.
Engage him.

Having not heard the trussed man called
Hector speak, Lopez cupped a hand on one side of his mouth and,
hoping to make the man calling out believe that not only was it
Hector who was responding, but also that Hector was doing so from
somewhere downstairs—speaking fluent Spanish—Lopez said, “It’s not
the panel. I tried the breaker. Nada. Must be the rolling
blackouts they’ve been warning about.” Feigning disgust, he added,
“And don’t take it out on me, amigo. You should be angry at
all those pinche gringos charging their Teslas.”

There was no immediate reply. Which Cade took
to mean that Lopez’s adlibbing had not only failed to convince, it
had also cost them the element of surprise.

Only one thing to do when you lose one of the
first two components of Delta Force’s famous triumvirate—speed,
surprise, and violence of action: You make the most out of what
remains.

Still a dozen feet from where the voice had
emanated, an open doorway up ahead and on the left, Cade tucked his
rifle tight to his shoulder and padded forward. Slipping his
trigger finger into the trigger guard, he locked his gaze on the
looming doorway.

The adrenaline dump brought on by the specter
of engaging an unknown number of enemies in close-quarter combat
was already hitting Cade when he dropped into a combat crouch and
began to cut the corner, repeating to himself a Mike Desantos
adage: If in charge, take charge. As he did so, time seemed
to slow to a crawl and everything in his immediate field of view
took on a clarity and sharpness only the rush of walking the
razor’s edge could provide.

Irregular permutations of shadow and light
played across the rectangular room’s far wall and ceiling: the
warped profiles of two people face to face to each other. Since
Cade didn’t detect the telltale hiss emitted by a propane lantern,
candles had to be the source of the uneven light. More importantly,
revealed to him was the number of people he would soon be facing,
and their general location in what he was about to learn was a
medium-sized bedroom.

As Cade rolled around the corner, over the
shared comms he was saying, “Contact left … two tangos …
engaging.”

Sandwiched between Lopez’s failed Hector
impersonation and Cade suddenly filling up the bedroom doorway were
two short seconds. During that span, the two people in the
room—both Hispanic and perched on chairs flanking a small table
crowded with stacks of cash, playing cards, and beer bottles—had
seen through the ruse and were reaching for their weapons.

Having just relayed what he was seeing, Cade
stepped into the room, touched his finger to the trigger, and
brought his carbine to bear on what he quickly came to believe was
a cartel foot soldier and his hot-headed lieutenant.

The man on the right, the older of the two
whom Cade had instantly assigned the leadership role—on account of
the gold-plated jewel-encrusted .45 semiautomatic pistol he was
lifting off the table—was already pushing up off his chair.

The other man, mid-thirties and possessing a
mustache Emiliano Zapata would be proud of, rocketed to his feet, a
boxy semiautomatic swinging around in Cade’s direction.

Deeming the younger of the two the more
imminent threat, Cade superimposed the EOTech optic’s holographic
pip over where the man’s heart should be and finished the trigger
press. The HK’s recoil against his shoulder was barely perceptible.
The noise of the expanding gasses traveling through the
suppressor’s baffles was no louder than the clap of a book dropped
flat on the floor.

The blossom of red expanding just to the
right of the younger man’s sternum was vivid thanks to the NODs,
the 5.56 round tearing through fabric, skin, and bone precisely
where Cade had aimed. Kinetic energy released upon impact helped
the man stand the rest of the way up. The look of surprise he wore
as he toppled over the chairback, legs and arms akimbo, cash and
playing cards jumping off the table, was preceded a fraction of a
second by his trigger finger jerking spasmodically on the pistol’s
trigger. As the foot soldier completed his journey over the
chairback, Glock still trapped in the spasming hand and spitting
licks of orange-red flame, the discharged rounds found multiple
different targets.

The first 9mm jacketed hollow point came
within an inch of giving Cade a no-charge rhinoplasty. Not the kind
that one was inclined to allow a surgeon to attempt. No, this one
would have been messy and, if it didn’t kill him outright, there
would have been a pair of Groucho Marx novelty glasses in his
future.

Rounds number two and three went high and
right, striking the door jamb and wall beside it, sending needles
of splintered wood and a puff of powdered drywall on a collision
course with Cade’s face.

Viewed through the NODs, the volcanic-like
eruption in Cade’s side vision came across as benign as fresh snow
lifting off a ski chalet’s eave. The debris, however, stung his
face and sullied two of his NOD’s four lenses—both on the left
side, which rendered him severely deficient in the depth of field
department.

Compared to the booming reports of the cartel
soldier’s Glock, the suppressed HK was but a mouse farting, even in
the enclosed space. Continuing the muzzle sweep, a new ringing in
Cade’s left ear and the remaining target now presenting as two
identical human-shaped forms, he squeezed off two more rounds. The
first was destined for the fuzzy human-shaped form seated across
the table from where the foot soldier had been sitting—the
lieutenant. The second he triggered at the identical form slightly
to the right of the first—also possibly the lieutenant.

The first round found the lieutenant,
striking him dead center between the eyes—in the T Box if he
were a paper target. Without getting a shot off, he dropped the
gaudy .45 on the floor and slid sideways off the chair, taking the
table and everything on it—including the vanilla-scented
candle—down with him. Currency and cards fluttered to the floor.
Bottles landed on the heavy pile carpet and rolled in different
directions. The candle landed upside down, the accumulation of
melted wax immediately drowning the flame.

Before the older man’s face-shot corpse had
settled on the carpeted floor, the hollow whoosh of a toilet
flushing emanated from behind the door at the end of a short hall
on Cade’s right. Assuming the intel provided by Hector was
accurate—the fourth and final guy was about to emerge from the
ensuite bathroom.

In the next beat, the toilet flusher started
yelling something in Spanish, the words slurred. Next came a loud
bang that could only be a toilet lid slamming.

Even if the man behind the door had not
sounded like he was trying to air a grievance through a mouthful of
oatmeal, Cade would have understood very few of the words, all of
them blue. The one word he had singled out was a Mexican surname:
Dominguez.

Glancing at Lopez, Cade stuck his free hand
out to his side, palm up, and gave a half-shrug: universal
semaphore for What the hell did he say? As Cade waited for
Lopez to reply, he leveled his weapon at the door, holding it
one-handed, and worked feverishly with the free hand to clean the
debris off his NODs. Finally able to see things almost as clearly
as he had before getting hit with the wood splinters and drywall
dust facial, he motioned for Cross and Griff to resume clearing
rooms. While Cade was confident Hector had been on the level, a
hunch fortified by the fact the cavalry wasn’t currently responding
to the gunshots, he didn’t want to assume that in a second or two
the drunk about to find himself staring down the business end of
his HK was the only hostile left in the mansion.

The L-shaped door pull rattled, but the door
didn’t move. More cussing ensued.

Lopez said, “He thinks one of these dead guys
killed Hector. And he’s super pissed he’ll be needing to find a
replacement for Hector.”

Cade snugged his carbine tighter to his
shoulder, the optic’s red pip superimposed on the middle of the
door, where he figured the man would emerge if he could somehow
figure out how to get it to open. Flicking a quick side-eye glance
at Lopez, he said, “But he’s not at all angry at them for killing
Hector?”

“Just put out, that’s all,” Lopez answered.
“It’s mostly an inconvenience. Plus, the guy is borracha.”
He made like he was tilting back a bottle, then he motioned to the
pair of empty tequila bottles mixed in with the rest of the stuff
knocked off the table.

The door handle rotated counterclockwise,
going quickly from horizontal to vertical. The handle sprang back
to its original location and the door swung outward, revealing a
Hispanic man who looked to be in his sixties. He paused in the
doorway, one hand gripping the door’s leading edge for support. He
was an inch or two above five feet and looked to have spent the
last few years filing through a buffet line. He carried most of his
weight around his midsection, which was doing the muffin top thing,
spilling over his pants and causing him to struggle to cinch the
wide leather belt.

“Dominguez is dead,” said Cade, causing the
man to look up, a stunned expression forming on his puglike face.
“Does that make you happy?”

Indignant and waving one hand, his English
heavily accented, the man slurred, “I can’t see a fucking thing.
What happened to the candle?” He made a face. “And who in the hell
am I speaking to?” His eyes flicked left and right, trying to
acquire something, anything in the pitch-black room.

“Hands on your head and keep them there,”
ordered Lopez in Spanish as he triggered the HK’s tac light and
walked the brilliant white beam to the far wall, framing the two
dead men in its oval spill.

If the sudden revelation that two of his men
had been killed had touched a nerve, the man didn’t let on.

Resting his HK’s suppressor on the upward
curve of the man’s ample belly, Lopez continued, saying, “That’s
going to be you if you don’t tell me where the Arabs are.” He gave
the rifle a hard forward press, inadvertently burying the
suppressor inches deep into what had to be the man’s belly button.
“You have one chance to spill your guts without actually having to
witness them slithering hot and steamy from your belly.”

The man swallowed hard. Interlacing his
fingers across his head, he said, “You’re talking to an old sicario
who owes living this long to never arguing with the person holding
the gun.” He looked over one shoulder, toward the south end of the
room. “The Arabs are in the boathouse. I’m happy Oso makes them
stay there.” He crinkled his nose. “Their food stinks. And they’re
always kneeling to pray.”

“Four times a day,” Lopez said. “I hear they
are giving you and your men lessons on building explosives.” He
turned the tac light beam on the man. “Are they using Semtex or
C4?”

The man shrugged. “All I know is I don’t want
a man who has already lost some fingers building bombs building
them anywhere near me.”

“Where are they in the boathouse?” asked
Lopez.

Keeping his hands clasped atop his head, the
man described the boathouse in detail, down to the type of boats it
housed. Then he divulged where in the boathouse the Arabs slept and
that they weren’t very disciplined.

“What’s their watch rotation?” Lopez
inquired.

Shrugging, the man said, “I don’t think they
have one.”

Thinking it all sounded too good to be true,
Lopez said, “How did they get here?”

“They made the crossing with coyotes whose
specialty is smuggling only the highest value cargo—human or
otherwise.” He then spilled about the tunnel connecting the garage
to the boathouse. Finished, he said, “Are you Zetas?”

Lopez looked to Cade.

Cade didn’t answer. He was busy listening in
over the comms while Griff and Cross called room after room clear
of hostiles. This went on for thirty seconds or so. Finally,
hearing Griff declare that the upstairs was tango free and that he
and Cross were returning with something best seen in person than
described over the comms, Cade returned his attention to the
so-called sicario. Pulling his balaclava underneath his chin, he
illuminated his face. “We are not Zetas.” He paused to let that
sink in.

Griff and Cross announced themselves outside
the door, then padded into the room. Cross passed a ledger to Cade.
Griff held out one hand. Clutched in it were a couple of dozen
silicone wristbands. Most were red. The remaining were a mixture of
blue, black, and yellow. Specks of mud had dried on some of
them.

Cade thumbed through the ledger, then passed
it back to Cross. Lifting a brow at Griff, he asked, “What are the
bands for?”

Griff deferred to Lopez, who said, “It’s like
a contract. You’re wanting to cross into El Norte, and you can’t
pay cash, whatever cartel has its hooks into you, they slap their
wristband on your wrist, and you get to cross. Catch is that you
must pay them later.”

“How much does it cost?” Cross asked.

“Depends on who you are,” Lopez replied. “The
women pay in flesh. Few of them get a pass. The very old and some
of the mothers, if they’re lucky, get left alone by the coyotes.
Some of the kids are taken advantage of or sold off to pedo rings.
The rest, mostly made up of fighting-age males, pay the piper by
strapping on carpet shoes and lugging backpacks filled with drugs
into America. The carpet makes them harder to track through the
desert. It usually takes many back and forth trips for them to
square with their debtor.” He shook his head. “Nobody gets off
without paying. Those who don’t fall into the former categories,
which I think is probably a good thing, they’re looking at a year
or two working in a cartel-owned restaurant or motel to balance
their ledger.”

Cade saw that the over-the-hill sicario had
been listening intently. It was probably yet another reason he had
lived past forty. Cade traded places with Lopez, jamming his HK
into the sicario’s belly button. It was definitely an “innie,”
accepting close to half of the six-inch suppressor. Matching the
man’s gaze, Cade said, “Were you in any way involved in the
extermination of the American family in the Suburban?”

The sicario shook his head. “The Arabs are
responsible for that.”

“They acted alone?”

The man said, “They built the bomb, and they
detonated it.”

“Who picked the target?”

The man swore he had no idea. Cade’s gut
instinct was that the man was telling the truth.

“How about these wristbands?” Cade pressed.
“Did you take your pound of flesh? Hurt any kids?” He paused,
glowering at the man. Finally, he asked, “Is that your handwriting
in the ledger?”

The man drew a deep breath, then exhaled
sharply. As he put forth a forceful defense, denying that he knew
anything about the wristbands, how the pay structure worked, or who
was keeping track of debts in the ledger, Cade caught his eyes
periodically flicking up and to the right. It was a classic
micro-expression indicating that the man was lying.

Cade took a step back from the man,
transitioned the carbine’s muzzle from his belly button to his
forehead, then pressed the trigger. The 55-grain boat-tail round
exiting the suppressor at twenty-five-hundred feet per second bored
a neat little hole through dermis and bone, producing a spritz of
detritus that, viewed through the NODs, presented as a floating
multicolor halo.

Leaving the bodies where they had fallen,
Cade moved from one to the other, relieving them of their wallets
and smartphones. He put everything he had collected, along with the
ledger and wristbands, into a pillowcase he’d skinned off one of
the many pillows arranged on the four-post bed.

Resisting the urge to set fire to the
curtains, an action that would surely lead to the entire mansion
becoming engulfed and drawing unwanted attention from whoever was
in the boathouse, Cade instead finished collecting the handguns and
policing his spent brass.

Returning to the kitchen, the team stopped to
dump the fake OxyContin into the sink and start the water running.
Seeing the pills morph into a light blue sludge that slipped easily
down the drain, Cade thought of a quick way to dispose of the
powdered drugs and (if it all worked out in real life as it
had in his head) sate his burning desire to raze the mansion to the
ground.

“Help me with these,” Cade said to Lopez,
scooping an armful of the kilo-sized bricks of drugs off the
counter. He moved around the island, stopping in front of the oven,
and began stuffing the bricks inside. Soon he’d crammed both the
upper and lower racks full of the cellophane-wrapped drugs. While
Griff and Cross tossed the banded cash into the pillowcase along
with everything they’d taken from the dead cartel members, Cade
stripped the curtains from the window above the sink. He grabbed a
handful of folded dish towels from a drawer, doused them with
cognac from a bottle taken off the island, then wrapped the bricks
with the towels, making sure there was sufficient room for air to
circulate around the alcohol-soaked fabric. He rifled drawers until
he found a butane lighter. Finally, after wetting the curtains with
the remaining cognac, he draped them over the partially open oven
door, laid one end atop the dish towels, and lit the end he’d left
hanging over the door.

Blue flame raced the length of the makeshift
fuse and entered the oven. The whoosh and heat flash that
followed prompted the team to hustle for the door to the
garage.

The entire side trip burned two minutes.
Considering the perimeter wall and wide expanse of open ground
beyond it, Cade figured the chance of the smoke alarms giving them
away was minimal. If they were able to move swiftly through the
tunnel, they would be assaulting the boathouse before the kitchen
was fully engulfed.

Reaching the threshold to the garage in two
long strides, Cade paused there on the short stack of stairs,
telling the others to go ahead without him.

Once Cade saw that the team had made it to
the far side of the garage and had entered the mudroom, he
triggered his tac light. Illuminating a cowering Hector with the
bright oval spill, he said, “Your intel panned out.”

Hector grunted and wriggled around on the
floor.

“What do you know about a rape tree?”
Cade asked with just enough menace in his tone to let Hector know
his life hung in the balance.

Hector suddenly went still, his eyes sweeping
up and fixing on the light source.

“How many trophies of yours are
dangling from its branches?” Cade growled. “One is too many.”

Hector shook his head side to side,
violently. As he did so, he was reciting something over and over.
To Cade the muffled words sounded like the Lord’s prayer. Too
late. Without a second thought, he hovered the HK’s suppressor
over Hector’s left temple and gave the trigger a quick press.




Chapter 25

 


The team was crowded around the rug in the
mudroom when Cade entered the door, a lick of gun smoke still
curling from his HK’s suppressor. Lopez made room for him to pass.
“Did Hector corroborate what the sicario said?”

Cade shook his head. “I didn’t ask.”

Gesturing at the rug, Griff said, “We figured
you’d want honors.”

Cade said nothing. He moved aside the work
boots, the broom and mop, and then, like a magician performing the
old tablecloth trick, yanked the colorful rug off the mudroom
floor. In one fell swoop, he revealed the trapdoor, confirmed the
first of the sicario’s admissions, and came to realize what it was
about the boots that had been nagging him earlier: The mud was
still fresh. Which made little sense considering the desert outside
the walls was bone dry and the ground surrounding the mansion
inside the walls was either cement pavers or xeriscape foliage that
required little to no watering.

The four-by-six rectangle of floor was hinged
on the end nearest the mudroom’s east wall. On the end opposite the
hinge, a big brass padlock lay flat in a recessed pull.

While Cross attacked the padlock with the
lock pick gun provided by Swarr, Cade got on the comms and asked
Ari for a SITREP.

The former SOAR aviator came back, saying
that he had detected nothing moving on the open ground surrounding
the mansion.

“Copy,” Cade answered. “And the overland
approach from the south perimeter wall to the boathouse? How’s it
looking?”

“Smooth sailing,” Ari replied.

Cade hoped the same held true for the
underground approach. He briefly considered splitting the team up
as he had at the pop-up brothel, but the fact that the wide-open
desert between the mansion and boathouse offered little in the way
of concealment, and zero cover for anyone approaching on foot, led
to him nixing the idea.

“Intel suggests our HVPs are holed up in the
boathouse. Anything moving in or around?”

“Negative,” Ari replied. “Structure is
windowless on the lower level. Upstairs windows are dark. Probably
blacked out with curtains.” There was a brief pause. “Be advised,”
he added, “the main structure is on fire.”

“Copy,” Cade replied. He let Ari know about
the tunnel and that, if viable, they would be making their approach
underground and would be off comms for the duration.

Ari came back, saying they’d be orbiting out
of earshot and two mikes out should the team request an emergency
exfil.

“Roger that,” Cade replied as he walked his
gaze from Griff, to Cross, then locked eyes with Lopez. “Solid
plan? We all good to go?”

Heads nodded all around.

Consulting his watch, Cade said, “Twenty
mikes until first light, boys. Let’s make this a quick in and out.
I don’t want to exfil with the sun coming up.” He tapped Griff on
the shoulder, then regarded the team. “We need to take Basim
alive.”

Nodding, Griff said, “What about the
others?”

“They’re expendable,” answered Cade. “Just
keep an eye out for S-vests.” While he knew Basim Osama wasn’t the
martyring type, he had proven he had no problem letting others do
the dirty work: draping the martyr in an explosive and
ball-bearing-laden vest or belt, complete with a dead man switch.
In addition to the devices used at Abbey Gate, Basim was indirectly
responsible for killing thousands over the course of the long,
drawn-out war in the desert, most of them U.S. and U.K.
soldiers.

Griff glanced at Cade. “Are you planning on
introducing Basim to a Desantos special?”

Cross defeating the padlock spared Cade from
having to answer. Instead, he backed away, training his carbine
down the steep stairway conjured by his mind’s eye. While he would
love nothing more than to toss the terrorist from a perfectly good
helo, he didn’t want to think too far into the future. First and
foremost on his plate: assaulting the boathouse without getting
killed or losing a fellow Pale Rider to a bomb blast or enemy
bullet.

Cross pried the pull from the housing and
spun it around until it was vertical to the trapdoor. Slipping four
fingers into the oval handle, he directed his gaze at Cade,
awaiting the subtle nod telling him to yank it open and step
aside.

Giving the go signal, Cade snugged the
carbine tight, touched his finger lightly to the trigger, and
exhaled slowly.

Seeing seams of light materialize around the
trapdoor’s edges as Cross did his thing, Griff said what everyone
was thinking. “The Arabs still have electricity?”

Cross said, “Maybe it’s solar. Easy to miss
the panels on the grainy imaging.” He paused, thinking. “Then
again, one of them could have fired up a generator.”

“Better be the former,” Cade acknowledged.
“If they’re up, they probably know we’re coming for them.”

Cross finished hauling open the trapdoor,
leaving it propped against the wall.

Cade noted the damp basement smell emanating
from the opening; it was expected. The stairwell, however, was
nothing like he had imagined. Instead of a run of rickety wooden
stairs descending into a well of darkness crisscrossed by
spiderwebs, he saw a dozen metal steps servicing a well-lit tunnel
whose smooth cement floor branched off to the right. The stair
treads were crusted with the same mud as the work boots. On the
floor to the right of the bottom of the stairs was a cleat scraper
like the kind usually posted outside of golf course clubhouses. The
bristles were in dire need of a cleaning. And judging by the clumps
of red clay accumulated around the scraper’s base, it had seen a
lot of dirty footwear.

Craning to see beyond the L at the bottom of
the stairs, Cross said, “This is Seven Fingers we’re hunting. Odds
are he’s rigged the tunnel to blow.” He flipped up his NODs and
addressed Cade. “I don’t have kids. And Eve’s probably not going to
welcome me back. Best to let me run point.”

Cade shook his head. “Very noble of you,
Cross, but I gotta say no. Full stop. If the tunnel does go
boom, I’m going to need you all alive so you can avenge my death.”
He took a couple of steps down the stairs, then turned back around.
Singling out Lopez, he said, “Be sure to give me a long head start.
Once I get a feel for what we’re up against, I’ll shoot you a
SITREP. If it’s good to go down there, no wires or obvious signs
the walls or ceiling’s been disturbed, everyone can fall in behind.
Same order as before. Be sure to watch your spacing.”

Cross interjected again, only to have his
argument to go first countered at once by a hard stare from
Cade.

Granite set to his jaw, Cade said, “Desantos’
goody box hit my stoop. I commanded the team when it was
linked to Task Force Sandman. I am the ultimate target. Therefore,
I am going to assume the lion’s share of the risk.” He looked at
his watch. Eighteen minutes. He knew that if Basim and the
rest of his cell were still as devout to their Muslim faith as they
had been while imprisoned in Afghanistan, they would be conducting
their morning prayers before the break of dawn. Without another
word, he continued down the stairs, took a quick peek around the
blind corner, then struck off down the laser-straight tunnel.

Cade took his time, weapon held at a
low-ready position, his gaze making a continuous circuit of the
ground in front of him, walls and ceiling pressing in on the other
three sides, and the yet-to-be-traveled length of tunnel to his
fore. Every few feet rough-hewn four-by-four wooden beams
buttressed the ceiling and walls. A metal conduit overhead ran the
length of the tunnel. Sprouting from the conduit at twenty-foot
intervals were lone 60-watt lightbulbs. To keep his flipped-up NODs
from striking one of the exposed bulbs, he ducked each time he came
to one. Along the way, he paused every so often to get a closer
look at the walls and ceiling.

By the midpoint of the tunnel, about two
hundred yards from where he had started, he had seen nothing to
suggest it was booby-trapped. Releasing the team to proceed, he
pressed on alone. After padding another hundred yards or so down
the tunnel and seeing the muddy tracks he’d been following become
consistently more visible, he saw the reason why: the final fifty
yards of cement floor leading up to the end of the tunnel was
coated with the same ochre-colored mud as the boots in the
mansion’s mudroom. Water always found the path of least resistance.
It was clear the Rio Grande was seeping in somewhere and couldn’t
be stopped.

The closer Cade got to the end of the tunnel,
where the walls were shot through by veins of red clay and the mud
underfoot was sucking at his boots, the more obvious it was to him
that the tunnel was more of a pipeline for human trafficking than
it was for smuggling illegal drugs. If pallets of drugs were being
moved the quarter mile between the boathouse and mansion on a
regular basis, he was sure the water infiltration problem would
have been rectified and he would not be traipsing through two
inches of mud.

Two minutes had elapsed since the team split
up, with Cade forging ahead on his own and the others listening to
him relay what he was seeing. Now, a mere dozen minutes before the
sun was to chin up over the rambling picket of peaks and mountains
east of Del Rio, the team had coalesced at the bottom of a run of
stairs identical to those they’d left behind. However, instead of
taking an L-turn and climbing up to the bottom of a trapdoor
complete with rows of sawed-through floor joists shored by
two-by-fours, the stairs on this end climbed freely upward, into a
dark room. Hitting the wall opposite the top of the stairs with the
beam from the HK’s tac light confirmed to Cade what he had come to
suspect: that the room was similar in size to the mansion’s
mudroom. He walked the beam left to right along the bare wall. Saw
no door or handle suggesting there was one. Picked up no
discernable vertical seams with the beam.

From behind Cade, speaking in a near whisper,
Lopez said, “No door?”

Cade shook his head. Keeping his voice low,
he said, “Not that I can see.”

“Let’s play find the false wall,” Griff put
in. “Hear anything moving up there while you’ve been waiting for
us?”

“Negative,” replied Cade. “Just water lapping
on something. Which makes sense, seeing as how we’re at the rear of
the boathouse. The wall probably opens into a storage room. I’d bet
it’s cluttered with tools and boat parts.” The kind of place a
person nosing around would find unappealing to dig around in was
what he was thinking when he began his ascent of the stairs.
Emerging from the tunnel, he saw dirty footprints crossing the
floor. They continued a half dozen feet to the wall in front of
him. Set into the cement floor near where the footprints
disappeared was a central pivot point. Seated in the pivot point
and rising floor to ceiling dead center on the six-foot-wide
section of wall was a thick steel rod. An identical sleeve-like
pivot point was bolted to a wooden ceiling joist fifteen feet
overhead. It appeared as though this part of the boathouse stayed
static. Where the top of the false wall met the ceiling, he saw an
accordion-like membrane. No doubt it stretched and contracted to
accommodate for movement as the floating part of the boathouse rose
and fell with the changing river level.

Walking his gaze along the wall, Cade spotted
a brass peephole. It was set in the wall at eye level and looked to
be the kind of thing one could buy at a hardware store and install
themselves. To keep ambient light from filtering through the
peephole, he switched off the tac light before cresting the stairs.
He crossed the room in the dark, paused by the wall, and listened
hard. Nothing.

The still air inside the hidden room carried
the odor of fresh paint and newly cut lumber. Like the mansion
mudroom, the boathouse was a recent addition. He tapped a button on
his Suunto, lighting the watch face in a soft green glow. The
backlit digits told him only ten minutes remained until first
light. Careful to keep his flipped-up NODs from banging the wall,
he leaned forward and pressed his eye to the peephole. He learned
right away that he was partially correct in his earlier assumption:
The room he was looking into contained a clutter of buoys, fenders,
fuel drums, and outboard motor parts. On a nearby table, a pair of
marine outboard motors were in the middle of complete teardowns. On
a workbench to the left of the table were four completed
Explosively Formed Penetrators. They were about the size of a
five-gallon bucket. Having come across them on several occasions in
Iraq and Afghanistan, he was certain of what he was looking at.
Next to the finished devices were the components to build more: a
half dozen steel canisters already containing explosive charges,
and a short stack of copper sheets waiting to be formed into the
cones that, when collapsed under the extreme pressure produced by
the explosive charge, transform into a jet of copper plasma capable
of cutting through vehicle armor like a hot knife through
butter.

The rest of the boathouse’s lower level was
wide open and windowless. Exposed beams crisscrossed the ceiling.
Square openings in the ceiling were fitted with rollers that
allowed the entire boathouse to ride up and down on the half dozen
telephone-pole-sized pilings sunk into the riverbed. Wiring snaked
through holes in the joists; no effort had been taken to conceal
them.

Moored in side-by-side slips and bobbing
gently was a pair of boats. Nosed into the left slip was a
drag-style boat with an open cockpit and low-profile windshield.
The low-to-the-water craft’s gold metalflake paint sparkled under
overhead fluorescent lights. Burgundy tuck and roll upholstery
continued the 1970’s theme. Out back the chromed exhaust pipes and
dual carbs of a massively hot-rodded inboard engine jutted
prominently above the rear deck. The boat was mostly engine and
good for little more than getting sunburned while punishing your
spine at high speed and burning copious amounts of fuel.

Though slightly larger than the gaudy drag
boat, the other vessel, a twenty-five-foot rigid-hull inflatable
SAFE Boat, was docked stern first in its slip. Its twin
250-horsepower Honda outboard motors seemed a bit overkill for a
boat its size.

At the far end of the boathouse was a pair of
roll-up doors, both in the down position and blocking access to the
river. Against the wall on the right side of the boathouse was a
hot water heater and a grease-stained utility sink. Supply lines
shot up the wall next to the sink, disappearing into holes bored
through the ceiling. A larger diameter return pipe ran floor to
ceiling opposite the hot and cold supply lines.

Proving the solar power theory true, mounted
on the left-side wall a dozen feet from the table containing the
disassembled motors was the inverter for the solar power system. On
a rack below it sat a half dozen 12v car batteries. Nearby was the
beginning of a run of stairs. They went straight most of the way to
the ceiling, where they took a sharp right, the second half of the
run climbing into darkness and whatever lay on the upper floor.
There wasn’t a door at the top of the stairs that Cade could see.
However, to the left of where the stairs began stood a door to
outside. It was a basic windowless slab-style item fitted with a
deadbolt and locking doorknob. It allowed access to the gangplank
that ran from the riverbank to an L-shaped dock east of the
boathouse. So far everything Cade was seeing jived with what the
dead sicario had told him.

“What do you see?” Lopez asked. He had
ascended the stairs ahead of the SEALs and was standing on Cade’s
right. Behind Lopez, the SEALs were materializing quietly from the
subterranean passage.

After providing a bare-bones overview of what
lay beyond the wall, Cade pushed on the right side of the panel.
Nothing. Moving to the opposite side and giving a firm push
started the section of wall moving on its central pivot point.
Stopping the panel’s swing when the opening was wide enough to pass
through sideways, Cade shouldered his HK and slipped quietly into
the boathouse. A quick glance over his shoulder told him the panel
had taken a section of workbench and everything on it along for the
ride. It was like something straight out of an episode of Scooby
Doo. He also spotted the peephole’s outer lens. It was located
strategically in the center of a mirrored Modello Negra beer sign
and didn’t look out of place given the sign’s gold-leaf filigree
border. The workmanship was top-notch; unless the section of wall
was scrutinized up close and the person doing the looking was
hands-on in their approach, the room behind the workbench would go
undetected.

Lopez squeezed through next and took a knee,
his HK trained on the open stairway climbing from the wooden
decking left of the drag boat.

Cade waited for the SEALs to make their way
inside the boathouse, then closed the panel behind them. The
exposed bulbs in the ceiling were on a dimmer. They were turned
down real low, which created ill-defined shadows that lent the
whole scene a horror movie vibe. A couple of zombies or a
shape-shifting alien would fit right in.

Cade went to the workbench, selected a
flat-bladed screwdriver from the wall-mounted pegboard, placed it
on the floor at the right side of the panel, then gave the handle a
hard kick, wedging it firmly in place. Nobody was going to come up
from that tunnel and enter the boathouse behind them. At least not
without making a lot of noise.

Issuing instructions with hand signals, Cade
sent the SEALs off to make sure the SAFE boat’s bridge was
unoccupied.

The SEALs moved single file, Griff in the
lead, MP7 shouldered and trained on the single door at the rear of
the SAFE boat’s aluminum superstructure. Before the men had taken
half a dozen steps, let alone gotten anywhere near the edge of the
slip where they were to board the boat at its stern, there came the
prolonged creak of a door swinging open somewhere upstairs.

Taking a knee behind the table covered with
outboard motor parts, Cade shouldered the HK and took aim at the
top of the stairs. A light was flicked on. It was followed at once
by the sound of the door closing. Footfalls came next. Then another
door opening.

Two contacts, at least, thought Cade.
If only Swarr had been able to procure a flashbang or
two.

Cade looked the team over, making eye contact
with each man, one at a time, each split-second interaction
confirmed by a barely noticeable head bob, letting them know he was
about to engage the contact. As he returned his attention to the
top of the stairs, a bearded man came into view. He was small in
stature, barefoot, and wearing only running shorts and a baggy tank
top. He paused for a moment to tuck a rolled-up rug under one arm.
Gripping the wall-mounted handrail, he started down the stairs,
gaze leveled at where he was placing his feet. The wood treads
creaked under each footfall. Pausing unexpectedly at the middle of
the run of stairs, the man swung his gaze left, toward the drag
boat’s bow.

Cade’s first impression was that something
had caught the man’s eye. Craning to see past the table leg, Cade
saw that the deck in front of the slip was darkened by the angular
shadow of the boat’s prow. And protruding from the boat’s shadow
was a second elongated shadow produced by the suppressor on Cross’s
shouldered MP7.

Convinced his eyes were playing tricks, or
perhaps it was just that he was in the grip of normalcy bias and,
therefore, unworried that he may be in danger, inexplicably, the
man took a single tentative step down the stairs and paused again.
Neck bent to get a better angle on the shadow’s source, the man
committed to descending two more steps.

Cade placed his finger on the trigger, ready
to drop the man if he should fall under his gaze. As he drew in a
few pounds of trigger pull, two things happened back-to-back.
First, a pair of human-shaped shadows fell upon the man in shorts.
Then, sensing their presence above and behind him, the bearded man
said in Arabic, “Did you move the racing boat?”

This caused one of the men at the top of the
stairs to shout angrily in Arabic at the man in shorts. Cade didn’t
catch it all, but he did get the gist that the man doing the
shouting wanted the man in the lead to either hurry up and get down
the stairs on his own power or he was going to receive a swift kick
to the ass to help move him along. At issue was everyone getting
outside the boathouse and being in a position of supplication
before sunrise.

This got the man in shorts moving. He was
close to the bottom of the stairs, the other two men on his heels,
their hands visible on the wooden rails, when Cade saw what he
needed to: None of the men were missing any fingers on their right
hand. Which meant that none of them was Basim Osama. Thus, keeping
them alive was not tantamount to completing the mission.

Drawing a calming breath, Cade whispered,
“Engaging,” and rose from his crouch. He bracketed the man in
shorts in his sights, then, speaking Arabic, ordered all three men
to put their hands in the air.

In response to this, the man in shorts began
to comply. However, since he was now holding the rug onehanded,
when he raised that arm the rug unfurled, covering his face and
chest as it quickly cascaded the entire length of his body. With no
way of knowing if the man had a weapon tucked away at the small of
his back, Cade finished the trigger press. As the first hole
appeared in the center of what was clearly the man’s prayer rug,
Cade snapped off another half dozen rounds, walking the continuous
fire up the rug and into the two men on the stairs above. He was
hoping to finish the first guy and, at the least, wound the others
enough to take them out of the fight. And if Basim Osama was
upstairs and had heard the suppressed gunshots, so be it. The
terrorist now knew he was trapped and had just become the hunted.
While there was nothing more dangerous than a cornered animal,
especially the two-legged variety, it made Cade happy to know the
evil waste of skin was finally getting a taste of what he’d put his
victims through.

The man in the shorts grunted and keeled
over, dropping the prayer rug and starting a boneless somersault
down the remaining stairs that left him sprawled out on the wooden
deck a couple of yards to Cade’s fore. The man who Cade now
recognized as Umran Akbar—a longtime associate of Basim Osama’s,
who the Pale Riders had rolled up during a nighttime raid in
Kabul—was struck by two of the 5.56 rounds. The bloody hole in the
previously white tank top, an inch to the right of Umran’s sternum,
could have easily been the one that ended his life. If not, the
second round certainly had. The bullet had entered Umran’s skull an
inch or so below the left eye, peeling several inches of
beard-covered cheek and his ear on that side away from the
underlying flesh and bone. The projectile had then resumed its
upward trajectory, scrambling brain matter and pulverizing
intracranial passages before finally exiting the top of his skull.
Left in the bullet’s wake was a jagged hole and six-inch-long flap
of scalp, the curly black hair still attached and soggy with blood
and speckled with flecked bone.

The remaining rounds had stitched the man
behind Umran from groin to chest. He was on his back, eyes wide
open and devoid of life. When he’d collapsed vertically at the
stairway’s midpoint, his lifeless body had become wedged between
walls at the bend in the stairs, arms and legs jutting at unusual
angles.

Two down, two to go.

Maybe.

Cade went up on his toes and peered beyond
the jammed-up corpse. Tango number three was nowhere to be seen.
However, the top two stairs were spattered with blood; a good
indicator he’d been hit, too.

Head cocked, Cade gazed at the others and
listened hard. After a couple of seconds of this, he detected a
faint tapping coming from somewhere upstairs.

Stabbing the MP7’s suppressor at the ceiling
directly above his head, Griff said, “It’s coming from right above
me.”

Cross nodded in agreement.

Cade displayed a thumbs-up.
Affirmative. He said, “Weapons free. Light him up.”

Simultaneously, Cross beginning at a point a
few feet to the left of the spot on the ceiling Griff said the
sound was originating from, and Griff an equal distance to the
right, the SEALs opened up with their MP7s. They walked their fire
across the ceiling, emptying half a magazine each, easing up on
their triggers only when the spot Griff had pointed to was shot
through with a dozen tiny holes bristling with splinters.

When the tinny sound of brass casings hitting
the decking ceased, Cade cupped a hand to his ear and spent a few
seconds listening. Nothing. No scurrying footsteps. No
creaking door hinges. No moans of someone dying. The only thing he
heard was the soft, wet patter of blood striking the decking near
the SAFE boat’s stern. It was coming through one of the holes in
the ceiling, the flow increasing with each passing second. Tapping
one ear, he shook his head.

“The noise stopped,” Griff responded. “Number
three has got to be out of the fight after all that.”

Lopez and Cross concurred, the latter
stepping aside to avoid the ever-increasing flow of blood sluicing
from the ceiling.

 



Chapter 26

 


Cade was certain that nobody could have
survived the volume of fire Griff and Cross had poured into the
boathouse ceiling with their MP7s. Unfortunately, the blood pooling
on the decking behind the SAFE boat wasn’t enough evidence to
convince him that the third terrorist was entirely out of the
fight. He needed to get up there and see the bullet-riddled corpse
with his own eyes.

As he cast his gaze up the stairs, he was
contemplating what kind of floorplan he was going to encounter. The
sicario said the second floor was a wide-open loft, the terrorists
sleeping on old canvas cots. The supply and return lines he’d
spotted downstairs confirmed what the sicario had said about the
lone bathroom: that it was in the northwest corner, diagonal from
the top of the stairs.

Cade had just put his foot on the tread of
the first step when he heard the hollow thump of the
ten-thousand-dollar makeshift bomb detonating in the mansion’s
kitchen. With the gas lines to the Miele oven now compromised, no
doubt the place would soon be fully engaged. As a result, any DHS
or Border Patrol in the area would be compelled to investigate.
Seeing as how he had heard the explosion, so too had Basim, if he
was upstairs.

Throwing caution to the wind, Cade climbed
the stairs, two at a time, pausing only when he reached the number
two man, the one who had berated Umran, the slight terrorist in
shorts and bloody tank that Cade had just dragged away from the
bottom of the stairs.

Eyes open and staring blankly skyward, the
terrorist known to Cade as Abdur Raman Qusay was wedged fast in the
stairwell’s right-hand bend. The man’s white cotton tee shirt was
stained crimson from neck to navel. A V-shaped gunshot wound to the
side of his neck still wept a steady trickle of blood, adding to
the sticky copper-smelling slick spreading across the landing.

Climbing over the dead man, the soles of his
Salomons printing in the blood, Cade reigned in the overwhelming
desire to surge up the stairs and order Basim to show himself.
Instead of rushing things, he drew a calming breath, then tackled
each new stair with the deliberate pace of a hunter tracking wild
game.

As soon as Cade’s gaze had broken the plane
of the upper level’s unfinished wood floor, he had eyes on the
third terrorist. The bearded man was at the terminus of a
six-foot-long trail of his own blood. Having crashed to the floor
at the top of the stairs after being hit by one or more of Cade’s
5.56 rounds, the terrorist had clawed his way down a short hall,
toward a small bathroom, where he had ended up face down in its
open doorway.

The bathroom floor and toilet bowl near the
man’s outstretched arms were red with bloody handprints. Cade
guessed the noise made by the man’s futile attempts at pulling
himself off the floor was what Griff had heard. Even from this
distance, Cade could tell the man had been struck by most of the
thirty or so rounds shot through the floor by Griff and Cross.
Although the ammunition was subsonic, and the already sluggish
rounds had been further slowed by the wood floorboards, the damage
to the man’s torso was catastrophic. Judging by the lake of crimson
pooled around his head and chest, Cade was certain he was looking
at the sole source of the blood dripping steadily from the holes
shot through the ceiling from below.

A quick peek around the corner told Cade the
sicario had lied to him about the open loft filled with cots.
Instead, he found that there was a hall running away to his left.
It was unoccupied, the six windows on the left wall covered by dark
fabric. Three evenly spaced doors on the right-hand side stood
closed.

Speaking quietly into the comms, he relayed
what he was seeing to the rest of the team, then summoned them to
the top of the stairs. When he began the tedious process of
clearing the rooms, he wanted the rest of the Pale Riders on his
six.

Once the team was stacked at Cade’s back, the
top five stairs crowded with bodies tensed and ready to strike, he
peeled around the corner and, heel and toeing it to keep his
approach as stealthy as possible, padded silently down the
hall.

Pausing at the jamb beside the first door,
Cade motioned for the others to pass him by. Having Lopez form up
on the jamb opposite him, Cade tested the doorknob.
Unlocked. He nodded to Lopez, then took a step away from the
door and shouldered his HK.

Understanding his role, and with Griff and
Cross stacked to his right, across the hall with their backs to the
shrouded windows, Lopez crouched down to give them clear fields of
fire. Leaning away from the jamb, Lopez twisted the knob and gave
the door a firm push.

Rushing past Lopez, his focus the blind spot
revealed by the door’s swing, Cade swept into the room, his weapon
moving left to right. Close on his heels were Griff and Cross, each
covering their own slice of the pie once they had crossed
the threshold into the room.

Seeing only a sleeping bag on the floor and
nowhere a person could be hiding, Cade called, “Clear,” and waved
the SEALs out of the room.

The team entered and cleared the second room
in the same manner as the first, finding only a box full of
unopened iPhones and a Beretta with a pair of spare magazines for
it.

With two minutes to go before sunrise, the
team was stacked by the third door, Lopez gripping the knob and
Cade shouldering his carbine, coiled and ready to sweep in ahead of
the SEALs.

As Cade exhaled slowly, all but certain he
was about to come face to face with an armed Basim, his laser-sharp
focus was disrupted by a clanking noise he couldn’t quite place.
Near simultaneous to that, just as Lopez was throwing open the door
and Cade was pushing into the room ahead of the team, two things
happened. First, Cade saw the open window and learned that he was
all alone in the room. That awful revelation was punctuated by the
menacing growl and low rumble of what sounded like a race car motor
firing to life.

 


Basim Osama, a Sunni Muslim in his early
thirties, had been on the precipice of awakening when an argument
between two of his subordinates hastened the process. Immediately
following the commotion—a regular occurrence between his men in the
days following their wholly unexpected release from Pul-e-Charkhi
prison, a period of adjustment Basim knew would soon pass—he heard
a sound he knew all too well. It registered on the periphery of
consciousness, snapping awake his reptile brain. Fight-or-flight
instincts that had seen generations of his ancestors through
situations such as this kicked in. Eyes snapping open, he reached
up from his bed and lifted the blackout curtains off the
west-facing window. Seeing that it was still full dark, the time of
night that the monsters connected to the noises he’d just detected
preferred to operate, he rolled off the bed and jammed his feet
into the low-heeled boots given to him by the old sicario. They
were ostrich skin items and, along with the pair of worn blue jeans
and ridiculous cowboy-style shirt he had fallen asleep wearing,
were supposed to help him blend in with the local population.
Everything was a size or two too large for Basim. Even the provided
belt, with its massive silver buckle, was sized for someone with
double his waist circumference.

For someone whose parents were taller than
average, Basim had been shortchanged. He was a very small man,
maybe five-foot-two—in shoes. He’d been known to use his slight
stature to his advantage, lingering after one of his devastating
bombings and, upon the first responders’ arrival, triggering
additional devices, the evil tactic often doubling or tripling his
body count. The man could put on a tracksuit and ball cap and pass
for a boy or teen. Donning a burka or hijab, along with a little
acting, he could pass himself off as a distraught wife or mother.
The only part of Basim’s appearance he could not alter (his own
personal Achille’s Heel) was his claw-like right hand. He had
quickly adapted to losing the right three fingers on that hand,
even going so far as to spend entire days with the good hand tied
behind his back. Still, it was the one aspect of his appearance
that was nearly impossible to conceal.

Now, as he threw the lock and slid the window
up in its track, he didn’t need to focus on which hand was doing
what; it all came naturally. Kneeling on the bed, he snatched from
the windowsill his smartphone, stack of IDs, Beretta pistol, and
two spare magazines. He stuffed everything save for the weapon into
his voluminous pockets. Hiking a leg and arm out the window, being
careful to keep the belt buckle from snagging, and with the Beretta
clutched in his claw hand, he gripped the windowsill with the other
hand and stuck his left leg out into space. Shimmying around on his
stomach, he got his lower half outside the window. Keeping the
weapon trained on the door, his left arm hooked over the sill and
supporting most of his weight, he stole a quick glance below.
Seeing the river flowing under the boathouse and knowing the
infidels would hear the splash if he were to let go now, he looked
to his left. Dry land was a dozen feet away. So he pocketed the
pistol, gripped the windowsill with his newly freed hand, and began
the arduous process of getting to the third window to his left,
where he could drop down without drawing attention to himself.

Grip strengthened from doing a hundred
pullups a day, Basim found the hand-over-hand part of his short
trip easy. It was the swing, stretch, and reach maneuver necessary
to grasp the windowsill one room over that he found to be most
problematic. Finally, after the third try, he was able to snatch
the distant windowsill with his left hand. Arms stretched to full
extension, both nearly horizontal to the ground and both rotator
cuffs aching from the undue strain put on them, he kicked his legs
to the left and released the claw hand’s grip on the right-side
windowsill.

At the onset of the move, with the entirety
of his weight supported by just the fingertips on one hand, he was
able to hang on just long enough to transfer the claw hand to the
left-side windowsill.

Having made it the dozen feet in a handful of
seconds, he looked groundward, chose a landing spot between
Hector’s newly planted foliage, and let go. As he was falling, he
heard a second burst of suppressed gunfire. The volley was much
longer than the first and had come from a weapon, or weapons, with
a much faster cyclic rate. MP7s? The Navy SEALs were known to carry
them into battle. This changed things entirely. He’d much rather
have a rival cartel to deal with. At least he could bribe them.
Offer them a quid pro quo to let him live. With the drug and
trafficking war about to enter a new and deadlier phase, there
would always be a need for someone with Basim’s particular set of
skills.

He landed with the grace of a cat, most of
the energy from the twenty-foot plunge absorbed by the fresh layer
of mulch skirting the recently constructed boathouse.

The cartel member named Hector, the one who
was in charge of the mansion’s upkeep, had crowed during dinner
that the fresh plantings around the boathouse were just the
beginning; the start of manicured grounds he said would stretch
from the river to the mansion, and beyond. Plans had been drawn and
contractors retained to build a wall that would be the envy of the
previous President of the United States. Not only would it keep out
the crossers who balked at paying for passage; it would also
contain the pack of Rottweilers Hector hoped to acquire and,
eventually, have trained to guard Palacio Del Norte.

Like Basim’s longtime friend, Umran, whom he
was certain had been killed by the silent assassins with suppressed
weapons currently assaulting the boathouse, Hector was a dreamer.
Save for pleasure night, when mansion staff got to choose a
conquest for the night from the constant flow of crossers and
unaccompanied minors, Palacio Del Norte had all of Hector’s
attention. Judging by the flames and smoke pouring from the
mansion’s ground-level windows, the man’s pet projects—no pun
intended—had just been killed in the crib.

Hard set to his jaw, Basim press-checked the
Beretta. One in the chamber.

He dashed to where the boathouse protruded
over the riverbank, once again stowed the pistol in his pocket,
then extracted his smartphone from the opposite pocket. It was his
only lifeline to the other cells: He couldn’t afford to have it
ruined by a quick dunk in the slow-moving waters of the Rio
Grande.

Basim slipped into the frigid water and
walked along the boathouse wall, the water quickly rising from his
waist to his chest. He rounded the corner, kicking his feet to
tread water and pulling himself along the rollup door with the
claw. Nearing the yard-wide slice of wall between the pair of
rollup doors, he let his body sink down until only his head and the
hand holding the smartphone were out of water. Eyelevel to him,
between the river and bottom of the rollup door, was a six-inch
gap. Careful to keep the smartphone dry, he dipped his head back
and ducked under the door. A couple of kicks of his booted feet and
he was staring at the larger boat’s angular prow. Another hard kick
and he was at the yard-wide run of wood deck separating the
slips.

Cocking an ear toward the stairs, he heard
the low murmur of voices in conversation. He couldn’t make out any
of the words nor what language they were speaking. Rising eye level
with the dock, he learned that the sound was originating from the
four figures clustered around the bottom of the stairs. They all
wore balaclavas, low-rise helmets fitted with NODs, and black
tactical gear sans unit patches, nametape, and rank insignia. The
anonymous hitters wore sidearms in drop-leg holsters and cradled
suppressed weapons ideal for the intense room-to-room fighting the
enemy of jihadists the world over called “close quarters combat.”
Were they sicarios sent from a rival cartel to kill or capture
him and his fellow jihadists? Basim had only seen the four-tube
NODs like the ones the men wore on the faces of Tier One
operators—the American ghosts responsible for the deaths of scores
of his brothers in jihad. Considering the high-tech spoils coming
out of Afghanistan after the Taliban’s complete takeover and
subsequent spree of killing and plundering, it was within the realm
of possibility to think that the NODs had fallen into the hands of
a cartel rival to Tres Familias, the consortium claiming dominion
over a large chunk of south Texas from Eagle Pass to Del Rio, as
well as northern Mexico from Ciudad Acuña to Piedras Negras to
Laredo.

One of the men broke from the others, bent at
the waist, and was out of sight for a moment. When he rose,
reappearing beyond the rear of the boat on Basim’s left, he made
his way back to the base of the stairs, said something to the
shorter of the three men, then disappeared up the stairwell. From
the way the men carried themselves—all business—coupled with the
top-of-the-line gear and the apparent lack of fear considering
whose house and territory they were disrespecting, Basim decided to
go back on his first assessment. These men weren’t sicarios. They
weren’t undercover Federales with prior military training, either.
They had to be Navy SEALs, Delta Force operators, or, perhaps, some
secret combined task force made up of highly trained current or
former military. With twenty years of continuous combat ops, and
the wars in the desert having ground to an inglorious halt, the
pool to draw men like these from was vast.

While Basim wanted to swim to the end of the
slip, brace the Beretta on the deck, and take out as many of the
remaining three commandos as possible, he had a further calling.
There was a select group of these types of men, ones directly
responsible for many of his brothers being killed or incarcerated,
that he wanted to see dead. He could make more penetrators. And if
things went the way they had been planned—as Allah had willed it—in
a matter of days he would be getting revenge for all he had endured
in the bowels of Pul-e-Charkhi.

Drawing in a deep breath, Basim sank back
down into the water until all of him save for the hand holding the
phone was submerged. Touching his knuckles to the boat’s hull, he
swam toward the dock. When he popped back up to take a quick peek,
he saw he was all alone in the boathouse. The only place the
commandos could have gone was up.

Embracing the gift from on high, he dropped
the phone into the drag boat. Both hands now free, he swam swiftly
to the front of the boat and hauled himself out of the river.
Dripping wet and shivering, he took the Beretta from his pocket.
Weapon in his left hand, the muzzle never leaving the base of the
stairs, he made his way around the boat, quickly untying lines from
the trio of cleats. Leaving the lines and fenders in the water, he
hopped into the boat, his eyes probing the floor for his phone.

Snatching up the phone, Basim placed it on
the seat next to him. Wedging the Beretta between the low
windshield and padded vinyl dash, Basim punched open the glovebox.
He smiled wide. Both items he needed to orchestrate an escape were
exactly where he’d seen them last. Now all he needed to do was to
precisely time a pair of events. Doing so before the commandos
could respond was completely in the hands of his God: Allah the
Merciful One.

The previous day Basim had watched intently
as the old man called Umberto (a grizzled lump who liked to tell
anyone who would listen that he was once a famous sicario) fired up
the boat’s massive engine, let it idle for a short while, then
actuated the rollup door. The noise had been intense, the exhaust
rising to the ceiling as Umberto worked the controls and reversed
the speedboat from the slip, all the while looking intently over
one shoulder. Basim had never been in a motorboat, let alone knew
how to operate one. It couldn’t be so hard, he told himself as he
took the keys and remote opener from where he had watched Umberto
stow them.

Reciting a prayer, he pressed the remote
button. The ceiling-mounted motor whirred, and the door jerked into
motion. Retrieving the Beretta, he aimed it at the stairway where
he knew the commandos would soon emerge, and turned the key.

The high horsepower motor rumbled to life at
once. The steady burble coming from somewhere underneath the boat’s
stern was quickly swallowed up by the low howl emanating from the
straight pipes out back.

Beretta still trained on the stairway, Basim
engaged Reverse. There was a solid clunk and the engine
idled down. Keeping one eye on the stairs, the other on the rollup
door, which was still only a third of the way to the ceiling and
moving achingly slow, Basim dropped his claw to the throttle. When
the door was at the midpoint of its travel, he opened the throttle
up a quarter of the way and returned the claw to the wheel.

As the boat lurched from the slip in reverse,
Basim was pitched forward in his seat, a blessing in hindsight
because instead of him being brained by the door’s lower edge, he
received what amounted to a love tap to the rear of his head.
Another byproduct of his sudden change in position, going from
upright and looking over his shoulder, to his face being propelled
forcefully toward the padded dash, was that the dozen or so rounds
fired at him by one of the commandos, an action he neither saw nor
heard, passed harmlessly through space previously occupied by his
head and shoulders.

Hinging back up in the low-back bucket seat,
Basim dropped the Beretta onto his lap, slammed the shifter into
Drive, and pushed the throttle all the way forward in its channel.
Claw on the wheel, he spun it clockwise and hunkered down, bracing
against the loading g-forces and totally oblivious to the subsonic
rounds walking steadily in his direction.

 



Chapter 27

 


Cade’s first instinct when he heard the new
sounds coming from the boathouse below was to shoot a questioning
look at the rest of the team. He was still processing the initial
mechanical clanking and also coming to grips that the room was
empty and the window was pushed all the way up in its tracks when
he realized that what he was now hearing was an engine’s exhaust
note. It was more top-fuel dragster than the low rumble of his
Raptor. Someone had just started the chromed-out small-block V8 on
the drag boat.

The two revelations, when put together,
started a cold ball to form in his gut.

At the back of the stack and still in the
hallway, Cross said, “That can only be the drag boat.”

Receiving a check it out nod from
Cade, Cross bolted for the stairs.

“On your six,” bellowed Griff as he chased
after his fellow SEAL.

Knowing the SEALs could handle anything they
might encounter downstairs in the boathouse, Cade climbed onto the
unmade bed and peered out the open window. The sky was already
transitioning from deep black to dark purple; the tapestry of stars
that had been prevalent when he’d parachuted in was already washed
out by dawn’s imminent arrival.

Below the window, the river lapped at
pilings. To the right, maybe twenty feet, where the riverbank met
desert hardpan, he saw footprints in the fresh mulch bordering the
boathouse. He imagined the squirter walking hand over hand, from
windowsill to windowsill, and then dropping to the ground. It was a
smart move. Straight dive or cannonball, a human body entering
water after traveling twenty feet was not quiet. As he was
lamenting the fact that he hadn’t left anyone to pull security
downstairs, the engine noise rose to a crescendo. He leaned out the
window and trained the HK on the stretch of river beyond the
boathouse. The angle was less than optimal. If the person piloting
the boat, most likely Basim Osama, decided to head west, Cade would
have a shot. But did he shoot the motor to try and disable the boat
and risk a ricochet hitting the pilot, or just get it over with and
send the mutt to his maker? If he went with the former, Basim might
make the opposite bank and slip away before Ari had the bird on
station. If he killed Basim, the only link to the Hendrix brothers,
he’d essentially be back to square one: playing defense until the
last cell made a mistake and appeared on Desantos’ radar, or, even
more troubling, sit back and wait for the cell to make its move on
his home.

Keeping watch through the carbine’s optic, he
hailed Ari on the comms, saying, “Jedi One, Anvil Actual. How
copy?” The words were past his lips before he could stop himself.
Chalking it up to mental muscle memory, a byproduct of working with
the same team of shooters and being shuttled around by the same
top-notch aviation assets night after night for months on end, he
shook his head. Old habits die hard, he supposed.

Ari caught the slip. “Good copy. I should
have a visual on your squirter in thirty. Wheels down at your AO in
one mike.” He paused, leaving the channel open. “For a second there
you had me back in the ‘Stan. Are you okay, Wyatt?”

The drag boat made its appearance in the
middle of Ari’s interrogatory, pivoting counterclockwise on the
water as the man hunched behind the wheel throttled back and,
presumably, worked the marine transmission from reverse to forward.
“On mission,” Cade said to Ari. He had the man at the helm of the
boat in his sights but didn’t take the shot. The outside chance
they could roll up Basim, if the man in his sites was indeed Seven
Fingers, was worth taking the risk of the man slipping the noose.
“Squirter is moving west. Repeat … squirter is moving west on the
river. If he makes a run for the Mexico side, have Swarr try to
disable the boat. If he sets foot on the other side, kill him.”

“Roger that,” Ari replied. “Remember this
bird has no claws. I’m going to need a sterile LZ before I begin
final.”

“Roger that,” replied Cade. “Leave that to
me. You focus on the interdiction. Assume the squirter is armed.
Wyatt out.”

“Always,” Ari said, signing out.

Cade watched the drag boat’s prow rise by a
degree. A tick later, with a white froth forming at the boat’s
stern, the revving of the big V8 reached him. He looked on,
helpless, as the craft picked up speed and sliced down the middle
of the river, its eventual destination known only to the person at
the wheel.

Heavy footfalls coming down the hall preceded
Griff announcing his presence. He filled up the doorway.

“No joy?” Cade asked, though he already knew
the answer.

Head doing a slow side-to-side wag, Griff
said, “If that was Basim Osama, he had distance, movement, and dumb
luck on his side. I put a few rounds over his head, hoping to get
him to stand down. When he failed to heed, I adjusted aim and sent
another volley downrange.”

Cade led Griff down the hall and to the
stairway, where he took the stairs two at a time.

Seeing Cade and Griff picking their way past
the corpse at the bottom of the stairs, Cross said, “Fucker hit the
throttles at the same time I engaged him. Either he ducked down
purposefully, or he fell victim to inertia.” He pulled down his
balaclava and spit a wad of gum into the water where the drag boat
had been moored. “Either way,” he added, “in a couple of seconds he
was spun around and had the boat in a position where the boathouse
walls were blocking a good follow-on shot.”

Cade nodded. “I couldn’t get an angle,
either.” He gestured at the workbench, then looked at Griff. “How
much time do you need to wire the penetrators to blow?”

He held up two fingers. “Two mikes.”

“Get it done.” Cade looked to Cross. “Pull
security. If Basim returns, end him. Me and Lopez will go scout out
an LZ for Ari.”

“Just like old times,” quipped Griff as he
poked through plastic bins, looking for the items he’d need to
daisy chain the finished EFPs to the handful of explosive charges
waiting to be mated with other components.

Cross made a shooing motion to Cade and
Lopez. “You Delta Boys better scoot. We got this.”

 


Airbus H160—2 miles west of Palacio Del
Norte

 


Having just received the SITREP from the
reconstituted Pale Riders team, Ari increased power to the H160’s
dual Safran turbines, nosed the helo from five hundred to two
hundred feet, and broke from the grid pattern he’d been flying
while the team had been on the ground. The patch of mesquite and
scrub-covered dirt he’d been overflying lay west by north of the
target house. Thick with wild hogs—fast-breeding pests considered a
hostile species by ecologists and farmers alike—the land was prime
hunting ground. The black helicopter with the rifle-wielding figure
framed in its open door was an ordinary sight.

Leveling out the H160 at two hundred feet,
keeping her running parallel with the Rio Grande, Ari said, “You
want the stick, H-Squared?” He didn’t expect the senior aviator to
take him up on the offer. Still, the act of deference was tradition
and not to be ignored.

Hooker shook his helmeted head. NODs directed
at Ari in the right seat, he said, “No, sir. I’ve been dying to see
if you live up to all the hype that precedes you.”

Ari said nothing. He would let his flying do
the talking.

If the helo was a SOAR bird, Hooker would
have a nose-mounted FLIR (Forward Looking Infrared) pod at his
disposal. Since it was not, he switched his NODs to thermal mode
and started to scan the river and its banks on both sides. After a
few seconds of this, he stopped the continuous pan. NODs aimed at
something slightly to the right of center, he said, “I have eyes on
the squirter. One o’clock. Looks like he’s still about one mike
out.” The drag boat’s hot engine presented as a bright white blob
flitting diagonally across the river. The person hunched over the
wheel was less amorphous and a couple of shades lighter than the
hard-working motor.

“Got ‘im,” Ari replied, already working the
controls to slow and slew the helo sideways in order to provide a
steady platform for Swarr to shoot from.

Listening in over the ship’s shared comms,
Swarr said, “Get me to two hundred meters and hold at one fifty
AGL.”

“Roger that,” Ari replied. “Be advised,” he
added, “target is heading for Mexico. There’s no time to go around
and get parallel to him. I’ll have to set you up for an oblique
shot.”

“Copy,” said Swarr as he unbuckled and rose
from his seat. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, the long gun
clamped to a swivel mount designed specifically to steady the
weapons of the less capable shooters among the hog hunting outfit’s
usual paying customers, he secured his safety tether to an eyehook
on the cabin wall and punched the button to start the modified
right-side door sliding back in its tracks.

In a matter of seconds, Ari had swung the
helo around to the right, slipped it sideways with the nose
pointing north, and then parked it in a steady hover over the
river’s south bank. Roughly five hundred yards out and tracking
left to right, on a course that would take it directly underneath
the helo, the drag boat kept on coming. If the person at the helm
was aware he was being watched, he didn’t let on. He didn’t zig or
zag. He made no effort to deviate from his current collision course
with a heavily wooded stretch of shoreline.

Buffeted by both the rotor wash and a light
wind coming at him from the east, Swarr gripped the rifle and made
minute adjustments to the high-power scope’s elevation and windage.
Good to go. Putting his eye to the optic, he pressed his
cheek to the cheek weld, snugged the butt tight to his shoulder,
then trained the weapon’s deadly end at a spot on the river, three
hundred yards distant, soon to be transited by the charging
watercraft.

When the boat nosed into the kill box, Swarr
slipped his finger into the trigger guard and followed the boat’s
travel through the scope, keeping the crosshairs slightly ahead of
his target: the fully exposed white-hot engine.

Going through the pre-shot routine, all
hammered into him during the ten-week Scout Sniper Course in Camp
Pendleton, he threw off the safety. Exhaling slowly, he gently
increased the pounds of pressure on the precision trigger until the
rifle discharged and the 175-grain Sierra Matchking round was on
its way. He was working the bolt back when the effect of the round
striking the engine—a flare of white—caused the driver to whip his
head around and stare over his right shoulder. As a result, the
driver’s hands followed the motion of his head, pulling the wheel
and causing the boat to veer right by a few degrees. Which was both
good and bad. The good was the added time it would take the
squirter to straighten his craft out and get it tracking back to
shore. The bad was that the new angle cut the time for a follow-on
shot in half.

Settling back into his routine, Swarr hovered
the crosshairs in front of the squiggly white form steering the
boat, leading him by a couple of yards. Taking the new direction
into consideration, the wind now at the man’s back, he sent the
round downrange.

The effect was instantaneous, the round’s
impact with the man’s left shoulder doing two things: forcing the
hand on that arm to release the throttle and sending the man
sitting down hard in the seat. What happened next was wholly
unexpected. Instead of staying seated as the boat was slowing
considerably and slewing back around to the left, the wounded man
rose and rolled over the gunwale. Last thing Swarr saw as the water
swallowed up the white form was the man drawing the damaged
appendage in and trapping it to his body.

“Man in the water,” Swarr warned. “I don’t
have him on thermal.”

“That’s the least of our problems,” Ari came
back. “We’ve got bodies in the trees on the Mexican side.”

“And to add an extra scoop of shit to this
shit sandwich,” Hooker put in, “we now have first responders
inbound on the U.S. side. Looks like fire only for the time
being.”

“I call your shit sandwich,” Ari said as he
yanked hard on the stick, “and raise it with a side of incoming
fire from the Mexican side.” All business, he went on to describe
where he was seeing the muzzle flashes.

Ari multitasked, diving toward the river and
turning due north to provide as small a target as possible, also
breaking the bucket of bad news to Cade on the ground. It was met
with a couple of choice curse words that were quickly followed by a
succinct rundown of what the team was going to do to distance
themselves from the boathouse and where they hoped to rendezvous
with the helo for an exfil.

 



Chapter 28

 


“Fuck you, Murphy,” Griff bellowed as he
fired the SAFE boat’s twin Honda outboards to life.

Lopez had just pulled the pin on the rollup
door’s center track, releasing it from the immobilized lift
mechanism. With the remote to the rollup nowhere to be found, and
no other obvious way to trigger the motor to open the massive door,
he was going to have to get it done manually.

Cade had just finished untying the port side
lines and was jumping aboard when the twin outboards rumbled to
life. Leaning into the glass-enclosed bridge, he asked Griff how
long of a lead they had before the penetrators detonated.

Eyes flicking between Cade, the workbench
containing the penetrators he’d wired to a simple timer, and Lopez
and Cross, who were both struggling mightily to get the door
rolling up in its tracks, Griff said, “Less than a minute.” Gaze
returning to Cade, he went on, saying, “I thought we were moving
overland to find an LZ. Didn’t expect Murphy to intervene.”

Cade gave him a no worries look, then
jumped back onto the deck and moved to Cross’s side to join in on
the effort. As he gripped one of the roller brackets and pushed up
on it with all his might, the countdown in his head was creeping
inexorably toward zero.

“Let’s go,” Griff bellowed, eyes locked on
the seemingly immobilized door. “Forty seconds until we’re all fish
food.”

Cade redoubled his efforts, shouting words of
encouragement to Lopez who was across the slip from him.

Fifteen was the number Cade was seeing
in his head when the combined efforts of three-fourths of the Pale
Riders team succeeded in getting the door moving. Once it had
started clanking up in its tracks, all three men rising and giving
it a final solid shove helped to speed up the process.

As the door was hitting the stops in the
overhead tracks, Cade was back aboard the rocking boat, arms
outstretched and helping Cross and Lopez to board from opposite
sides. No sooner had he taken note of the rectangle of light where
the door had been, than the Honda outboards roared in unison and
the boat’s rounded bow reared up out of the water. In the next
instant, with nothing close by to grab to brace himself, Cade was
falling backward. Rowing his arms opposite to the fall, a
last-ditch effort to remain on his feet, had no effect against the
building inertia. He was on the deck in front of the wheelhouse and
being piled on from two sides by Cross and Lopez when the boat
emerged from the boathouse. Simultaneously, as Griff was pegging
the throttles and setting the trim, there came a deafening boom. A
flash of white light and the sound of debris pelting the boat’s
stern followed. Cade was lucky to have experienced most of the
last-second escape from a prone position; still, it felt and
sounded as if the boat had been shot out of a cannon.

The flame and smoke that had initially
enveloped the boat were fifty yards in the rearview by the time
Cade and the others had gotten to their feet. They were checking
each other for shrapnel wounds when the first of the incoming
rounds fired from the Mexican side of the river began to strike the
boat on its port side.

Knowing that Griff had borne the brunt of the
blast, and certain he was injured, Cade risked a glance over his
shoulder. Seeing that his friend at the wheel appeared to have
escaped the maelstrom without injury, Cade turned his attention to
the fore, where he saw the drag boat. It was maybe three hundred
yards distant, unoccupied and unmoving. He dropped the NODs in
front of his face, switched them to thermal, and started scanning
the river around the drifting boat for a heat signature.
Nothing.

As if it had hit something submerged, the
SAFE boat shuddered. Cade looked to Griff, who shrugged and shook
his head.

Shifting his attention to the distant
shoreline, Cade shouldered the HK and threw off its safety. Like
wayward fireflies, muzzle flashes winked in the foliage. “Left,” he
called out and engaged the shadowy forms standing and kneeling near
the water’s edge. Bodies fell and others quickly replaced them.
Swapping mags, he glanced skyward and saw the hovering helo. The
door was yawning open. The suppressor on Swarr’s rifle protruded
into space, long tongues of flame lancing from it one after
another.

To Cade’s right, Lopez called, “Center,” and
poured a dozen rounds at what could only be cartel members
protecting their stretch of border. It was common knowledge to
those living in border states that helping people to cross
illegally was a lucrative business. Anyone horning in on said
business was quickly sent a message. Often that message proved
lethal. Be it decapitating and hanging an opposing cartel member
from an overpass or killing a judge’s loved ones—women and kids
were certainly not off limits—there was no form of violence the
cartel was unwilling to deploy.

As the SAFE boat came around to the right,
its bouncing prow aimed directly at the drag boat, Cross was
finally afforded a clear view of the southern riverbank and quickly
shouldered the little MP7. It wouldn’t prove effective from a
couple of hundred yards out, but it was still a better option than
his sidearm. At the very least, he hoped to force some heads
down.

Cade was performing another mag change when
he heard the distinctive sound of the SEAL’s MP7 entering the
fight. Cross was down on one knee and spacing his shots evenly,
which told Cade he was acquiring targets, not just providing
suppressive fire.

Slowly but surely the orange/red blooms from
the cartel weapons came fewer and farther between. In just a matter
of seconds, with help from above, the Pale Riders had come to own
the battlespace.

Maneuvering the boat expertly, Griff scribed
a counterclockwise circle around the drifting drag boat. It was
aflame now and nearly equidistant to both shorelines.

Cade leaned over the bow, eyes scanning the
water all around. After the second revolution, he declared, “No
joy. He’ll probably turn up drowned along with all the poor souls
who bought it while crossing last night.” He lifted his gaze and
eyed the boathouse. It was maybe a half mile downriver and fully
engulfed. To the left of the boathouse, the mansion was more of the
same, flames now licking from the garage and many of the upstairs
windows. Twining fingers of smoke sullied the brightening horizon,
producing a gauze-like haze around the property. Farther off in the
distance, trailing twin smudges of black/gray exhaust, an airliner
was lifting from Del Rio International.

Del Rio was waking up. Time to cut bait and
get back to Portland. Hanging his head, Cade called Ari and
requested an immediate exfil. The former SOAR aviator came back
with a curt “Roger that” and then provided detailed instructions
for Griff who had been listening in via his headset.

“Copy that,” Griff put in as he began
preparing for an exfil that he would have scoffed at had it been
posed by anyone other than Rimshot. Manipulating the controls with
all the skill of a surgeon, methodical and precise, he maneuvered
the SAFE boat until it was perpendicular to the river’s flow. With
minor tweaks to the rudder and the occasional goose of the
throttle, he maintained the boat’s position.

 


Ari swooped in from the north, flaring hard a
dozen feet above the SAFE boat’s port side, the matte-black
helicopter dwarfing the watercraft. After settling the H160 into a
hover and getting a feel for the speed at which the river was
pushing the boat, he sideslipped the bird to the left a yard or so,
dumped a few feet of altitude, then, working the pedals, stick, and
collective in unison, he got the helo to matching the boat’s slow,
steady pace.

Rifle stowed out of the way, Swarr looked
down on the drifting boat. Griff was in the wheelhouse and doing
all he could to keep the craft from spinning. Directly below Swarr,
the three other operators crowded the SAFE boat’s rounded gunwale.
Hinging his upper body into space, the safety tether the only thing
keeping him from tumbling out and joining the team in the boat,
Swarr offered a gloved hand to the taller of the three men. Taking
hold of the man’s hand, all the while being buffeted by rotor wash
and getting the occasional face-shot of kerosene-tinged jet fuel,
Swarr firmed his grip on the grab handle beside the open door.
Timing the move to coincide with the man launching himself off the
gunwale, Swarr leaned back and helped the man to pull himself into
the hovering helo.

With Cross now safely aboard and offering
Swarr a helping hand, they easily plucked Lopez and Cade from the
boat.

 


On the SAFE boat, Griff breathed a sigh of
relief when he saw the last of his teammates make it safely into
the H160. Steeling himself for what was to come, he parked the
throttle in Neutral, spun the wheel a half turn counterclockwise,
then bolted from the wheelhouse.

Having literally lost half a step since his
days running and gunning with DEVGRU, Griff was feeling a bit of
trepidation about what he was about to attempt. The boat spinning
slowly clockwise underfoot, he looped around front of the enclosed
cabin, quickly made his way to the bow, then planted a Salomon on
the rubber gunwale. Lifting his gaze skyward, he saw the hovering
helo. It was now a yard overhead and about a dozen feet off his
right shoulder. While it appeared to be drawing nearer, it was an
optical illusion, because it was the boat under him doing the
moving.

When the boat and helo had closed to within
spitting distance of each other, Griff thrust both arms up a la
Rocky Balboa atop the steps of the Philadelphia Museum of Art,
planted his right foot on the prow, and prayed he wasn’t going to
be swimming any time soon.

Griff felt hands crushing down on his wrists
and suddenly he was being hauled into the helo. Deposited roughly
face-down in the doorway, he caught sight of the top of the SAFE
boat’s antenna-studded wheelhouse as it was cutting the airspace
directly below the helo’s smooth underbelly. Sitting up, he found
the MP7’s sling by feel, spun the weapon around to the front, aimed
it at the SAFE boat’s air-filled starboard-side gunwale, and shot
it full of holes. When the slow rotation brought the boat’s port
side back into view, he emptied the remaining fifteen rounds into
the hull, just below the waterline.

 


In the H160’s left seat, watchful gaze never
leaving the tree line, Hooker said, “You’re all that and a bag of
chips, Rimshot. Spectacular flying, sir. We sure could have used
you in the Mog.”

Spinning the helo counterclockwise and
increasing power, Ari said, “I didn’t even have a license to drive
back then, H-Squared. Doubt I would have been an asset.”

“Hell,” said Hooker, “if you could pilot a
helo half as good back then as you do now, we would have welcomed
you into the fold.”

All business, Ari said, “We’re still on the
job. How’s the tree line looking?”

“Swarr and the boys nullified the threat,”
Hooker replied. “The mansion is a different story. It’s drawing a
lot of attention. Looks like local LE just joined the party.” He
grinned at Ari. “I suggest you keep her close to the drink until we
get back to hog town.”

“Roger that,” Ari said, halving the distance
to the river’s surface. In less than a minute its color had gone
from an inky black to that of molten lava. Scrolling by less than a
dozen feet below the helo, the vertigo effect one got from looking
at it was akin to running ashore against a receding surf.

Clapping Griff on the back, Cross said, “That
was some Cirque du Soleil shit. Didn’t think you had it in
you.”

“I didn’t think I had it in me,” Griff
said, flipping the bird at the rising sun. “And just like that,
there goes the in and out before daybreak.”

“Nobody foresaw a firefight with the Mexican
cartel,” Cade pointed out.

“All that and we come up with nothing,” Lopez
added.

“We got eight players off the field,” Cade
said. “And Seven Fingers is feeding the fish. Not too bad for a
day’s work.”

“I’m praying we get some intel from the
phones,” Griff said. “If not, we’re right back to square one:
playing defense against a team whose bench could go very deep.”

“Let’s focus on the Hendrix Twins,” Cade
said. “We get one of them … and break him—”

“We’ll still be watching our sixes from now
until eternity,” Lopez interrupted. “The floodgates are open.” He
pointed to the riverbank flitting by. Assembled there on the
Mexican side, numerous colorful rafts bobbing at the river’s edge,
was a group of crossers fifty strong.

Over the ship-wide comms, Ari said, “Cleared
to return to DRT. Five mikes until wheels down.”

Cross looked to Cade. “I got one hog on this
side, and one or two in the trees. How many did you get?” he
deadpanned.

Cade said nothing. He was already
decompressing. Thinking about his girls and mulling over
contingencies should the evidence collected from the Simoom members
not pan out. Sleep when you can. He closed his eyes, the question
unanswered.

“I got six,” Swarr put in. “That I know
of.”

“Just the one upstairs in the boat house,”
Griff said. “He looked to Cross. “We can split it if you want.”

While Cross was shaking his head and telling
Griff to count Umran Akbar as his kill, Lopez held up one hand,
fingers and thumb splayed, and said, “I put five down.”

“Outstanding,” Hooker said, his voice
infiltrating everyone’s headsets. “That’s a good start. Now”—he
swiveled around in his seat and regarded the men in the cabin
behind him—“who wants to hear some jokes?”

Heads wagged and Lopez flashed a
thumbs-down.

“Let’s play the silent game,” Griff
offered.

“Second that,” Cross piled on, making like he
was zipping his lips.

Eyes closed and on the verge of sleep, Cade
raised a thumb, held it upright for a second, then slowly turned it
down.

Message received. Hooker returned his
attention to things having to do with getting them back to the
airport.

 


Del Rio International Airport

 


Twenty minutes after watching the SAFE boat
take on water and start to slip from view, an exhausted Cade
Grayson was aboard the 7500 and stowing his gear and weapons for
takeoff. He plopped down on a leather seat and peered out the
window. Bathed in the orange light of the rising sun, the H160
quickly morphed back to its usual coal black as Cross and Swarr
pushed it from the apron and maneuvered it into the darkened
hangar, where they left it front and center for the maintainers
Swarr had summoned before landing. Seems there were a few bullet
holes in the fuselage that needed attention.

Across the aisle, having been the first one
to board the borrowed Pristine Air bird, Griff was barefoot, fully
reclined in his seat, and struggling to transition his balaclava
from his neck to his eyes.

“Try this, Frogman.” Lopez was leaning over
the seat, his face looming over Griff’s. In his hands was a black
facemask emblazoned with Pristine Air. “You should see what’s
stocked in the stewardess closet. Pristine Air face scrub. Pristine
Air hand lotion. Pristine Air—”

“I get it. I get it,” replied Griff,
snatching the mask from the former CAG guy. “We’re aboard a flying
day spa. I can wait until we’re back at Cade’s crib. A proper
shower is what I really need. A real hot one, at that.” It was the
one luxury he would never tire of. Nor would he ever take hot
running water for granted. The weeks in BUD/S, though the Pacific
at Coronado wasn’t unbearable, the constant in and out of the
pounding surf and all the rolling around in cold sand, had a way of
elevating the simplest of creature comforts to a high pedestal.
Parking the mask on his forehead, he said to Lopez, “You better get
one, too. A little beauty sleep would do you good.”

Lopez had already inspected his face in the
bathroom mirror. All the sweating had left plastered to his head
his already short black hair. It had taken on the shape of the
low-profile helmet he’d been wearing the duration of the mission.
Accentuated by the dirt worked into them, his wrinkles had become
thick dark lines that aged him a decade.

“You’re the one got hit by the ugly stick,”
Lopez shot back. “Looking like a mini version of that dude in Game
of Thrones who had a hard-on for the big lady knight.”

Just setting foot in the cabin, Cross said,
“Griff couldn’t handle Brienne of Tarth. She’d break him in two.”
He closed the door behind him, then staked out a seat behind Cade.
“Pretty productive twenty-four, don’t you think, Captain?”

Cade had taken out his phone and was reading
a secure message from Desantos. “We got a lot done,” he said.
“Would have been better if we’d have been able to squeeze Basim for
info.”

Cross removed his helmet and threw it on a
seat. Shrugging off his ruck, he said, “He wouldn’t have talked.
These guys would bite off their tongues before talking to the
infidel.”

“True story,” Griff put in. “I’ve seen it.
Must be a special section on it in the tango handbook.”

“Impossible,” Lopez said, even as he was
moving his tongue around in his mouth to test out the theory.

Cade held his phone aloft for all to see.
Changing the subject, he said, “The Phoenix New Times already has a
story up on their website about the pop-up brothel. They’re
attributing the hit to a dispute between rival factions of the Tres
Familias cartel. Says it was corroborated by a PPD veteran named
Cox who had been ambushed and overpowered by cartel soldiers while
he was manning a roadblock.”

“He took your advice,” said Cross. “Smart
man.”

“Any news on the phones and weapon we took
from the Crossroads?” asked Lopez.

“Desantos had his people run the serial
numbers,” answered Cade. “And lo and behold they’re all from the
same lot purchased with DoD funds.” He paused and looked around the
cabin. “The phones recently went missing from a secure storeroom at
Fort Hood. Like we thought: Someone on the inside is helping
Simoom.”

Tongue still intact, Lopez said, “Stealing
traceable phones and doing nothing to conceal the crime is not just
sloppy, it’s pure hubris.” He cocked his head so he could make eye
contact with Cade. “What about the Berettas and NODs?”

“They all traced back to an Agency safe house
in Kabul,” Cade growled.

“Good thing the fuckers can’t drive from
there to here,” Griff said. “If so, we’d be seeing MRAPs on
American streets. I’m being facetious, of course. However, if there
are more hit teams out there, the playing field just tilted away
from us a bit.”

“Might have to change tactics,” Lopez
said.

The 7500’s engines fired to life. In no time,
the bird was taxiing away from the Aporkalypse Now hangar.

“Anyone see Munich?” Cade asked. Heads nodded
all around. “We get this last cell rolled up,” he added, “we take
out the Hendrix brothers and whoever else came over with them … I’m
going for the head of the snake.” He hadn’t noticed that the jet
had swung onto the runway.

“More like heads of the snakes … plural,”
Cross said. “We got a Hydra thing going on here. Only our version
of Blofeld is connected to the highest levels in government.”

Ari came on over the PA. “We’re cleared for
takeoff. Hold onto your nuts and cocktails.”

The conversation ceased as the Pristine Air
bird rumbled down the runway, quickly picking up speed and lifting
into the early morning sky.

Feeling the landing gear stowing away in the
fuselage somewhere underneath his feet, Cade said, “We have less
than a week until the cells are to go operational. I think we play
it as if the Hendrix Twins think it’s still business as usual.
Unless there are check-ins scheduled, which I highly doubt, the
remaining cell won’t know they’re on their own until it’s too late.
Desantos said Slate’s people got a handle on all the SIM cards from
the lot the phones came from. Don’t ask me how they’re going to
monitor them, but they say they are able to.”

“The arcane arts of the pointy heads,” Griff
quipped. “Best just to believe and accept the intel when it
comes.”

The jet banked left as it continued to climb.
Wispy clouds flitted by the left wing. When the bird finally
leveled off, the rising sun now off the right wing, Cade said,
“From here on out we’re going to need to stay in a ready-five
status. Treat this like a ready-five situation and jump into action
the second we receive a report of a hit on one of their
phones.”

Griff was breaking down his MP7. Looking up
from the task, he said, “Consider my schedule cleared.”

“I’m not looking forward to going home to
what most likely will be an empty house,” Cross added with a
nervous laugh. “You might as well count me in, too.”

Lopez opened his eyes and fixed Cade with a
hard stare. “I’m in, amigo. Let’s finish what we started, then go
have a cold one.”

 



Chapter 29

 


The Grayson Home

 


Portland, Oregon

 


Friday, September 10, 2021

 


“Francis Griffin!” Brook bellowed from
upstairs. “You left the toilet seat up again!”

Sitting on a barstool and bellied up to the
marble island in the middle of the woman’s kitchen, Griff fixed his
gaze on Lopez, shook his head sullenly, and bellowed back, “Lopez
was last one in there!”

On a barstool across from Griff, Lopez held
up both middle fingers. “Narc,” he whispered. “Now Mrs. Grayson is
going to bar me from using the good bathroom.” By “good
bathroom” he meant the one off the upstairs landing that Raven used
to call her own. Though it still had all the trappings of a teen’s
personal space—multiple types of facial scrub, bath bombs in all
the colors of the rainbow, and a shower curtain with a Japanese
anime theme—it was much better to drop a deuce in than the tiny
powder room downstairs. The fan in that one was woefully
inadequate. When someone did take a dump in there, the entire
downstairs was subjected to the aftereffect once the door was
opened. Word was that the only forbidden bathroom in the house, the
one accessed through Brook and Cade’s upstairs bedroom, was
spa-like and spacious. Griff had never set eyes on it, let alone
had its existence verified by the man and woman of the house.

In the master bathroom, running a disposable
razor over his scalp, Cade smiled and bowed his head. The boys had
been putting his wife through the ringer—mentally and
physically—since their arrival a week prior. She was resilient,
though, giving as good as she got. And though she’d never been in a
frat house in her life, on more than one occasion Cade had heard
her refer to this past week as her frat house experience. He
had to hand it to her: Take away the weapons and tactical gear
placed strategically throughout the house, both downstairs and up,
and the place did exude an Animal House vibe.

He had put away his shaving kit and was
inspecting his handiwork—no nicks oozing blood, just a couple of
abrasions where he had struggled to shave around his ears—when he
felt the TyrLink smartphone vibrating in his pocket. Taking his
time, he dried off his head and shrugged on a black tee shirt. When
he finally fished the phone out and thumbed it to life, he liked
what he saw. Still, after what had happened the day before, he
opened the Spade app and got into the meat of the message.

Simultaneous to Cade’s phone receiving the
alert, downstairs, the three identical smartphones sitting on the
marble island in front of the rest of the Pale Riders team came to
life, jitterbugging across the smooth stone as the three men stared
down at them with the same indifference Cade had first
harbored.

The prior day, an almost identical scene—the
entire team crowded around the marble island, eating Blind Onion
pizza straight out of the box and waiting for something, anything
to happen—all four of their phones jolted to life. It was the first
time in six days anyone had received an incoming message, let alone
a SITREP from Desantos. But it had been a false alarm, the phones
all receiving a second message even as Cade was reading the first
out loud to the suddenly reinvigorated Pale Riders team.

The almost immediate standdown order wasn’t
taken lightly, with Griff pounding his fist on the stone, and Cross
and Lopez simply looking at the ceiling and, both channeling their
inner sailor, cursing Mr. Murphy in a rather imaginative and
colorful manner. If Raven had been present, no doubt Brook would
have materialized with a couple of bars of soap and instructions on
how she wanted them utilized.

Cade, on the other hand, had taken the news a
little harder. It was his home they were holed up in. His family in
the line of fire. Getting ahold of Raven and learning that the only
change in her situation up north had been of the wardrobe
variety—the two people watching her apartment disappearing
momentarily the day before, only to return dressed as a surveying
crew—helped bring him back down. After the resounding success the
team had had in culling the cells, all in the span of forty-eight
hours and spread out over two different states, he was champing at
the bit to get out in the wild and take the fight to the enemy.

Having read the full message from Desantos
two times, Cade pocketed the phone and sprinted for the stairs.
Taking the stairs two at a time, he tried to conjure an image of
the strip club the pair of cellular pings had originated from. It
had been at least a decade since he’d set foot in a place such as
Feisty’s and that had been under duress, during a bachelor party
for one of the two men currently staking out Raven’s apartment.
Since he didn’t frequent that part of inner Southeast Portland,
he’d have to play it by ear and call an audible if need be. There
just wasn’t time to pull the place up on Google Maps and utilize
the overheads and Street View to spool up an op plan.

“Code word, Irene,” he said, snatching his
Trail Blazers cap off the coat tree. While the word hadn’t been
agreed upon ahead of time, every one of the Pale Riders had seen
Black Hawk Down numerous times and would know exactly what
he meant by saying it. It was go-time. No false alarms. This was
the real deal.

Rising from his stool, Griff said, “You sure?
The cell hit isn’t moving again?”

“Nope,” Cade said. “It’s stationary.
Desantos’ people triangulated it to a strip club about two and a
half miles from here.” He looked to Cross. “Kit up. You and Griff
follow me.” With a gesture to Lopez, he indicated he wanted his
longtime friend to go low profile—pistol and armor, but nothing
else. “I need you to be able to blend in on the street and hang out
as close to the club as possible.”

“He doesn’t need to change a thing,” Griff
said. “The way Lowrider dresses, he fits right in with Portland’s
homeless-chic look.”

“I’m riding with the frogmen?”

Cade shook his head. “You come with me. I’ll
drop you a block or two from the club. Let’s all pray the person
with the phone isn’t Oscar Mike before we can get there.”

Brook entered the kitchen, a look of
incredulity on her face. “Is this for real? The signal isn’t
moving?”

“No,” Cade said, grabbing her by the
shoulders. “It’s happening.” He kissed her on the forehead. “This
could be a diversion, for all we know. I need you to stay frosty.
Okay?”

She lifted her denim shirt, revealing the
butt of the Glock in the kidney holster clipped to her waistband.
“I’ll give more than I get.”

With the rest of the team filing into the
garage, Cade looked Brook in the eyes. “Get to high ground and stay
there. Pull the camera feeds up on the iPad and watch something on
TV. I’ll call when I can.”

She said, “Okay. But promise me one
thing.”

Cade shot her a questioning look.

“Make sure you come home. Raven needs her
dad”—she kissed him hard on the mouth—“and I need a husband.”

“Affirmative,” was all he could come up with
on short notice. Grabbing his ruck off the floor by the door and a
dark windbreaker from the closet, he slipped into the garage,
closing the door at his back and beginning the process of stuffing
away anything and everything of emotional value that could get in
the way of him thinking prior to acting. It was an imaginary
lockbox in his chest whose seal rarely, if ever, was breached
during a mission.

Holding the Raptor’s speed to no more than
five miles per hour above the posted limit, Cade drove them to the
strip club. The entire way the other half of the team in the green
Bronco stayed several car lengths behind.

Arriving at Feisty’s, Cade passed it by,
staying westbound on Morrison but cutting his speed considerably.
He flicked his gaze to the rearview just in time to see Cross
pulling the Bronco to the curb half a block east of the club,
parking the hard-to-miss vehicle in the shadow of a two-story
brownstone. Continuing on to 7th Avenue, three blocks west of
Feisty’s, Cade hung a right, then quickly pulled to the curb, where
he let Lopez exit the vehicle.

“Just observe,” he said to the operator as he
closed the door. “Only come inside if I call a prairie fire.” It
was code for I’m in imminent danger of being captured.

“Copy that,” Lopez said as he about-faced and
headed back toward Morrison.

Cade sped around the block, all the while on
the comms with Griff, the Bravo Team lead, and reviewing the plan
and contingencies should things go sideways. Making it to Feisty’s
rear lot, he entered from 10th Avenue. Spotting a couple in a red
Camaro who were in the middle of a transaction that could only be
sexual in nature, he nosed the Raptor into an empty spot furthest
from them.

 


In the Bronco, parked on Morrison and facing
west, Griff was watching it all unfold. He saw Cade disable the
dome light and exit the pickup. He also watched as he removed his
earbud and dropped it into a pocket. What he didn’t see, which was
a good thing, was the imprint of the Glock that he knew was in a
holster tucked into the operator’s waistband. But what worried
Griff most as Cade traversed the sidewalk in front of Feisty’s and
paused briefly before the club’s formidable front door, was Alpha
Lead coming up against a strong security presence once inside the
club. It was still early on a Friday night, and the lot was half
empty. Consensus was that security would be beefed up later in the
evening and then fortified to the max between midnight and closing
time. Still, if the man—or woman—currently on the door wasn’t
accommodating to a person without vax papers, or if they insisted
on a wand search and discovered Cade’s polymer pistol, Bravo Team
would leave their weapons behind, bullshit their way into the club
one at a time, and conduct the covert search for the target. It was
just one of a trio of contingencies that had just been hammered out
between the two teams over their shared comms.

“Alpha Two, Bravo Lead,” Griff called. “Alpha
Lead is inside. How copy?”

Across Morrison from Feisty’s, standing
before one of a trio of huge plate glass windows fronting a
business concern that appeared to be equal parts bowling alley and
video game arcade, all wrapped around a swanky bar and restaurant,
was Lopez. He guessed the place catered mainly to millennials.
Hearing the SITREP in his ear and seeing in the window the
reflection of the door closing behind Alpha Lead, he responded,
saying, “Good copy. I have eyes on the south door and parking lot.
Alpha Two standing by.”

Griff scowled at Cross. “I don’t like Wyatt
going in solo. We should have gone in all together. Make like it’s
a bachelor party. You know, like in The Hangover.”

“The four of us together look nothing like
those doofuses,” Cross pointed out. “At least most of us don’t. I
do think you could pull off that ginger dude.”

“Alan Garner?” Griff scoffed, tugging on his
beard. “While I do go lone wolf on occasion, I look nothing
like him.”

Cross gestured at the lot. The man and
platinum blonde were just stepping from the Camaro. “Another
satisfied customer,” Griff put in as he watched them part ways, her
disappearing around the rear of Feisty’s, him removing a wedge
holding open the door facing the lot and slipping surreptitiously
into the club.

Griff and Cross both went quiet, lost in
their own thoughts, the former directing his undivided attention on
the club while the latter kept an eye on their six.

 


***

 


Fifteen minutes after watching Cade enter
Feisty’s through the front door, Griff and Cross saw him exit
through the door facing the lot. Adopting a nonchalant pace, Cade
looped around the clutch of motorcycles parked nearby, drew his
Glock, and pressed it to his thigh. Angling for the Raptor, he took
the earbud from his pocket and stuffed it into his ear.

“Alpha Lead, Bravo Lead,” Griff radioed.
“SITREP?”

The radio remained silent as the Raptor’s
horn chirped and its running lights flashed once.

“Alpha Two, Alpha Lead,” Cade finally said
over the comms. “Proceed to the lot west of the bowling alley. I’ll
meet you there.” There was a brief pause while Griff and Cross
watched the Raptor pull slowly from the lot, signal a right turn,
then drive diagonally across Morrison. At the same time, Lopez
responded to Cade’s order with a clipped, “Copy that. Alpha Two on
the move.”

As abruptly as the radio had gone silent, it
came alive again, with Cade saying, “Bravo Team stand by. Keep an
eye on the bowling alley. Watch for squirters.”

 


On the move and nearing the west end of the
bowling alley, near where the Raptor had just driven onto the
adjoining lot, Lopez reentered the conversation. “Alpha Lead, Alpha
Two. SITREP?”

“Alpha Lead, here. Be advised: One of the
Hendrix twins is off the field,” Cade came back. “He’s dead in the
men’s room. I have his comms. I passed the bouncer on the way out.
He was heading for the bathrooms. This area is known for a strong
drug trade. No doubt the businesses around here are used to users
overdosing in their establishments. When the bouncer goes in and
sees Hendrix’s unmoving feet, he’ll be beholden to offer a welfare
check. When he does and finds the body, this place will soon be
crawling with LE.”

Griff broke in. “Alpha Team, Bravo Lead.
Which Hendrix twin did you off?”

“No idea,” Cade replied. “They look alike.
And I didn’t off him. He did it for me by biting off a good chunk
of his tongue and swallowing it. Good news is that he was carrying
a key card for a motel a mile north of here.”

“How’s the bowling alley fit in?” Griff
asked.

“The Twin had on bowling shoes,” Cade came
back. “Which leads me to think, even as hard as it is to believe,
that the rest of the cell is … bowling.”

Griff caught Cross looking at him. It was
obvious the sitting and waiting for direction was grating on him.
Acting on the cue, Griff said, “Alpha Lead, Bravo Lead. If you’re
calling an audible … what’s our play?”

Cade said, “It all depends upon what I find
when I get inside.” The radio went silent for a beat. “If they are
in there,” he continued, “sooner or later they’re going to wonder
where their friend is and go looking for him.”

In the Bronco, Cross nodded toward Feisty’s.
The side door had just swung open. People were beginning to spill
into the lot. Included in the throng, which consisted mostly of
patrons, was the bartender and a trio of scantily clad dancers.
Lastly, a large man in slacks and vest who had to be the bouncer
pushed through the crowd. He was pressing a phone to one ear. Head
on a swivel, eyes darting about, the bouncer’s mouth never stopped
moving as he walked to the sidewalk bordering 10th Street.

Cross relayed to Cade what he was seeing. “If
you’re going bowling,” he added, “you better make it quick. Because
it’s about to get real hot across the street.”

Cade made no reply. He was watching Lopez
approach the Raptor from his side. He elbowed open his door, then
urged Lopez to trade him places. As the man got situated behind the
wheel, adjusting the seat and mirrors, Cade was giving him the
Cliffs Notes version of what he was going to do and what he wanted
the team to do should he be inside the bowling alley for more than
fifteen minutes. Before striking off for Grand Central Bowl’s main
entrance, he handed over the phone, the hotel business card, and
the room keycard he’d lifted off the dead Hendrix twin.

 


Cade pushed into the bowling alley, mask
covering his nose and mouth, hat pulled down low. He was gambling
that if he encountered any of the cell members, he wouldn’t be
recognized.

The place was like a Dave and
Buster’s, but on LSD. There was neon everywhere. On the far
wall was a mural consisting of planets, celestial bodies, aliens,
and their spaceships. Black lights cast the mural in an eerie
glow.

The sunken section of the building to Cade’s
right contained the bowling lanes. He counted a dozen, less than
half of them occupied. A few lanes in were a family of four. The
two young boys were standing and waiting on the ball return to spit
out a bowling ball. The parents were seated at the scoring table,
arms crossed, and directing glares at the opposite end of the
building, where a raucous party of ten or so, all men, their
clothing also aglow thanks to the black lights, were engaged in a
beer-chugging contest. It was a bachelor party, the pair of
inflatable sex dolls watching the action with blank open-mouthed
stares the dead giveaway. Then there was the man with a bowling
ball attached to his ankle by a length of chain. He was the groom
and was in the catbird seat: flanked by the blowup dolls and
drinking beer straight from a pitcher all his own.

Cade had a feeling he was witnessing the
party before the real party that was most likely slated to
take place later at Feisty’s. Sadly, the groom-to-be and his
provocateurs were going to be disappointed. In his mind’s eye, he
saw arriving officers cordoning off the strip club and its lot with
yellow crime-scene tape.

Occupying a lane equidistant to the family
and stag party were two men. In-country they would be classified as
fighting-age males. Both sported bushy black beards and wore
dark-colored Adidas tracksuits. They were idle, sitting on the
wraparound bench, arms crossed and with their feet kicked up on the
low table in front of them. Frozen on the overhead monitor were the
scores of the last game in which J had edged out M by
a handful of pins. That there was no third or fourth initial
troubled Cade.

Jalil and Mohamed, he thought. The
initials matched the first names of two of the four members in the
Hendrix cell, but the only living Hendrix Twin was nowhere to be
found.

Sandwiched between the wraparound seats and
computer scoring stations fronting each lane on the right, and the
built-in wooden racks filled with colorful house bowling balls to
the left, was a yard-wide walkway. It ran the entire length of the
building and was accessed by short stacks of stairs that
interrupted the run of ball racks every twenty feet or so. Ignoring
the attendant behind the chest-high counter on his left, Cade went
right, taking the nearest stairs down to the walkway, where he hung
an immediate left.

He walked slowly, head on a swivel and
pretending to look for a suitable ball. As he passed behind the
lane occupied by the family, the fortysomething man he presumed was
the father to the kids saw Cade’s Blazer’s cap and gave him a
thumbs-up. “Hope this year is the one,” said the dad, his words a
bit garbled thanks to the N95 mask sucked tight to his face.

Without making direct eye contact, Cade
reciprocated the gesture and kept walking, picking up his pace
until he was coming to the lane occupied by J and M. He stole a
quick glance at the floor beneath the interconnected seats and saw
two pairs of Diodora sneakers and a single pair of new-looking
Huarache sandals.

Expecting to see four pairs of shoes, Cade
stopped behind the seats and selected a Day-Glo green ball from the
rack. He turned toward the lanes and hefted the ball, swinging it
pendulum-like once or twice as if he were testing it for weight.
Nothing he saw on the wraparound benches or on the glass scoring
table led him to believe there was a fourth cell member in the
building.

As Cade turned to replace the bowling ball,
one of the men kicked his feet off the table and rose. Pacing
between the seating area and the lane’s foul line, the man pulled a
smartphone from a pocket and passed it from one hand to the other
and back again. The pacing never stopped. The phone juggling
continued for a few seconds. It was obvious to Cade the man was
wrestling with a weighty decision. And Cade had a feeling it had to
do with breaking protocol and using the phone to call and see when
the missing Hendrix Twin would be returning. Cade didn’t blame J or
M—whichever of the initials applied to the pacer—because the
bachelor party attendees were getting on his nerves, too, and he’d
only been within earshot of them for less than a minute.

Finally, the man returned to his seat, sat
down slowly, and stripped off his mask. Speaking softly in Arabic,
he said, “It’s been more than thirty minutes, brother. I’m worried.
Should we call Akim?”

The other man shook his head vehemently. Also
speaking Arabic, he said, “Farhan forbids us to use the phones
until he says we can use the phones. Doing so early is a sign of
weakness. Patience, my brother. We give Akim five more minutes to
enjoy the sins of the flesh. If he doesn’t return, we follow
protocol.”

The man without the mask shot a skeptical
look at the other man. “If it is God’s will,” he said, slipping the
mask back over his face. “We will wait.”

That was all Cade needed to hear. Whether the
cell members had arrived at the bowling alley on foot, as
passengers in a rideshare car, or had their own rental car in the
lot out front, would be revealed shortly. Already he had worked up
a plan that had the team watching the building’s two entrances
until Jalil and Mohamed tired of waiting. The terrorists’ actions
when they showed their faces would dictate the team’s reaction.

Cade looked at his watch. Noted the time.
Roughly four minutes and change to share his plan and get in place
before the cell members emerged. About-facing in the aisle, he
selected a different ball from the rack and began retracing his
steps to the front entry. When he stashed the bowling ball in an
empty space on the ball storage rack closest to the door, the two
men were seated and busy swapping their rental shoes for the
Diodora sneakers.

 


Two minutes after eavesdropping on the
conversation, Cade was in the Raptor’s passenger seat, gaze locked
on the double doors he’d just come through. Next to him, Lopez was
eyeing the smartphone Cade had handed him before leaving to recon
the bowling alley. “What’s the passcode?” he asked.

“I have no idea. The man was in no shape to
divulge it,” Cade said. “But this will work.” Digging into a
pocket, he came out with the man’s severed thumb, held it up for
Lopez to see, then dropped it into his friend’s upturned palm.

Lopez started but didn’t drop the clammy
digit. “Could have warned a guy,” he said, pressing the thumb to
the phone’s fingerprint reader. “Who do you want me to call? And
don’t say the Ghost Busters.”

Ignoring the quip, Cade said, “Pull up the
guy’s contacts and look for Mohamed or Jalil.”

“Got three listed under Mohamed. There’s just
one Jalil.”

“Call Jalil.”

“And what do you want me to say if he picks
up?”

“Something that gets them both going back to
the hotel. Best to keep it brief. And vague.” Cade paused for a
second, thinking. “Say it in a whisper so they think you’re calling
under duress.”

Lopez selected Jalil and initiated the
call.

 



Chapter 30

 


Lopez had put the dead terrorist’s smartphone
on Speaker mode. He’d just dialed the contact called Jalil and was
staring across the Raptor’s cab at Cade. After three rings the call
was picked up. A heavily accented male voice said, “Yes, Akim. What
is it?”

Whispering in Arabic, Lopez said, “Everything
is okay, Jalil … but you must return without me,” then abruptly
ended the call. To Cade, he said, “You killed Akim.” He paused to
let it sink in. “That means Farhan is the surviving Hendrix Twin.
Question is, do you think Jalil bought it?”

“We’ll know soon enough,” replied Cade. A
beat later, in his ear, he heard Griff telling him that two men
fitting Mohamed and Jalil’s descriptions had just exited the
bowling alley through the north-facing doors. “They’re heading your
way,” he continued. “And they’re side-eying the club. First
responders just arrived and are putting up tape.”

Cade said, “They’re on the move because Lopez
called their phone.”

“Whatever he said has those boys spooked,”
Griff replied.

Cade repeated verbatim to Griff what Lopez
had said. “Start your engine and stand by,” he went on, craning to
see the corner of the building where the men were likely to appear.
“Once we have a handle on our bowlers’ next move, I’m going to have
you two go ahead and stake out the motel.”

Lopez said, “Here they are,” and sunk low in
his seat.

“I’ve got eyes on,” Cade said, then continued
providing a play-by-play over the comms. “They’re not placing any
calls.” He slouched down in his seat and watched as the men paused
on the sidewalk. They were rooted in place, their attention focused
on the strip club up the street. Cade imagined they were debating
what could have warranted the abrupt phone call and drawn the
paramedics and half a dozen police cruisers to the club they had to
assume Akim had just fled from. Did he murder a stripper? Did the
bartender accidentally serve him alcohol and pay for it with his
life? Did one of the patrons somehow insult the hot-tempered cell
leader and pay for it in blood? From what Cade knew of Akim, he
could see any of those scenarios playing out inside of Feisty’s.
And there was no reason to believe Mohamed and Jalil should be
thinking differently.

The terrorists watched with rapt attention,
breaking away only when the bachelor party spilled from the bowling
alley and crowded around them on the sidewalk, blatantly passing
the dolls around and giving them exaggerated hip thrusts.

Disgusted, Jalil and Mohamed backed away from
the throng, then passed directly in front of the Raptor. They were
both on the small side, their heads barely breaking the plane of
the pickup’s broad hood.

Once the pair was almost to the sidewalk,
Lopez fired the Raptor’s engine. Grimacing, he said, “Damn it.
They’re going away from the hotel.”

“They’ll double back,” Cade said confidently.
“It’s what I’d do. When they commit to one direction, I want you to
get us moving. If they decide to go west, since Belmont is one way,
Cross will have to pick them up and tail them until you bring the
truck around. If they break east, we can set Cross and Griff free
to go to the motel.”

Jalil and Mohamed reached the sidewalk,
paused there for a beat, then struck off westbound on Belmont. Cade
and Lopez remained in the Raptor, its engine thrumming under the
hood, until Griff called and said they had the pair under
surveillance. During the three minutes Cade and Lopez had been in
the dark, the terrorists had walked down Belmont to 7th Avenue,
hung a right, and continued northbound.

Moments after Griff reported back to Cade,
Cross pulled the Bronco into the gas station on the corner where
Lopez had been dropped off, parked out of the way of the pump
lanes, and pretended to talk into his phone.

Lopez looked to Cade. “Now?”

“Let’s wait until we know if they’re going to
be sticking to 7th Street, which eventually turns into Sandy
Boulevard, or if they’re going to swing back east and stick to the
side streets all the way to the motel.”

“Is it a motel or hotel?”

“They call it a hotel,” Cade answered.
“But it’s really an old motel. It’s got a motor court like the
Crossroads. Doors open to covered outdoor walkways. The place is
about half the size of the Crossroads.”

“I assume the keycard you took off of Akim
did not have a room number on it.”

“Affirmative,” Cade said. “Just the name of
the place.”

“How’s Bravo going to know which room Farhan
and the gang is staying in?”

“I’m confident they’ll figure it out.”

Griff was back on the comms. The reception
was iffy. Which was understandable. The miniature radios were at
about the edge of their range. The two- and three-story brick
buildings crowding the periphery of the industrial area north of
Feisty’s didn’t help matters. He said, “They went one block north,
then they turned east on Alder. They’re about a half a block in and
acting wary. Heads on a swivel. Stopping now and then to look and
listen. No doubt they’re worried about the whereabouts of their
boy. So far, their phones haven’t made an appearance.”

Perfect, thought Cade. He said, “Alder
will take them by the back side of Feisty’s. They’ll stop and
look.” To Lopez, he said, “Take me two blocks north of the club.”
He pointed at the navigation pane. “Insert me right here. Corner of
10th and Washington.”

“You going to pick them up and tail them the
rest of the way to the Mercury on foot?”

“Depends on what Bravo finds when they get to
the motel,” answered Cade. “Let’s move.” He hailed the other team,
told them to monitor their phones for incoming messages, then
released them to continue to the Mercury. He figured with Jalil and
Mohamed moving at a snail’s pace, and that they would likely spend
some time watching the action outside of Feisty’s, Cross and Griff
would have a fifteen-to-twenty-minute window in which to get to the
motel, set up shop, and begin surveilling the place. Whether they
would find a spot to park in the motor court, or if they would have
to park on the street and go in on foot, didn’t really matter. The
main objective was to keep Farhan from getting away if he got
spooked and decided to rabbit.

Lopez drove a block south of Grand Central
Bowl, then swung back around west and picked them up moving north
on 7th Avenue—the street with the gas station on the corner.

When 7th shot off diagonally north by east
and became Sandy Boulevard, Lopez slowed the Raptor to a crawl and
turned right onto Washington.

For three straight blocks, Sandy Boulevard to
10th Avenue, tents and cardboard domiciles dominated the sidewalk
on both sides of the unlined street. The curbs were crowded by cars
and SUVs, most of them hemmed in by trash and bicycle parts, some
sans their wheels and perched on cement blocks. Working
streetlights were few and far between.

“Let me out here,” Cade urged.

“We’re still a block short of 10th.”

“Calling an audible,” said Cade. “I need to
see a guy about a change of wardrobe.” He dropped his Blazers cap
in the footwell, dug into the center console, and came out with the
suppressor for his Glock and the Gerber dagger. Stuffing both items
into his jacket pocket, he said, “I may decide to follow them on
foot. You push ahead but keep out of sight. And try to stay within
comms range.”

Lopez nodded. “Stay frosty, Wyatt. Those
hombres can be unpredictable.”

“Copy that,” said Cade, elbowing open his
door. He stepped to the street, closed the door at his back, then
made a quick visual sweep of his surroundings.

With Lopez cranking a one-eighty in the
intersection behind Cade and speeding off toward Sandy, Cade struck
off across the street, both hands in the air and trying to get the
attention of an African American man kicked back on what looked
like bench seats ripped out of a minivan.

“A hundred bucks for the sweater,” Cade
offered.

The man perked up. He looked to be in his
late fifties or early sixties. On his head was an Operation Desert
Storm ball cap, the brim perfectly shaped. Unlike the sweater, it
was clean. Probably a prized possession. “Sheeeit,” said the man,
displaying a mouth full of perfectly straight teeth. “I’ll give you
my pants, too, for that price.”

Keeping his hands in a position of mock
surrender, Cade said, “Just need the cardigan. You can have my
windbreaker if it suits you.”

“Sho, I’ll take it,” said the man. “Percy
never looks a gift horse in the mouth.” He cocked his head.
“Running from the law?”

As Cade stripped off the jacket,
surreptitiously transferring the suppressor and dagger into his
pant pocket, he ignored the man’s question. Instead, he commented
on the hat. “Desert Storm, eh? Thanks for your service.”

“I was a tanker … Seventy-Three Easting, my
claim to fame. It was all downhill from there. I curse the Bushies
every morning upon waking.”

Cade handed over the windbreaker.

Percy took the offering. Studied it for a
second, then shrugged. Cocking an eye at Cade, he said, “If you
don’t want to answer the obvious question … I’m gonna try another
angle of attack.” He slipped an arm in the jacket. Smiled when he
found it to be a perfect fit. “What’s a white fella like yourself
doing out here on a Friday night? You got clean nails, a fresh
shave, and you carry yourself like someone who has been there and
done that.”

“Just passing through.” Cade reached in his
pant pocket and peeled a single bill from the wad he had relieved
Akim of. Handing the hundred over, he took the cardigan. It was pea
green and well worn, both sleeves frayed at the ends. When he
shrugged it on, something heavy in one pocket banged against his
hip.

Sticking a hand in the pocket, he felt
something smooth and shaped like a flask. Extracting the item, he
saw that it was a half-pint bottle of gin, two fingers of liquor
left in the bottom.

“I’ll take that,” Percy said, hand extended,
a look of wanting in his eye.

“Sell it to me for another hundred?”

A gleam in his eye, Percy kept his hand
extended. “Deal. And I’ll forget I ever saw you.”

Two minutes had slipped into the past between
Cade being dropped off and him continuing east on Washington. As he
walked, he spun the suppressor onto the Glock and tucked the pistol
into his waistband. The dagger he clipped to his hip on the right.
It was out of sight if he kept the cardigan buttoned. Stopping at
the corner of 10th Avenue, he looked south. The hypnotic strobe
emanating from light bars on parked ambulances and patrol cars cast
a small group of onlookers in their colorful spill.

Jalil and Mohamed stood at the edge of the
crowd, both in the middle of the street, the fluttering crime scene
tape the only thing separating them from the gurney being loaded
into the rear of the coroner’s van. There was no mistaking the
terrorists for anyone else. As they turned around and began
stalking north on 10th, the triple lines on their tracksuits
glowing white and undulating strangely with each step, one of them
pulled a phone from a pocket and started to tap away at its
illuminated screen.

Cat’s out of the bag, thought Cade as
he grabbed a handful of dirt from the base of a small tree that had
seen better days. He dirtied his pants, then ran his palms over his
cheeks and forehead. Now the only thing that would set him apart
from the people who’d taken over this stretch of inner eastside
Portland were his Salomons. As he struck off north, maintaining a
two-block lead on the terrorists, he contacted Lopez and requested
a SITREP.

Two blocks north and one east of Cade,
sitting in the darkened Raptor, its motor silenced, Lopez was just
signing off with Bravo Team. There had been no spots in the
Mercury’s cramped motor court. They had been forced to park the
Bronco on a trash-strewn side street a few blocks north of the
Mercury, on the opposite side of Burnside, where Cross insisted the
wheels and tires on his ride would be gone before they got across
the busy four-lane.

The operators had staked out spots twenty
yards apart from each other. Cross was at a bus stop at the curb,
where he had a clear view of the Mercury’s lobby and was within
arm’s reach of the parking lot entrance. Griff, phone pressed to an
ear and pretending to be on a business call, was leaning against a
compact EV parked at a charging station at the outside corner of
the motor court, where he could see the door to every room,
upstairs and down. He had been walking his gaze from door to door,
noting how they were all fitted with huge chalkboards, all of them
graffiti-covered, save for the one that suddenly hinged open. What
he saw next confirmed to him they were in the right spot. Though
the man who had just emerged was a bit thicker in the midsection
and fuller in the face, Griff was certain he was looking at Farhan
Wafi. The terrorist cell leader was speaking into a phone, the
guttural, raspy hisses of an Arabic dialect easy to discern, even
from Griff’s position in the semi-enclosed motor court.

Lopez put down the smartphone. Then, speaking
into the comms, he relayed it all to Cade, stressing that Griff had
eyes on Farhan.

“Tell Griff he cannot let Farhan leave,” Cade
said, his voice barely over a whisper. Adopting a limp, he slowed
his pace and began searching the empty parking lots and shadowy
alcoves for a place to wait and watch.

 


Mercury Motel

 


Disgusted, Farhan Wafi ended the call and
reentered the Norma Jean suite. Inside, under the disconcerting
gaze of an American Hollywood icon known for sleeping with a famous
baseball player and, as rumor had it, a sitting U.S. President,
Farhan made four additional calls, each one producing the same
result as he had encountered five minutes prior. Two entire cells
dark. Eight soldiers of Allah. And now, Akim was missing. Jalil had
said he felt in his gut the person who had called was pretending to
be Akim and that the real Akim was either the shrouded corpse on
the gurney or was responsible for the scene at the club and was now
incarcerated. Always the loose cannon, Farhan thought. It
was only a matter of time. And the timing could not have been
worse.

Long dead from an overdose in a Hollywood
bungalow, her pouty smile living on forever in the mural adorning
the entire wall in the large sitting room, the curvy woman seemed
to mock Akim, to ridicule him for relying on practices that had
worked in his home country, but, so far, seemed to be unsuccessful
in the land of the infidel.

Allah willing, with Jalil and Mohamed at his
side, he would make the infidel special operations soldier—the
leader of the team responsible for robbing him of years of
freedom—watch as his wife’s skin was peeled from her writhing body.
The man called Wyatt would be next, only he would be taken apart
piece by piece, strands of guitar cord, tightened ever so slowly,
taking the place of knife and bone saw.

He knew the infidels were at their home on
Boise Street. The drone he’d used to recon the home from hundreds
of feet in the air was in its box in the suite’s private bedroom.
The little green electric scooter he’d rented to take him to the
park he’d launched the drone from was downstairs, in the bushes,
with three more just like it. America is a strange place, he
thought. So much surveillance, yet very little law
enforcement. During the entire round trip he’d embarked upon
earlier today, five miles total, he had not seen a single patrol
car. Nor had he come upon a police roadblock. Keeping to the many
streets on which motor vehicles were forbidden had made the trip a
quick one.

Smiling at the prospect of binding the
Brooklyn woman in guitar wire, removing her nipples, and feeding
them to her husband—the infidel soldier who had killed or captured
scores of Al-Simoom’s finest warriors—he went back to sharpening
the slightly curved blade of the bone-handled Jambiya that had
already skinned alive more sinners than he could count.

 


***

 


Five minutes later, impatience getting the
better of Farhan, he texted Mohamed, asking for an update on their
progress. When the text went unanswered, he tried Jalil.
Nothing. Fearing the worst, that the remainder of his cell
was compromised, he strapped the knife to his belt, tucked a
Beretta pistol into his waistband, and then strode purposefully for
the door.

 


Cade had chosen a deep alcove that funneled
to the doorway of an auto parts distributor. He was sitting with
his back to the steel door and breathing air sullied with the
stench of urine when he heard the scuffing of rubber on cement. He
pulled the half-pint bottle from the cardigan pocket, unscrewed the
cap, then took a swig of the medicinal-tasting liquor. The
remainder he poured out over his chest. Finally, he wiped his
prints off the bottle and dropped it back into the pocket.

Leaning forward, cardigan wet and stinking of
booze, he used the glass face of his phone as a mirror. Angling it
just so, he detected movement on his side of 10th Avenue. It was
the terrorist duo, walking shoulder to shoulder, keeping a steady
pace, seemingly lost in their thoughts.

The men were still a dozen yards from Cade’s
position when one of them said in Arabic, “Why is Farhan not
worried about Akim’s disappearance?”

“Because his brother has always been
trouble,” replied the other man. “If it didn’t find him, he sought
it out.”

“What do you think of the other cells not
responding?”

The man stopped walking and turned to face
the other. “I don’t like it. God willing, the phones the colonel
provided were found to be missing and were bricked.”

“Bricked?”

“Rendered inoperable with a signal from
space.”

The man shook his head doubtfully, then fell
back into the same steady pace, arms swinging, head on a
swivel.

The pair were ten feet from the doorway when
Cade rose on wobbly legs. One hand on the wall, ostensibly to
steady himself, the other gripping the silenced pistol pressed hard
to his right leg, he groaned and exhaled sharply in the terrorists’
direction.

Stopping in front of the doorway, lip curling
into a sneer, the man who’d been skeptical of the bricked phone
explanation said, “Americans are all drunkards and druggies.” He
drew a black pistol from his waist.

Intercepting the pistol mid-swing, the other
man said, “It will draw attention. Use a knife.”

Shrugging, the man returned the pistol to
where he’d gotten it and drew a K-Bar fighting knife from somewhere
out of sight. Squaring up to Cade, the sneer widening, the man
raised the knife over his head.

In Arabic, Cade said, “What, no suicide
vest?” and shot the man in the face.

Overcome with rage, the unarmed man wrapped
an arm around his face-shot comrade, snatched the K-Bar mid-fall,
and took a clumsy backhanded swipe at Cade’s neck.

Though Cade was already stepping back when he
saw light glint off the blade and realized it was coming up and
around, with the two bodies crowding in on him in the enclosed
space there was little room left over for him to bring the pistol
to bear on J or M, whichever one of them now had possession of the
knife.

Jerking his head back quickly, Cade felt a
sharp sting as the K-Bar’s blade swept across his Adam’s apple. As
the momentum from the wild swipe left the terrorist off balance,
Cade yanked the Gerber from its sheath, parried the terrorist’s
feeble follow-on knife strike with the Glock’s suppressor, then,
looking the terrorist squarely in the eyes, drove six and a half
inches of tempered American steel into the man’s stomach. With all
his might, even going so far as to bend his knees and get up on the
balls of his feet for added leverage, Cade firmed his grip on the
Gerber, locked his wrist, and rose from the crouch. Abdominal
muscle was no match for the razor-sharp blade as it opened the
terrorist from navel to breastbone.

The face-shot man was just settling on the
ground, dead at Cade’s feet, when the second man, wearing a
surprised look, dropped the K-Bar and lowered his gaze. Mouth
frozen into a silent O, he watched in amazement as his entrails
slithered from the bloody, foot-long gash, only to coil snake-like
on his fellow jihadi’s upturned face.

Cade dumped the disemboweled man at his feet
and watched him die. Ninety long seconds during which the
terrorist’s blood-slicked hands clenched and unclenched and his
tennis-shoe-clad feet scissored back and forth, spreading the
contents of his own ruptured lower intestine in a stinking greasy
arc at the mouth of the alcove. All of it was accompanied by
animalistic grunts and groans the likes of which Cade imagined the
terrorist had elicited from his many helpless victims.

Checking both men for a pulse, and finding
not so much as a faint flutter, he policed up their weapons, cash,
and smartphones. As he poked his head from the alcove to make
certain he was still all alone, he reveled in the fact that his
face was the last thing the terrorists saw when they each received
their well-deserved comeuppance.

 



Chapter 31

 


Mercury Motel

 


Griff was standing behind the EV hooked to
the charging station, Patriots hat pulled down low, and pretending
to look at his smartphone. To the casual passerby, it appeared as
if the car was his and he was just passing time while the battery
charged. Now and again, to sell the ruse, he would glance at the
RESCO dive watch on his wrist. In fact, the entire time he’d been
in the far corner of the Mercury lot, his eyes had never left
Farhan.

First spotted on the upper floor balcony,
chain-smoking cigarettes and working his phone, the terrorist cell
leader who was one-half of the Hendrix Twins was now on the lower
level, directly below the Norma Jean Suite, and dragging something
out of the bushes.

Seeing Farhan come out from behind the bushes
and mount an electric scooter, the type that littered streetcorners
all over Portland and its suburbs, Griff went ramrod straight and
drew his Sig P226. At the same time, he was telling Cross over the
comms what he was seeing. Keeping his voice low, he added, “When he
makes it to your position, channel your inner T.J. Watts and knock
the fucker off the scooter. I’m on the move.”

Cross rose from the bus bench and walked west
on the sidewalk. At the midpoint of the motel’s parking lot
entrance, he went to one knee and started fussing with the lacing
system on his left Salomon. Out of the corner of his eye, he could
see the lot and most of the doors to the rooms, upstairs and down.
What he didn’t detect was movement. There was no terrorist on a
green scooter zipping his way. Nor was his teammate anywhere to be
found. Switching to the opposite knee, he gave the other Salomon
some unnecessary attention. A couple more seconds had slipped by
when in his ear he heard his partner report that Farhan was not
heading for Burnside. Instead, Griff indicated that the terrorist
had threaded the scooter through the lot and had disappeared
eastbound, down a dimly lit walkway skirting the rear of the
motel.

“He’s rabbiting,” Griff said to Cross over
the comms. “Get to Booger. I’m on my way.” Dragging the TyrLink
smartphone from a pocket, he dialed the contact labeled
Wyatt.

Cade had dragged the terrorist corpses into
the alcove, positioning them so that it appeared they were much
closer in death than they had been in life. Taking a final glance
at the pair locked in a romantic embrace, lips touching, Mohamed’s
hand strategically placed in the front of Jalil’s Adidas pants,
Cade stripped off the cardigan. The thing had been worth its weight
in gold in luring the terrorists to him and getting them to lower
their guard, but it had severely restricted his movement. The
bloody gash on his neck was a testament to that.

As Cade was draping the sweater over the
pooling blood, stretching both arms across the mouth of the alcove
to keep the creeping crimson runners from making it to the
sidewalk, he felt a subtle vibration in his pocket.

Stepping onto the sidewalk, his handiwork
mostly concealed from prying eyes, he padded off to the north.
Keeping to the shadows, he extracted the phone. Seeing that the
incoming call was Griff, he picked it up. “Alpha Lead here. What’s
up?”

Cade listened intently as Griff caught him
up, making no comment for thirty long seconds. Finally, when Griff
was finished, the sound of the Bronco’s motor turning over in the
background, Cade said, “I’ll call Brook. Just get there as quickly
as possible and stand by. I’ll inform our friends across the street
to stand down, too.” With just Farhan to contend with, he liked the
probability of keeping the operation and his involvement in it out
of the news. If they could take down Farhan without it becoming the
shootout from Open Range, climbing the ladder to get to the head of
the operation would still be possible. If local LE and the FBI were
to get involved, everything would get buried, he and his team would
go to prison, and the people responsible for setting Al-Simoom
loose would keep doing what they’d been doing for decades: sending
the Nation’s finest off to war, all the while profiteering off lax
bookkeeping and their continuing abuse of power.

Finished with Griff, Cade initiated his call
to Brook. Straight and to the point, he repeated what he had told
her earlier, then promptly ended the call. This was no time to let
emotion wheedle its way in and foul things up. Confident Brook
could handle herself until Bravo Team made it to the house, he
hailed Lopez over the two-way comms and requested an exfil.

 


Grayson Home

 


The first thing Brook did when she ended the
call with her husband was to open her smartphone’s Clock app. She
tapped the Timer tab, made certain the alarm chime was muted, and
then started a countdown. Next, she pulled up the Ring app and
disabled all the perimeter cameras. Finished with the first items
on Cade’s short list of instructions, she opened the sliding glass
door off the kitchen and stepped outside.

It was pitch black, the cloud cover shrouding
from view any stars able to penetrate the city’s ambient light
pollution. She took one step across the cement pad and was
immediately illuminated when the motion-activated floodlight on the
wall beside the slider flared to life. After spinning both bulbs
counterclockwise until they went dark, she made a beeline across
the grass, to the gate in the seven-foot-tall wooden fence
separating her lot from the little-traveled alley running parallel
to it.

Confirming the padlock on the gate was
locked, she went back into the house, padded upstairs to the master
bedroom, and stripped the bed of its pillows, sheets, and
comforter. Stopping at Raven’s old room to add her bedding and
pillows to the haul, she went to the top of the stairs and threw
everything down them.

Retreating to the office, she opened the gun
safe and retrieved a bump helmet already fitted with a pair of
Cade’s two-tube NODs. Though the night vision goggles were a few
generations old, being able to differentiate friend from foe on a
mostly moonless night, especially with the sky threatening rain,
would be a huge confidence boost. She donned the helmet, cinched
the chinstrap, and powered the goggles on. Seeing the office
represented in many shades of green, she powered the NODs down and
flipped them out of the way. Lastly, she selected a weapon packing
a little more punch than her compact Glock. Powering on the Romeo8T
red dot sight atop the suppressed SIG SAUER MPX, she flipped away
the optic’s attached dust covers, then checked to be certain the
battery was good. Seeing the pip glowing solid red, she inserted a
thirty-round magazine, pulled the charging handle, and made certain
the Safety was engaged. Slinging the short-barreled rifle over one
shoulder, she hustled back downstairs.

At the bottom of the stairs, she scooped up
the bedding and pillows, then made her way to the family room just
off the kitchen, cutting the lights to each room as she transited
the lower-level, front to back.

In the family room, taking a page out of
Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, she arranged the pillows and bedding on
the sofa and recliner so that it appeared two people were enjoying
movie night. Flipping on the wall-mounted Samsung and tuning to a
movie channel, she scrounged up a ball cap and plopped it atop the
lump for a head on the figure stretched out on Cade’s chair.

Turning the horizontal blinds so that the
family room was partially visible from the alley and backyard, she
exited the house through the sliding glass door, leaving it and the
vertical blinds half open.

Brook charted a diagonal course as she
crossed the backyard. As she backed her way into a rambling
rhododendron pressing the fence near the middle of its north/south
run along the east property line, she powered on the NODs. The bush
hugging her in its glowing green embrace was in dire need of
pruning. It had been the first planting in the meagerly landscaped
yard that she and Raven had put in the ground as a team, back when
her girl was still in grade school and the newly built Craftsman
was just starting to feel like home.

Settling in, legs crossed, weapon resting on
a gnarled branch, she took out her phone and checked the countdown.
Already six minutes had elapsed.

Brook steadied her breathing and listened
hard. She didn’t have to wait long. Four minutes after she had
looked last, the countdown having reached zero a minute prior, she
heard a swishing in the knee-high grass growing in the alley.
Concurrently, there came a hollow thud, the sound of the grass
being trampled outside the gate, then someone’s hands appeared at
the top of the fence, the gloved fingers hooking over the weathered
vertical slats.

One of the hands reached over the fence and
searched blindly for a latch. Finding the latch secured with the
padlock, the hand returned to its previous placement.

After a few seconds, during which Brook
surmised the person was sizing up their situation, the fence
rattled and shook. She heard someone breathing hard from exertion.
Suddenly a face appeared between the hands. She was looking at a
bearded man wearing a black skull cap, his hard eyes glittering
green thanks to the NODs. He didn’t linger there for long. After
another second or two spent chinned up on the top of the fence, a
span in time that seemed much longer to Brook, the man swung one
leg over the fence top. Then, to get to the other side, it was just
a matter of weight transfer and letting gravity take over.

Less than ten seconds after the first
appearance of the gloved hands, Brook was watching the man crossing
her backyard, his every step slow and measured, head craning to see
past the door jamb as he continued to creep toward the open
slider.

She waited until the man had navigated the
teak table and chairs on the cement patio and was sliding open the
screen door to announce her presence. “No, you don’t, asshole,” she
growled through gritted teeth. “Stay right where you are.”

As the man froze, head slowly panning around
toward the side of the yard the order emanated from, Brook spied
the pistol clutched in his left hand. He was turned nearly a
hundred and eighty degrees when she noticed the other hand held a
knife. It was nearly a foot long, the curved blade silhouetted
against the flickering blue light cast from whatever was playing on
the television.

“At least allow me to see the fierce lioness
issuing orders,” said the man.

As Brook emerged from the bushes, SIG pressed
to her shoulder and peering through the optic, she flipped the
selector to Fire and ordered the man to drop his weapons.

Now squared up fully to her, the man said,
“Helmet. Night vision goggles. And”—he clucked his tongue—“a
machine gun just the right size for a woman. Does your husband know
you are playing soldier?” He took a step in her direction. “In my
country that is not allowed. Women know their place. They are to be
seen, not heard.”

“Not in my country,” Brook shot. “Women are
not property. Which begs the question: Why are you on mine?”
Just then, before he could answer, she detected two distinct sounds
on the periphery of her hearing. From behind, maybe a block
distant, a vehicle was turning into the mouth of the alley. Sounded
like the driver was allowing the idling engine to pull the vehicle
onto the rutted dirt and grass track. From behind the terrorist,
who she assumed had to be one of the Hendrix Twins, she heard a
sound that was both comforting and terrifying: the throaty exhaust
rumble of her husband’s pickup. Sounded like he was about two
blocks west on Boise and coming up fast.

Her pulse sped up. She had no idea how the
man about to be caught in what Cade would call a “classic pincer
movement” was going to react to being trapped. That she was between
the proverbial rock and a hard place with a cornered animal and
might soon be forced to do a thing she never thought she would ever
have to, not in a million years, only added to her angst.

The man cocked an ear toward the street.
Making a face, he turned his head in the other direction, that ear
aimed at the alley. “Put the weapon down,” he barked. “You aren’t
your husband. He is the Devil.” His gun hand inched up.

“He’s nothing of the sort,” Brook blurted,
her finger tensing on the trigger. “Drop. The. Fucking. Weapons.”
She heard the Raptor coming up her street, now only a block
distant.

A flash of recognition ghosted across the
terrorist’s face. Brook’s impression was that he’d just come to a
decision. Her gut said it was time to put up or shut up.

Simultaneously, as the Bronco came bounding
down the alley and with the squeal of tires out front of the
Grayson home, Brook and the terrorist exchanged fire, her gunshots
presenting as a pair of barely audible claps, his two sharp cracks
separated by a fraction of a second.

 


Lopez had just pulled the Raptor hard to the
curb and was applying the brakes when Cade heard the pair of
gunshots through his open window. Sounded to him like a 9mm.
Brook’s Glock? He elbowed open his door and bailed out, the
Raptor still moving.

Reaching the door to the Craftsman, a bit
winded from the sprint from the curb and bounding up a dozen
stairs, he stood off to one side, then knocked quietly on the
door.

A few seconds later, right about when he was
going to earn the moniker “door kicker,” a series of knocks, the
sequence known only to him, sounded from the other side.

He replied back to her with two loud knocks,
followed by two soft, and then three more loud.

Immediately the door sucked in, and he found
himself caught in his wife’s vice-like embrace. Finally, after a
long ten-count, she raised her tear-streaked face, fixed him with a
hard stare, and, voice wavering, she said, “He started it. I
finished him.”

“Farhan’s dead?”

“Two to center mass. Just like you had me
practice at the range.”

“Where is he?”

“On his back … half in, half out of the
slider.” She held up the smartphone. On its face were several alert
boxes, all push notifications from the Ring app. “People are
already reporting hearing gunshots.”

He took the phone from her. Scrolled through
a half dozen comments. Handing the phone back, he said, “More than
half of them think they heard fireworks instead.” He gripped her
shoulder. “Do we have any left over from Independence Day?”

She nodded. “The firecrackers you were afraid
of setting off. Something about you not wanting to run afoul of the
law, if I’m remembering it right.”

Brain kicking into overdrive, over the open
comms, Cade said, “It’s over. Farhan is down. Everyone leave until
I issue an all-clear.” Then, switching to cleanup mode, he said to
Brook, “Do you know where the fireworks are?”

“In the cupboard over the fridge.”

“Good,” he said. “Go and get them and take
them out back and set them off.”

“How many?”

“All of them.” She didn’t react right away.
Seemed like shock might be setting in. Which made sense: The first
time taking a life had a profound effect on nearly everyone,
including Cade. He spun her around and pointed toward the kitchen,
reminding her what she needed to do. Watching her go, he plucked
the TyrLink satellite phone from a pocket and started placing
necessary calls.

 


Saturday, September 11, 2021

 


Seven days in the woods was at once
refreshing, rejuvenating, and the fucking loneliest Duncan had been
in his near seven decades on Planet Earth. Halfway through he had
wanted to leave. Then the rain let up and the young people arrived
with their silly surfboards. Watching them enjoy their youth,
paddling around the lake without a care, spurred within him the
urge to reach out to someone whom he’d grown close to over the last
couple of years. And if it didn’t work out, he’d just call it a day
and savor the long drive home.

Breaking camp and loading the wet gear had
been the usual affair: toss it all in the load bed and deal with it
later. After all, life is too short to constantly be picking
nits.

Making the obligatory stop at B.J.’s Chevron,
he parked at the diesel pump and waited to see who fate would send
his way. Anyone but a deaf-mute would be fine. He hadn’t said two
words to anyone since his pleasant chat with B.J.

As fate would have it, the station’s namesake
was on duty. Putting on a smile that hurt his facial muscles, on
account he hadn’t had the need to use them in a long stretch,
Duncan greeted the man by name.

B.J. replied, “Old Man. Back so soon?” and
started the process of filling up the 3500’s tank. “Wish you would
have picked up a tarp after all?”

“I lived,” Duncan said, elbowing open his
door. “I need a couple of things when you’re done here. It’s real
early. First things first, I need some coffee. Gonna fill up my
thermos.” He waved it at B.J. It was old school. Looked like a
torpedo wrapped in plaid, but with a faded red cup where a warhead
would sit. “I also have my eye on one of those trucker hats you got
above the cash register.”

“You got it. Your tank only took one gallon.
That sound ‘bout right?”

“That’ll do,” Duncan said. “Worth every penny
when you throw in the good conversation.”

“You win on any of those scratch-it
tickets?”

“Nope,” said Duncan. “Story of my life. Might
as well make my first tattoo a big L on my forehead.”

“Gas and java are on me, then,” B.J. said.
“Call it a tangible thanks for your service. The hat you’re going
to have to pay for, though. A nice lady makes them and brings them
for me to put on display. I get a tiny cut.” He shrugged. “It’s her
only income.”

“Understood,” said Duncan, following the man
up the steps and through the door. Glancing at the television
behind the counter, he was surprised to see a cable channel giving
the 9/11 attacks the time of day. Like the observance of Pearl
Harbor and honoring those who lost their lives on that day, 9/11
was close to being dumped into the dustbin of history. Or
memory-holed as he’d heard some younger folks describe what
happened to almost every major event thanks to short news cycles
and even shorter attention spans.

Dragging Duncan back to the present, B.J.
asked, “What hat grabs you?”

“The camouflage one with Embrace the
Suck on it.”

“For you … or?”

“For a good friend,” Duncan answered. “He’s
embraced a lot of suck the last couple of decades thanks to that
shit.” He pointed at the television. On the screen, the South Tower
of the World Trade Center was collapsing. Though he knew the
footage wasn’t being slowed down, it still amazed him how something
that size in freefall could appear to be moving so slowly. Same
with the second airliner. It looked as if it was moving at half
speed when it had cut through the South Tower’s 80th floor, the
fireball and paper and pieces of airplane erupting from the exit
wound created on the opposing side.

B.J. sensed the weight the day carried for
his new friend. Reaching across the counter, he clapped Old Man on
the shoulder, saying, “Be sure to tell your friend the Newman
family thanks him for his sacrifice.”

Duncan nodded. The words wouldn’t come.
Instead, he paid for the hat and made his way back to his truck,
the dark cloud of depression getting darker by the second. A little
Hank and a lot of open road were going to work wonders. Whatever
the future held, he hoped Mr. Murphy stayed away.

 



EPILOGUE

 


Saturday, September 11, 2021

 


The cleanup crew sent by Desantos had arrived
ten minutes after Cade had put out the call on the Spade app. An
hour later they had finished scrubbing away the blood and had
treated the area with a special chemical agent. Viewing the area
under a special light and determining that all trace of blood was
gone, the two men wrapped Farhan and the scooter together in a
black plastic tarp, placed the tarp in the back of a black van
parked in the alley, then drove off, all without saying a word to
anyone.

Now, twelve hours later, Brook, Cade, and the
rest of the Pale Riders were in the living room, all eyes on the
Samsung. On the screen were scenes of carnage. A pair of terrorists
wearing S-vests and wielding AK-47s had barged their way into a gay
nightclub in downtown Austin, Texas just after midnight the
previous night. They held nearly two hundred customers hostage
until sunrise, nearly five hours, during which several were sent
out the front door, one at a time, forced to kneel on the steps,
and then summarily executed. When the SWAT team was finally given
the green light to go in, the terrorists were lying in wait. They
detonated their S-vests in unison, in the midst of the already
shell-shocked patrons. The death toll stood at a hundred and
thirty-eight and still climbing.

Now, as they watched the aftermath of the
damage hundreds of ball bearings could inflict on a human body
being washed into the gutter by firehose-wielding first responders,
near simultaneously, reports of other attacks were coming in.

An almost identical attack on the Javits
Center in Manhattan, where a brunch honoring dozens of people
affected by 9/11 was just getting underway, killed nearly thirty,
many of them young adults who had been orphaned on that fateful day
twenty years prior.

In Los Angeles, nearly a hundred died when a
van bomb was detonated outside the windows of a chain fitness club.
Many of those not killed outright in the blast were mortally
wounded by flying glass. The death toll climbed higher with each
new passing of the crawl on the bottom of the screen.

Disgusted, Griff said, “This all could have
been prevented.”

“Considering the high number of unvetted
individuals that made it here on those flights,” Cross said with a
slow head wag, “we’d need a dozen Frank Castles, another dozen Mack
Bolans, and a bunch of John Wicks for good measure.”

Granite set to his jaw, Cade said, “We’re a
good start,” and looked around the room, meeting and holding each
man’s gaze for a beat.

Brook grabbed her phone, then rose and left
the room.

 


Queen Anne District

 


Seattle, Washington

 


A hundred and eighty miles north of Portland,
just as Raven was sitting down on the exercise bike in her Queen
Anne District apartment, something outside the window drew her
attention. It wasn’t the watchers. Though her dad and his team had
eradicated the Al-Simoom threat, he had asked the overwatch teams
to stay until end of day Saturday. The soldiers dressed as vagrants
were still in the park across the street. One was sitting
statue-like with his back to the piece of modern art, ball cap
pulled down so low that the brim concealed his eyes. The other man
was seated cross legged nearby, his upper body supported by a
garbage can. The paper sack held loosely in one hand had the neck
of a clear forty-ounce beer bottle protruding from it. He, too, was
unmoving. If he was actively watching her building right now, there
was no way to tell thanks to the knockoff Ray-Ban sunglasses.

The pickup pulling to the curb in front of
the downstairs entry was what had caught her eye. She’d only ever
seen one purple Dodge dually in her life. She’d always thought it
was a weird color for a truck meant to tow horse trailers and the
like. The bed held camping gear; everything but the cooler and
Pelican box seemed to have been thrown in without thought as to
where it landed. And it was all wet and about to get wetter. The
rain forecast for today looked to be sliding in a couple of hours
early. Living this close to the ocean and the Olympic Peninsula,
one never knew what you were going to get this time of year.

Raven saw the driver reverse the pickup into
a space that looked a few feet too short for the monstrous Dodge.
In the end, there was a foot or so buffer front and back, and no
paint had been traded. Seeing the driver’s-side door open and a
pair of legs swing out into space, she was all but certain her
dad’s favorite denizen of the local VFW hall had come calling. When
the white Stetson appeared, she jumped off the bike, grabbed her
keys, and rushed to head the man off at the pass.

She descended the stairs in record time, her
Adidas squeaking as she hit the foyer tile. Duncan Winters,
complete in worn blue jeans, red flannel shirt, and ubiquitous
oiled leather vest, was actively searching for the button to ring
her apartment.

Hauling in the door, Raven slipped
outside.

Startled, Duncan stood up straight and pushed
his raindrop-spattered glasses up on his nose. “Having a hard time
finding your name on here, Bird. Did you switch apartments?”

“I took it off,” she replied, looking up at
him. He had a half a foot on her, the hat and cowboy boots giving
the illusion a grandpa was calling on a grandchild. “OPSEC,” she
added, peering past him, her eyes scanning the street. “What are
you doing here?”

Addressing the startling comment, he said,
“OPSEC? Are you at liberty to tell me what’s going on?”

She paused for a second, thinking. Finally,
she said, “It’s need to know. What’s up?”

He explained how the camping trip had been
subpar from the jump. “Loaded up and squirted. Figured an
unannounced visit from your unofficial Godfather wouldn’t be a big
deal. You know what day it is, right?”

“I’ll never forget.” She glanced at his
pickup. “You leave that gear out in the open it’s sure to
disappear.” Wrestling with heeding her dad’s suggestion to stay
inside and out of sight for the rest of the weekend, and the
possibility of sending Old Man packing and hurting his
feelings—Lord knows his rough exterior was contradictory to the
man’s true nature—she stuck a finger in the air. “Wait one. I need
to get a jacket.”

“An umbrella might be more appropriate,” said
Duncan. “This is Seattle, you know.”

“We’re not walking anywhere,” she told him.
“If you can get that rig unstuck, you’re driving us to my favorite
breakfast place.” She turned and bounded up the stairs.

Trapping the door with the toe of his boot,
he called, “Afterward, can we go to Pike’s Market and watch the
fish tossers?”

“Whatever you want to do,” she called down
from the landing. “Be right back.”

Duncan killed the time people watching.
Portland had a homeless problem. It was evident no matter where you
went. Toney Lake Oswego, a wealthy enclave south of downtown
Portland, was the only place he could remember never having seen a
panhandler, let alone a tent pitched inside the city limits.
Seattle, on the other hand, had his hometown beat. The park across
the way was host to half a dozen tents. Young people and old, all
dressed shabbily, most acting as if they were between fixes of
their drug of choice, milled about the trampled-down grass. Close
in, flanking the park entrance, was a pair of homeless men. They
were both sitting on the wet grass and facing the street. During
the long five-count he stared at them, neither one of them moved a
muscle. If they were in a mime contest, they’d likely split the
prize. Hell, thought Duncan, if I ever find myself in
their shoes, I’d at least take advantage of the view. Below the
park, most of downtown, the Space Needle, and the Puget Sound, with
its nonstop boat traffic, was a sight to behold. Soon the rain
forecasted would change all that.

Five minutes later the clomp of Danner hiking
boots on the stairway’s carpeted treads announced Raven’s
reappearance. She was wearing blue jeans and had donned a gray
Patagonia pullover. Looking a lot like her mom, her jet-black hair
in a high ponytail, the end threaded through the back of a Seattle
Mariners hat, she pushed through the door. “Let’s go,” she urged.
“I promised Dad and Mom we’d make it quick.”

He smiled. “They trust you all alone with the
bad influence?”

“I’m twenty-one, Uncle D. I can handle
anything you throw at me.”

“So can we go to a casino?”

She shook her head. “No, Duncan, we cannot go
to a casino. Haven’t you learned your lesson yet? We’re better off
going to the Museum of Pop Culture or the Space Needle. Easier on
the wallet.” Looping around front of the pickup, she checked for
traffic. Seeing a white van coming toward her, she pressed her body
against the pickup’s passenger-side door. Glancing over her
shoulder, she saw a blinding flash of light. It had come from one
of the many automobile ferries that churned the water all day long,
crossing from one terminal to the other. This ferry was still at
the terminal. By the time the boom that had accompanied the initial
explosion reached Raven’s position, rolling over her head and
rattling the windows on her apartment building, smoke was billowing
from the stricken craft. A beat later her view was blocked when the
van pulled up broadside to her.

About to ask Duncan what he thought of the
explosion, whether it likely had something to do with 9/11, she saw
a look of terror wash over his face. Suddenly he was reaching for
the .45 pistol he went nowhere without.

Raven was turning back around when she caught
sight of another flash, this time reflected back at her in the
pickup’s wing window. Only it was accompanied by a gunshot. All at
once she experienced a tremendous ringing in her right ear, saw a
crimson star bloom on Duncan’s chest, and heard a noise at her back
she couldn’t place. It was like a chair being dragged across a
floor and culminated with someone saying something in Arabic.

Feeling hands grabbing her from behind, her
Krav Maga training kicked in. Though it had been three years since
she’d practiced regularly, she instinctively threw a roundhouse
elbow, head-high, at the unseen assailants.

Connecting with what felt like someone’s
skull, simultaneously, as a lightning bolt of pain shot from elbow
to wrist, she felt herself being pulled backward and lifted off her
feet. As the ground traded places with the sky, she realized she
was being abducted, and that the people responsible were connected
to her dad’s situation.

What happened to her overwatch? By now,
alerted by the single gunshot, the calvary should be rushing to her
aid, guns drawn. She heard nothing. Just the ringing in the one
ear.

As she came down hard on her back, on the
scuffed floor of the white van, kicking and cursing at the masked
person struggling to get the sliding door closed, she felt the
pinch of zip ties being tightened around her wrists. Next, as the
van lurched forward and she was gripped by the sensation of forward
movement, the two masked men who had grabbed her pressed all their
weight down on her hips and shoulders. A third person emerged from
the gloom. He was bearded and masked and clutching a wadded-up
piece of fabric in one claw-like hand. In the other hand was a stun
gun, the blue current crackling as it arced between the contact
points.

The last thing Raven remembered before her
body was wracked by pain at a level she had never experienced was
the cloth being jammed into her open mouth and a hood being forced
over her head.

 


Grayson Home

 


Everyone save for Brook was still in the
family room, standing before the Samsung and watching the talking
heads positing their opinions and theories on what was happening
all across America when news broke about a new attack on Seattle’s
Pier 52 ferry terminal. In seconds, the reporter said grimly, the
fully loaded ferry, reports putting the number of passengers
upwards of two thousand, had taken on enough water to snap the
mooring lines. Less than a minute following the below-the-waterline
explosion the vessel had capsized, rolling to starboard and
trapping all those aboard inside common areas or on the auto deck
levels among some two hundred shifting vehicles. The reporter was
visibly shaken when he concluded the retelling of the horrific
event.

Opposite the reporter on the split screen was
a close-in shot of the terminal. The water around the ferry’s
exposed hull was filled with debris and bobbing corpses. A rapidly
expanding slick of oil could be seen forming near the stern.
Already licking flames were starting to consume the slick and those
unfortunate souls who had jumped overboard and found themselves
caught in its midst.

“Those fuckers,” Griff said, clenching a
fist. “This is going to eclipse 9/11.”

“Twice the casualties already,” Cross added
in a funereal voice.

Cade said nothing. Inside he was seething at
the gatekeepers who had turned a blind eye to what was happening
here and abroad where immigration was concerned.

Lopez looked away from the grim scene playing
out on the screen. Tears welling in the corners of his eyes, he
said to Cade, “That’s too close to home for comfort. You need to
call Raven.”

Storming in from the front of the house,
smartphone in hand, Brook approached Cade. Locking eyes with him,
voice barely above a whisper, she said, “I already tried calling
Bird. She’s not answering. I left a message.” She shook her head.
“It’s not like her to not pick up”—she pointed to the
television—“especially with this madness happening across the Sound
from her.”

Cade said, “I agree.” He took the TyrLink
satellite phone from a pocket, thumbed it alive, and scrolled
through the contact list. Finding the one he wanted, he initiated
the call. It rang and rang and rang until going to voicemail.
Selecting the second contact, he did the same. The result was the
same. He feared both men were dead or incapacitated. Because that’s
what it would take for them both to be out of pocket at the same
time with the United States under attack.

Tears tracing both cheeks, Brook said,
“Overwatch didn’t answer?”

Cade shook his head. Through clenched teeth,
he said, “I’m leaving for Seattle in five. Anyone tagging along,
gun up and bring whatever you think you might need.” He didn’t look
to see who was in or not. He grabbed his keys, gave Brook a swift
kiss on the mouth, and was out the door, first and foremost on his
mind: finding and killing whoever had taken their Bird.

 


 


THE END







 


To be continued in a new The Hitter
novel in 2023.

 


 


 


Thanks for reading! Reviews help us indie
scribblers more than you may know. Please consider leaving yours at
the place of purchase. Look for books in my bestselling series
everywhere eBooks are sold. Please feel free to Friend Shawn
Chesser on Facebook. To
receive the latest information on upcoming releases, please join my
no-spam mailing list at STZA SITREP NEWSLETTER
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