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CHAPTER ONE

THE
SUNBATHED
LINE OF TOURISTS trailed by, each of them looking for a special sort of escape from their dreadful lives. He grinned as he lay flat on the top of his board, the gentle throbbing of the Atlantic Ocean alerting him to the coming of a larger wave. He watched them, the 9-5ers, all of them enjoying the waning days of their coveted vacations they’d scrapped and saved to produce, knowing that all of them were searching for something and knowing none of them would find it. They would experience a temporary relief, then they'd trudge the many miles and a lot of money back, back to the desks and the meetings and the nonstop emails.
There was something to be said for the type of life he now found himself living, even though he hadn't exactly chosen the timing of it.
Life outside the Army had proven much more difficult for Gareth Red than he'd believed possible. He'd figured not having a First Sergeant or any officers barking orders at him would be easy to get used to, but the solace, the loneliness of it all, surprised him.
He even thought he might start to miss it someday. The order, the controlled chaos, the endless trainings and assignments. The camaraderie, even when he was all but isolated in a forward operating base in some third-world country. He thought back to how he'd gotten here, how he'd become a surfing people-watcher, wasting away on the beach. Things hadn’t gone quite the way he’d planned when he’d raised his right hand seven years before.
It had all started with the
mission. He’d completed countless missions in more than a dozen countries, but the mission was the one that had changed everything. It had given him the hope of turning his skill set and passion into something profitable. Signing his life away to the mercenary contractors and private security firms wasn’t really his cup of adrenaline, so he opted for a more personal approach.
Or, to be more accurate, the approach had opted for him. They’d given him enough money to turn whatever bad choices he’d made in his past nothing but memories, and — best of all — he could work alone. No teams, no contractors, no bosses. They’d found him during a training session at a well-hidden complex deep in the forests of North Carolina, sending word through the higher-ups that they'd requested his services.
And his particular skill set.
He was one of the best snipers the Army had, and he was only getting better. His confirmed kill count was high enough to turn heads wherever he found himself in a new place on the other end of a fresh PCS. His reputation, it seemed, often preceded him.
Looking around at the pristine beach, Red watched a family pile into a rented Jeep, the sand stuck to each of their blinding white legs. They argued over something inconsequential, then packed up the rest of their beach gear and drove away.
Red tried to recall the events, in order, that led to his laying on a surfboard off the coast of Puerto Rico, floating away the days of sunshine.
The Army knew everything about his mission to Russia, because they'd allowed him to go in the first place. The orders had come from above, as if someone up there was doing a favor for someone at the bank that had hired him. It had gone through the proper channels, even getting delivered to him personally by the lead intelligence officer at the camp. He’d believed this sort of thing was a common practice. Turns out, the Army’s blind-eye toward contracting operations wasn’t as blind as he’d been led to believe.
No, it hadn’t been the mission itself that had caused the problem: it was accepting money under the table for accomplishing the mission they didn't like.
It was a lot of money, he reminded himself. Enough money.
Enough that the decision had been a simple one, even considering the risks.
His service to the United States of America was over. He'd tried to argue, but it was fruitless. With trumped up charges of 'conduct unbecoming a soldier in the United States Army, failure to disclose foreign travel, and failure to disclose gifts from a foreign entity,' Gareth Red went from army sniper to just another vacationing civilian trying to find their place in the world in less than a month.
The difference was that unlike the freckled-white families that frequented this beach, he didn’t have a job stateside to get back to. He was here on a permanent vacation, nothing but the easy Puerto Rican pace of life to look forward to.
He had no one to tell, no family to fill in. There was no dog or cat or hamster to worry about, and there was no sense trying to keep the off-base apartment his Army paycheck used to pay for. All he’d had to do was meet with his attorney, make an escape plan, and process his clearing paperwork. The attorney had offered the suggestion of Puerto Rico — ‘the un-statiest state in the United States,’ the man had said, his voice modulating the way it might if the sentence was one he’d rehearsed a thousand times but never had the opportunity to use.
Red hadn’t wanted to disappear, as he wasn’t a criminal. He didn’t need the attorney’s recommended ex-skip tracer’s help in creating a new identity, a new life, a new history. He didn’t want to ‘start over.’ He wanted to start whatever was next. Location, with his lack of connections, was optional as long as it was warm.
The Army hadn't come after the million he'd made in Russia. They could have, he supposed, but that might have raised a stink that no one wanted. There would have been questions as to the nature of the request of one of their soldiers’ time, and certain powers-that-be would have insisted on a full disclosure from Gareth’s direct bosses. He assumed it was all a mess they’d rather not have to clean up. Instead, they told him to keep his mouth shut, leave the army behind, and he could keep the money.
Red did as he was told, and the interest-generating million-plus US dollars in his Puerto Rican bank account thanked him for it.
He pressed his hands forward and let the cool waters submerge his arms, allowing it to lap up onto his shoulders. It was hot today, like it was every day, but there was nowhere else on Earth he could think of that he’d rather be.
Once again his mind shifted to the recent past. He'd walked out of the personnel section at Fort Benning, Georgia with his discharge orders and a half-hearted ‘good luck’ from the staff before they cashiered out the next sonuvabitch who’d failed to learn that the army was an endless feeding machine. It was a 24/7 meat grinder, and it seemed as though an endless amount of recruits were learning daily that they were little more than the midwestern-raised, corn-fed beef. He'd be nothing but a memory to his former buddies in a few weeks at most. He didn’t fault them for it — he’d known them all about as well as an ant would know the other ants in its colony.
As their official song said, the Army kept ‘rolling along.’
Red had made sure that the gear he wanted to keep was packed in a portable shipping container and ready to follow wherever he went. Everything else — not much — was left behind and sold to the first bidder. He'd driven his Jeep Wrangler to a car lot near the Hartsfield-Atlanta International Airport and sold it for ten-thousand cash.
He had Puerto Rico in mind thanks to his attorney, but he couldn’t for the life of him think of anyone or anything he knew of that was actually from there. Maybe a type of rum? He thought he’d had Puerto Rican rum before. He was sure he’d never met a Puerto Rican person. He’d walked into the airport and asked the man at the desk what flights to Puerto Rico were leaving soon.
There was only one.
He ended up with a first-class ticket to San Juan, Puerto Rico and spent a week wandering the north coast of the island before gravitating to Carolina and Isla Verde Beach. Another week passed and he found the kind of place he'd always wanted. Secluded and facing the ocean just off PR-187 about a half-mile from the eastern fence line of the Luis Munoz Marin airport, the price had been a little steep, but for a lonely soldier wanting nothing more than to be left alone, it was a perfect spot, and with a little more than a million bucks sitting in a bank account, the purchase was a no-brainer for him.
Within days of landing on a new island he was the proud new owner of an acre of land, including the beachfront, with a small house and two sheds. The smaller one at the water's edge held his stand-up paddleboard and other surfing and beach paraphernalia while the larger one nearer to the house held the not-forgotten tools of his trade. The portable container he’d put the majority of his gear inside arrived three days after he'd closed on the property. The advantage to living in Puerto Rico, a territory of the United States, was that those tools didn’t have to be registered with the local authorities, which was just as well.
With everything he thought he'd ever wanted surrounding him, Red hadn't expected that he'd be miserable inside of two months. It was a pain, an actual physical pain, deep down. He’d experienced something similar years ago, but this was different. It was hollower, emptier, as if he was just one full meal away from satisfaction, but no matter how much he ate he couldn’t get there. One morning, though, he watched a family of tourists messing around with surf boards in the pitiful surf just east of his property. They’d laughed and giggled for hours, even when they’d started to sunburn like cooked lobsters. Red had to admit that it looked like fun, and he’d stood up and headed to San Juan with his first real purpose in weeks.
Surfing provided the solace Red needed to piece things together. Something about sitting in the sun, the waves lapping against his legs, helped him feel like he was almost satisfied. He'd never been good at it, but after he'd purchased a beat-up old Jeep and a couple of boards, he made the trek to the surf spots every day. His own abode sported a great view of the surf, but it wasn’t the type of surf anyone wanted to surf on, ironically. So he drove or hiked every day, trying to find the best breaks around.
The Chatara and La Ocho breaks were fun, but the real surfers gathered at Aviones off Isla Verde Beach. When the surf was up, it was a fast, left-hand ride like Pipeline in Hawaii. When it was down and glassy, it was something he could practice on and feel almost like a real surfer. He'd taken more than a few falls there and been the cause of a few scattered jeers and covered smiles amongst the competitive local surfers. He’d been around enough that a few of the surfers recognized him and even gave him the wide berth most surfers gave newbies. They didn’t want to get hurt by a gangly white kid on a beat up surfboard. The locals seemed nice enough. Most of them, though, like the tourists, would leave by late morning even if the surf was up. They had real jobs and real lives to get back to, Red had assumed. On his second trip to Aviones, he'd figured out the real reason.





CHAPTER TWO

ISLA
VERDE — ‘THE
GREEN
ISLAND’ — Beach was gorgeous and in the middle of the most prosperous areas of San Juan. The beach itself was really three separate, distinct beaches. Two of the three were the typical tourist fare: sprawling high-rise hotels and beachfront tiki bars stretching out to where the sand met the surf. Bikini-bottomed blondes and their muscled boy-toys sporting plenty of non-functional strength. Puerto Rican street vendors selling fresh-squeezed juices and tacos and all manner of wares, constantly encroaching on the protected resort district’s territory. The crowds were thick, noisy, and stifling. Not Gareth’s scene.
But Gareth preferred the third beach of Isla Verde. It was calmer most days, especially when the surf was glassy. But when the ocean rose and offered itself up to the surfing gods, it was the best surfing spot on the island. The surf break was more secluded, requiring a bit of a walk from the main strip, and parking could be rough. All it took was a perfect weather forecast with forecast wave height’s in the six foot range and the place would crawl with surfers by sunrise.
All of those things were perfectly acceptable to Gareth. After all, he wasn’t on a schedule — there was nothing to do to fill his days other than surf and eat, and he didn’t mind a bit of an extra workout. Between the walk and the paddling, he’d regained some of the strength he’d lost when daily physical training was no longer mandated. In a short amount of time, Red felt better about his situation, save for one thing.
The thing that bugged him was that there were gangs here — Puerto Rico was one of the many Caribbean and South American destinations that constantly struggled with violence. Their main export was tourism, but the source of their income was also the source of their high crime rate.
One gang in particular liked to surf, and they liked to do it here. Red hadn't caught their name or anything distinctive about them, but they showed up like clockwork by noon every day. At first he'd thought they were merely a group of rich kids driving their parents' expensive sports cars, but when he’d seen them force the tourists and other surfers out of the water with raised fists and not-so-subtle threats of violence, he realized that they were much more than spoiled children. They’d never brandished any weapon, but Gareth knew from experience that weapons were certainly within the gang’s reach and they’d love the chance to use them.
Red was typically an early-morning surfer, preferring the quieter, calmer winds and crowds, but today he’d gotten a late start. Staying up until 2am watching reruns of M*A*S*H had seemed like a good idea at the time. Sleeping late, Red decided to surf at the last possible moment to catch the morning tide. He’d made it here in time to catch some of the better crests, but he looked up and noticed that it was well past noon.
He considered his options, seeing the gang arrive. From his board, the idle Thursday morning beach traffic thinned. Red watched them come and turned his head over his right shoulder looking back at the ocean. There was a great set of waves coming in and he wanted to stay in the water for one last wave when the rich kids arrived and the frightened locals paddled ashore and hurried to their cars.
Red focused on the coming set. The first wave looked larger and faster than anything he’d seen that morning. Sunlight caught the eastern edge of the wave like a flash of diamonds as it rose toward him. The water around him now clear of surfers, Red had the place to himself. He turned the board to the best possible entry point and paddled like hell to catch the wave as it broke hard to his left. Heart pounding, Red realized the wave was larger than anything he'd surfed before as he dropped in — at least seven or eight feet. He’d been training, practicing for this. I’m ready, he thought. I’m more than ready.
He felt the reassuring and welcome rush of adrenaline rush into his body, like an old friend. As the board bit into the wave's face, Red stood and leaned into the turn to cross the breaking wave’s face. He'd made it halfway across when the reality of what he'd done struck him. He was too low, and too slow, to avoid to wave breaking onto him.
Oh shit! What in the hell am I —
The moment of panic was his downfall. Red tumbled into the water, felt the ankle strap snap viciously as the board pulled through the breaking wave. His body was traveling one direction, still underwater, and his board slid across the surface of the water, heading another direction. He pulled his foot back, catching a bit of sand from the shallow bottom, then he surfaced behind the wave, laughing and inhaling a deep breath of fresh sea air.
Okay, he thought. So maybe I’m not ready for this.
Collecting the board took an extra second or two, but he draped an arm over it and pushed it toward shore, walking on the sandy bottom as the water grew shallower. Three of the rich boys were waiting for him. He heard them derisively calling out to him in Spanish before he'd even closed the distance. He didn't speak the language, but it wasn’t difficult to understand what they were attempting to communicate in a not-so-pleasant manner.
He came up from the water and they quieted, likely waiting for him to get even closer. At six-four with a lean muscular frame that he had no plans of changing, Red wasn't some pasty-faced tourist. Red ran a hand through his now-shaggy hair as he stood the board on its end and disconnected the ankle strap.
"Hey! This is our beach, man." The voice came from the center of the three men. His short black hair was stylishly shaved on one side and immaculately gelled on the other. Diamond earrings glistened in both earlobes. Based on the posturing of the two bigger men at his side, gently swaying with their superior’s words, this little guy was the leader of this particular pack. "Get the fuck off our waves, gringo."
Red put on a smile, something he’d been working on for the past few months. Can’t argue with a smile, he thought. Even if it’s forced. He brought the board up under his left arm but made no attempt to stop and talk. Knowing when to get out of Dodge was a critical skill. "Yeah, sorry about that," he said. He tried — a little, at least — to make the words sound genuine.
Live to fight another day. He walked on, hoping the kid wouldn’t make the stupid decision of trying to egg him on.
"You got one minute to get off this beach, yeah?"
Dammit, he thought. You had to go and open your big mouth.
He sighed, turning around to face the gang. His eyes fell upward, looking at the clouds. I don’t have time for this, he thought. It was a comical thought — all he had was time, and no way to spend it, but still… he wasn’t in the mood for messing around with local sleazeballs.
"Or what?” Gareth asked, raising an eyebrow. The three men flinched at his sudden resistance, and the bigger guy on the leader’s left looked toward the other big guy, obviously surprised. "I don't want trouble, man. Just surfing, you know?"
The center kid bowed his chest and squared up. "You gonna get trouble. Get off our beach."
“That’s exactly what I was doing, ese. No need to get your chanclas in a knot.”
The kid glared at Red, his arms crossing and flexing as he seethed. He pointed to the street. “Now.”
“Sure, yeah, whatever.” Red kept walking, padding through the soft sand towards his towel, sandals, and t-shirt. The three followed him, kicking sand across his back like schoolyard bullies as he walked. Red felt another old friend — rage — coming to visit. He pushed it down, trying like hell to keep his calm.
He heard them talking behind him and tried not to pay any attention to them, but his mind wouldn't stop filling in the blanks and translating the Spanish.
Gareth’s mind shifted into overdrive, his conscious mind unable to convince his well-trained subconscious that these jokers weren’t real threats. There was no reason to start taking mental notes, but he couldn’t help himself. He was facing the other direction, but he could see the three of them as if he was staring directly at him.
Calculating the sound of their footsteps and voices as they thudded across the sand, the two bigger guys had fanned out a little from the center guy. Both of them spoke with a deeper voice than their leader and always in Spanish. They both called the center guy Paco. He was definitely the leader and was right handed, which Gareth had figured from the man’s expensive watch on his left hand. There was a slim chance he had a weapon, a small pistol like a 9mm, tucked into the back of his madras board shorts. Red kept walking, calculating, trying to work the scenarios and plan a counterattack in case something happened. He caught a glimpse of the short guy, Paco, through the reflection in a parked car’s side window a split-second later, and he determined that the gun was in the kid's car and not his shorts. It was a hefty fine to pay if he was wrong, but Gareth trusted his gut and his instincts.
He knew the two bigger guys were also unarmed. They’d relied on their size and their fists to do the intimidation. They’d swing wildly and go down hard with the right counterattack.
Stop, man. They're not threats, just surf punks.
Red dropped the board to collect his things. As he bent down, Paco kicked sand at his face. Son of a —
Red flinched and wiped at his left eye as they cackled, tossing obscenities toward him in Spanish. The sand bit and burned. He rubbed the eye with his left thumb and almost missed one of the big guys stepping forward. Red was caught off-guard, and the shove’s strength was unexpected. Red tripped over his board and spilled down onto the sand. The three men laughed and Red could hear their buddies down the beach catcalling and whistling. He'd tried to remain calm, but it wasn't working anymore.
Screw this.
Red closed his eyes, both to protect them from the last remnant specks of sand and to try — in vain — to calm himself down. He waited, counting silently to himself. He knew what the count would be — two-and-a-half seconds — the time it would take for the thugs to decide this worthless tourist in front of them, cowering on the ground, was an easy fight. They would pounce then, coming in full-force.
He wasn’t going to let them get to two-and-a-half seconds.
Red came up from the sand with his feet and hands a blur. He swung a fist, and the big guy on Paco's left went down with a single punch to his temple. Paco tried to let out a little gasp, but it was too slow. Red stepped across and jammed an elbow into his nose, hearing and feeling the satisfying crunch of bone and cartilage. An eruption of blood and snot filled the air, hardly having enough time to splatter across the sand before Red hit the third guy — once in the stomach with his right fist and then a left hook followup to the man's jaw — sending him sprawling backwards.
Red turned back to Paco, who was sitting motionless on the sand and staring up at him with wide, disbelieving eyes. He looked angry more than scared, but Red had seen plenty of other interesting expressions on men’s faces after getting the shit kicked out of them, so he didn’t let it faze him. Paco’s shattered, bloody nose dripped uncontrollably, and the man sniffed, as if crying.
"Stay down," Red growled. He collected most of his things, eschewing the sandals for the speed, and walked toward his Jeep. Every sense inside him was on high alert, but he forced himself to walk normally. Running scared wasn't an option, nor was facing them down.
Paco, of course, didn’t stay down.
"Hey! Hey asshole!" Paco yelled at him. He let loose a stream of Spanish that Red didn't understand, but the intent was clear in seconds. Six more guys sped toward him from the beach. The Jeep was twenty yards away and Red kept walking. A couple of women stared daggers through him as he approached, both of them hanging off the arm of a man they held in tow. A third woman, younger than the other two and with long dark hair, looked at Red, then over his shoulder at Paco before looking back at him.
"You broke my boyfriend's nose," she said. Her English was good, but her accent was thick and she sounded angry. Her dark eyes twinkled in the sunlight, as if belying the true intent of her words.
Red smiled at her and winked. "Trust me, I helped him out. He looks way better now, but once he cleans that blood off his face he’ll be back to his ugly-as-sin old self.”
The girl gaped, surprised, but then she giggled. Red heard Paco scream in rage.
He reached his car and turned around.  Eight of them, one of me. None of them had a weapon in their hands, which was good.
He felt his muscles rippling beneath across his body. It had been too long since he’d been in a true schoolyard brawl. He hadn’t intended on getting into a skirmish today, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to leave without one now. "Guess we're gonna have to do this the hard way, huh fellas?"





CHAPTER THREE

THE ‘HARD
WAY’ WAS NOT at all hard for Gareth Red. He’d been in more than enough scrapes and scuffles before to know that he not only stood a chance against these bozos, but that he’d come out the other side the victor. All he had to do was pace himself, stay in control, and let them make all the mistakes.
This wasn’t a ‘fight-to-the-death’-type brawl, so he needed to have a little fun with it. It was a schoolyard skirmish, just a bully and his goons going toe-to-toe with a kid who’d had enough. And he’d had plenty. He wanted these idiots to realize they didn’t have the right to ‘own’ a beach, even if their reign had so far gone uncontested.
It had been years since he’d been facing off against odds like these, at least in hand-to-hand combat, but he’d done it before. Hell, it was a right-of-passage in his first special operations unit back in the day.
Red smiled, brushed the sand off the front of his board shorts, and cracked his knuckles. He stepped up to the leader, Paco, who’d hustled over. The little man stood a head shorter than Red, and he was still holding his nose. Not the bridge of his nose, Red noticed, which would have stopped the bleeding, but simply plugging it shut, allowing his nostrils to fill with blood.
He couldn’t help but chuckle. What an idiot.
“Didn’t think I’d have to tell you twice not to screw with me, little guy,” Red said. He wasn’t sure if the asshole spoke English well enough to understand everything he’d said, but he knew insults and tone were cross-cultural.
Paco seethed.
The seven other gang members formed a circle around Red. The girls, including the cute one who was apparently dating the main creep, stood back a few paces, their phones ready for recording an epic beat down. Red smiled. The prospect of becoming the subject of a viral video almost appealed to him. Almost.
The circle tightened.
Good, now we’re ready.
The first blow would come from the side. One of the four guys next to him would lunge out, striking for his face. No one wanted to punch the back of another man’s head, and Paco was doing his best to keep Red’s attention on himself to make the first shot a surprise attack. A punch to the side of his head would be a good strategy, a solid opening move.
Red loosened his fists and flexed his biceps. His feet spread apart a half-step. He took a deep, slow breath, waiting.
There.
From his left side, the bigger dude who’d been with Paco farther down the beach. He raced forward, leading with a right hook.
It was easy enough to dodge, but Red wasn’t interested in just playing defense. The fist came in toward him, Red tracking it the entire time in his peripheral vision, waiting for the right moment. He waited, his instincts measuring the distance and the speed and the angle and —
He dove forward, right onto Paco. His head butted into the man’s chest, sending him flying. He used the resistance to catch his balance and spun around, just in time to see the man who’d tried to punch him flailing around, his wild miss catching him off guard. Red kneed him in the crotch, then elbowed the man to his right.
Two more gang members dove toward, but a simple sidestep was all it took to get them all tangled up in the middle of the circle. He stepped back, taking over the space they’d previously occupied at the edge of the circle. Capable or not, Red wasn’t a fan of fighting a battle on a 360-degree front. He jumped backwards another step, now outside the circle of anxious gangsters, and waited for the first one to come at him.
He did, and Red downed him with a simple punch to his throat.
The next was a bit thicker, and a bit tougher, and he rushed Red with a second thug on his right. Red tripped the thicker man on the left with a careful and quick hop, then punched the other guy in the kidney, sending him to the ground.
For as tough as they seemed, Red was surprised with how easily they all got overwhelmed and lost control of the situation.
Two of the guys peeled off and ran away, but Paco and three others tried to get him locked down again, forming another half-circle around him, Red’s back to a boulder. The rock was smooth, one of a long line of similar boulders that marked the edge of the beach property, and though he hadn’t noticed it before he was now considering what advantage it might bring him.
Before he’d had a chance to make up his mind, another thug rushed him. He was leaning in with his left shoulder, and Red shifted his stance to accept the attack. The man fell down on him, and Red used his own momentum against him, slipping out of a hold and slamming the guy’s elbow down onto the rock behind him. It landed with a sickening crack and the man fell sideways, wailing in pain.
Two more, Red thought.
Just then he caught a glimpse of a cop car — San Juan Police Department — rolling in, passing his Jeep. They pulled to a stop, then chirped their siren for a few seconds.
Paco and the other two men standing in front of Red turned. He pushed himself up off the boulder, brushed himself off, then held up his hands, palms facing the police in surrender.
Hopefully they saw enough to know I’m not one of these thugs.
He tried to put on his most innocent face. Hey cops, just a tourist here…
Red started walking toward the squad car, watching the officer step out of the vehicle. The sweaty man wore a light blue shirt and dark blue shorts with black socks and tennis shoes. He looked like a rent-a-cop at a retirement complex. A standard issue sidearm sat on one side of the man’s belt and a bright yellow tazer on the other. His partner ran around the back of the car and took up a flanking position. Neither of them assumed a ready position, their hands far away from their weapons. Another police car raced into the parking area and stopped with its tires barking on the sand-covered road. Two more policemen approached with the same cautious, but unaggressive stance.
So far so good.
The cops, all four of them simultaneously pulled their weapons and started yelling in Spanish. Red stayed still, hoping the tourist approach was the safest one to play.
Out of the corner of his eye Red saw a man’s fist heading directly for his head.
Everything went black.





CHAPTER FOUR

RED
PRESSED THE TEPID ICEPACK to his left eye and winced. The local cops hadn't wasted any time arriving at the beach, which he'd thought would be a good thing until he'd lowered his guard and one of the thugs sucker punched him. Guns drawn, the local cops surrounded the scene. Four of the thugs lay on the ground in various states of pain — one broken nose, another broken elbow, two broken ribs.
Red had stood in the middle of them with his fists at the ready until the cops yelled for everyone to freeze. That's when one of Paco's buddies hit him hard in the face and drove him to his knees. Not ten seconds later, the cops pushed him to the pavement and cuffed him. He'd known better to say anything and assumed that he'd make his statement and the thugs would be the ones in handcuffs to be led to the station.
Not so.
Now the glaring lights of the station’s interior screamed down at him, allowing him to see with perfect, hospital-grade illumination, that he was in here alone. No thugs. No Paco.
Well, shit.
Red snorted and willed the remaining coolness from the pack to penetrate his skin. Paco and his thugs simply walked away from the scene. Red's Jeep had been impounded and he was taken to the station. No one discussed charges of any sort. They'd simply sat him down at a paper-strewn desk with his hands still cuffed in front of him and gave him an ice pack. The police station was like something out of an old, bad movie. A third-world country police station where the cops are portrayed as barely competent idiots with guns. Or maybe it was a set from a movie where the cops were dirtier than the thugs — he hadn't decided yet. Either way, Red kept his mouth shut and waited quietly, not even asking for a drink of water for more than an hour before a disheveled cop in a sweat-stained polo shirt flopped lazily into the chair across from him and frowned.
"You want to tell me what happened out there, Staff Sergeant Red?" The cop leaned on the words 'staff sergeant' as if he thought it would sweeten his end of whatever deal they were about to strike. Catching an American soldier fighting local thugs would probably be worth a few extra Benjamins to them.
But Red wasn't a soldier anymore.
Red fought the smirk that threatened to break over his face. They'd been into his records and found the first interesting tidbit they could establish some sort of rapport with. He knew how this worked: next they would ask what he was doing there, then they would talk about his new home and why he'd moved there. They'd eventually get around to the M1911 .45 caliber pistol strapped under the driver's seat of the Jeep, but they'd no doubt miss the other two he kept well-hidden in the chassis for just that reason. That's when the fun would begin.
"What am I being charged with?"
The cop snorted and rubbed at his sweaty face. He was older than Red by at least ten years, but the difference in their physiques made the gap seem like twice that. Thinning hair and a spreading waist line meant he wasn't a patrolman — or if he was, he wasn’t doing much on those patrols. Most likely the man was a detective or a sergeant. "That depends on what you tell me. Why were you discharged from the Army?"
Red went ahead and smirked. "Self-defense."
"That's not what I asked."
"In a way, it is. What am I being charged with?" Red asked and lowered the ice pack from his face. "Not winning in a one-versus-eight grudge match? Not stuffing my surfboard up that little ring leader's ass the first time he told me to get off a public beach?" He shoved the pack back up onto his eye, both to ease the pain of the one good hit they’d landed on him and to calm his rising anger. He hadn’t meant to feel so tense, but he couldn’t really help it.
Try to remember what your cognitive behavioral therapy books said, he told himself. Stay calm, force yourself to breathe, relax. Focus on something else.
He looked up at the lights — too bright. He looked down at the floor — too dirty.
He looked up at the cop, then chuckled. This guy’s probably dirty too.
The cop just frowned at him.
"How about you tell me why they walked and I'm sitting here in handcuffs when all I wanted to do was surf? Not my fault they pulled their gang bullshit."
With a heavy sigh, the older cop sat forward. "My name is Sergeant Rodriguez. I lead the gangs unit, okay? We brought you in to see if there were any gang connections in your file."
Red decided that rolling his eyes would give the wrong impression. Instead, he nodded grimly and set his face like his company commander would have before doling out a free ass-chewing. "There's nothing in my file. You knew that from the moment your patrolmen pushed my face into the asphalt and cuffed me. I acted in self-defense and there have to be some witnesses that would agree to that."
"There are plenty, yes." Rodriguez said. "Why is there a gun under the seat of your Jeep?"
Here we go!
"Because one of my rifles wouldn't fit."
Rodriguez snorted and half-chuckled. "I haven't heard that one before."
Red smiled. "I aim to please."
With a grunt, Rodriguez sat forward and gestured for Red's hands. He unlocked the cuffs quickly and set them heavily on his desk. "I know you were a sniper, okay? 75th Ranger Regiment and a bunch of other stuff in your file that was redacted and hidden. I can read between the lines. And though I know you're a better handler with it than me or any of my staff here, you can't carry a weapon like that, Mister Red, not around here. Make sure that you remove it from your vehicle." Rodriguez stopped, looked around the room, then back up at Reggie. "I do recommend a baseball bat if you need protection."
"I have to carry a glove, too, right?" Red laughed. "So my lawyer can prove I wasn't waiting for it?"
"Something like that." Rodriguez said. "How about you tell me why those thugs came after you."
"I was on their beach." Red shrugged, messed with the icepack, then put it  back up onto his face and frowned. Whatever chill it had once possessed was long gone, and the condensation had turned it into a wet, slushy mess. "I came out after a last set of waves and they started yelling at me. Lots of Spanish. I don't know what they said, but I can guess they weren't inviting me to dinner. I collected my stuff and tried to get moving when the little one — named Taco or something — and two of his buddies pushed me down. I came up swinging, put them down, and tried to walk away. Taco brought more friends than I did." Red stopped and waited to see if Rodriguez would play along with the Taco remark. He was disappointed.
"And you disarmed most of them violently." Rodriguez said. “And quickly.”
"You know of any ways to disarm guys like that non-violently?"
Rodriguez sighed again. "There are no charges against you, Mister Red."
Red nodded and hated the sense of relief that coursed through his body. There'd been no question in his mind that he was innocent. Yet, the flush of relief turned to an undeniable sense of dread. They'd held him to question him and learn about him. The gang would already be organizing, waiting for him to retrieve the Jeep from the impound yard and follow him home, and this cop knew it. If they turned to another, deadlier form of violence, the police would have grounds to engage them directly. But only if Red came to a greater harm.
So I'm the bait.
"You're going to let me go now." Red chuckled and shook his head. "When Paco and his buddies come back for me, you're going to try and swoop in and save the day. Let me tell you something, Sergeant Rodriguez. I'm not bait, and I ain’t interested in playing any games."
“I thought you said the leader’s name was Taco.” The older man's eyes locked on his and a smile crept across the man's lips, but it did not reach his eyes. "If you play it that way, Mister Red, we cannot help you."
"You really think they're going to come after me?"
Rodriguez shrugged. "Depends on how badly you offended them. I’ve been on them for a year or so — they're all from wealthy families. It's hard to tell what they will do for a thrill. They may forget about this little incident, or they may come after you. If they do, if gives my department a chance to arrest and detain them for something other than the drugs we know they run."
"You just can't prove it." Red said. Rodriguez didn't argue. What the police wanted and what he could provide them were two entirely different things. They wanted a shortcut through due process and using a young, dumb American from the mainland would have been a perfect vehicle. Even if he'd been killed in the process. Young? No family? No close friends? Red couldn't have telegraphed it better for them. He shook his head and smiled. "Well, Sergeant Rodriguez, I appreciate your concern. I'll be fine. If they come for me, I'll let you know."
I'll let you know where to come pick up the bodies, that is.
Rodriguez handed him a business card. "You do that, Mister Red. There's a $200 fee for the impound yard."
"I take it you don't validate parking."
Rodriguez shook his head.
"What about my .45?"
"Pick it up at the weapons locker. First floor." Rodriguez chuckled suddenly and smiled. "I know you think you're a badass, Red. But you'd be wise to reconsider my offer. We can help you."
“Noted.” Red dropped the ice pack onto Rodriguez’s desk. “Have a good one.”
Red turned away and tucked the sergeant's card into the front pocket of his board shorts. Acutely aware of the squeak his sandals made as he walked across the room, Red kept his head down and his eyes forward so no one would engage, or maybe even remember, him. He'd learned the trick as a young sergeant on a six-month appointment to the training section at his brigade headquarters. In the maelstrom of staff assignments, keeping a low profile had saved his ass on more than one occasion. Most days, it meant getting from his car to his cubicle and back without notice. In the squalid, warm police station it worked beautifully. Even at the weapons locker, where he signed for his wallet, keys, Garmin GPS watch, and the .45 pistol in its tactical holster, no one bothered him. The guard handed him a card with the address of the impound yard and Red fumed.
"Seriously?" Red asked. “Your impound lot isn’t even here?”
The guard shrugged, not even looking up from his computer.
Great, he thought. I just want a beer and a another night of M*A*S*H reruns. The last thing he wanted to do was take a shitty cab all the way to Old San Juan in the middle of the day. Red walked outside and hailed a cab. Climbing inside the ancient Reliant K, he knew Paco’s guys were watching him. That was fine with Red. If they wanted to play, he’d play.





CHAPTER FIVE

INSTEAD, RED DECIDED TO LEVEL the playing field They had more numbers and he had a much more significant advantage at his home. The cab ride still cost him $75 and an hour of listening to Puerto Rican radio and holding on for dear life as the cab driver swerved, cussed, and bulldozed his way through rush hour traffic. By the time the cab pulled into Red's driveway, all he wanted to do was get out even if the entire gang were there waiting for him. Red was almost disappointed that his driveway sat empty.
He dropped a $100 bill through the sliding window between the front and rear seats. "Keep the change."
The driver replied over his shoulder and waved, but Red was already moving. He slammed the door and the cab squealed its tires in the loose gravel of the driveway and raced back toward Carolina.
Red turned to the house — a squat, one-story beachhouse that was too small for anyone else and too big for him. He’d always preferred smaller houses — something about feeling slightly physically constricted gave him comfort. He didn’t much space, anyway. In his mind, having a place to rest your head was just that. Homes were for sleeping and eating, not much else. He was an introvert, but Red had never had much of a social life anyway — the military had whipped that out of him. In Puerto Rico he’d kept up his habit of staying out of trouble — mostly — and not making any friends. If didn’t have friends, he didn’t have problems. Drama and he weren’t especially good friends.
So the home was simple. One-story, more than enough space for the necessities of eating and sleeping and even more space for the unnecessary things. A small living room he’d placed a used armchair and a television, and an odd closed patio he guessed was used as a guest bedroom before he’d moved in.
He looked around the yard in the dark. There weren’t any houses directly around his, and even if there were there was enough tree coverage on the sides that his little chunk of paradise would have still felt isolated. Without trying to, he took a visual inventory of his land. He let his eyes drift, not looking at anything in particular, which was the best way he’d found to scan an area for anything that might be out of place. He let his senses take over.
So far everything seemed in order. He shook off the feeling of dread — there was no way the gang could have tracked him here. And why would they? They were just making trouble.
Still, he thought, it does seem extra quiet tonight.
Usually the sound of the waves on the other side of his home were all but drowned out by the sound of birds and insects harmonizing into the night. Tonight things were still. Whether it was due to the hot, humid night air or something else he didn’t know, but he took final look around the front and sides of his house before stepping closer. In the quiet breeze off the ocean, his little idea of paradise crumbled under an almost unnatural need for security. He’d been stupid to believe a quiet life of the beach would work.
For a brief moment, Red dreamed of a time when he wouldn’t have to do this sort of archaic reconnaissance. Instead of a home, he’d own a compound of his own design — plenty of land, filled with security cameras and other defense systems that dissuaded any would-be trespassers from entering. The home itself would be a bunker, nothing but a block of concrete barely poking up from the ground. Utilitarian, simple, plain.
In his mind, perfect.
He stepped onto the porch.
What was that?
He thought he caught motion in his peripheral vision — something off to the side of the house. Something I missed earlier? He doubted it, as he didn’t think he had been out of the game long enough to lose his edge. That meant whatever it was hadn’t been there a few seconds ago.
Red's senses heightened, and adrenaline began pumping. He instinctively crouched as he drew near to his porch. The tactical holster was in his left hand and it took everything he had not to draw the weapon. He caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure on the main house's veranda. By the size and the faint silhouette, the figure was a man sitting in one of the deck chairs watching Red.
He’s been there the whole time.
Red figured the man had purposefully stayed hidden, not moving until Red had gotten closer. The man stood and appeared to straighten a necktie before walking down the paving stones that Red had used to attempt to make the path into a welcoming walkway. Idly, Red wished he’d installed land mines as the man approached with a grin on his dark features.
"Mister Red?"
Red squared his shoulders to the man but did not move for the weapon. Still, he kept his back straight, legs slightly apart, relaxed and ready. In case this becomes an old-west draw, I’m not going down without a fight.
"Who's asking?"
"My name is Damon Cantrell. I'm an attorney from Miami. I understand you had some trouble with the locals today?"
Red smiled and laughed. "You ambulance chasers really work fast, huh? Even all the way down here?“
Cantrell's expression didn't change. His skin was dark and glistened with sweat. As he stepped forward into the light, Red estimated the attorney was six-three and a well-built 220 pounds. He moved with grace and powerful strides.
Doesn't look much like a lawyer. Red recognized the ex-military in the man’s face and the way he carried himself. Probably even special forces.
"Oh, I'm not here for that. From what I understand, it was clearly self-defense and the cops clearly wanted to use you as bait for a larger operation. You were wise to walk away.”
“You seem to understand a lot about what happened today,” he said.
“The cops around here aren’t too careful with their cases,” Cantrell replied. “A couple bills go a long way and all the locals sing like canaries with the right motivation.”
Should have tried that myself, Red thought. I might have been able to save myself a trip downtown.
“I'm actually here as a representative from a former employer of yours."
"The Army?" Red snorted. “I’m done with them.”
Cantrell laughed. His voice was deep and melodic. "No, Mister Red. Premier ONE bank. I believe there is some unfinished business we need to discuss."





CHAPTER SIX

IF
RED'S WORK ON THE pathway did anything, it was to make the rest of his tiny place look worse. The paving stones were still fresh, bright and red like they were the day he'd purchased them, and even at night the well-manicured path sat juxtaposed against the worn-down, rickety single story Red now called home.
He had plans to fix it up someday, but he also planned to not live here someday — there were other places in the world he wanted to see, and no particular reason to stay in this one. Besides, with no one to share this place with and no plans to settle down for good anytime soon, the remodeling plans did nothing but collect dust inside his head.
"I'll come quickly to the point, Red." Cantrell fell heavily into the deck chair across from Red. Under the light of a single, swaying bulb on the screened-in porch, the man’s dark skin shrouded Cantrell's features beyond his narrowed eyes and the tight line of his lips. "You don't mind if I call you that, do you? It's how you're listed in our files and —”
Red shook his head. In the military, a soldier lived with either a nickname or their last name being the primary method of address. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone used his given name. The guys called him Reggie, and for a brief second, Red missed them more than he’d thought himself capable. “That's fine. Why are you here? I mean, it's been eight months since I flew home from Russia."
The Russia trip had been a pivotal moment for Red. Not only had it been a close brush with death, it had also served as a sort of wake-up call for him. He’d been a career military man before the trip, assuming he’d be spending his later years cashing pension checks and teaching younger soldiers how to hold their weapons properly.
But there had always been something nagging at him, something deep inside him. He didn’t have grandiose visions or plans, but he had always thought there was more to life than taking orders and taking out marks, even if it was for a greater cause. Red had an interest in history, even declaring it as a minor in college, and he often wondered what it would be like to teach at a university.
He’d never acted on that dream, but when he’d arrived home safely after his trip to Russia — against all odds and to the ire of the Army itself — he knew he’d be making some lifestyle changes. The Army had started that ball rolling with his discharge papers. They hadn’t been too keen on his ‘private mercenary’ status during his time in the Eastern hemisphere, and they certainly hadn’t appreciated his acceptance of the hefty fee the bank had paid him for his services, as it had been worked out as a tax-free bonus.
So eight months, hundreds of hours of travel, and thousands of miles of separation sat between his old life and his new one. Puerto Rico wasn’t home, and probably wouldn’t ever be, but it was — for now — a place to stay. He’d built a decent life here, too. Aside from the scrape with the gang, people left him alone. He looked enough like a tourist and enough like the kind of tourist no one wanted to mess with that the outskirts of San Juan had been a perfect place to keep to himself.
"Yes,” Cantrell said. “It has been eight months since our last contact with you. But then you found yourself detained by the Transportation Security Administration and charged with nearly a dozen counts of obstruction and harassment for your actions at Dulles International Airport on the day of your return. Our firm —”
"Those charges were dropped. You know that. And what ‘firm’ is that? Your firm?” Red interrupted. He had a feeling Cantrell wasn't an employee of the bank, but some sort of private security hired by the bank. Plausible deniability and all that. The small, dented refrigerator to Cantrell’s right rumbled to life and Red suddenly wanted a beer. He stepped over to the waist-high appliance, knelt down in a smooth move to watch Cantrell. The man hadn’t bothered to stop talking.
Cantrell continued saying "— quieted that storm for you, but as you're aware, when the Army decided it was time to cut you loose there was no legal recourse to do so. They'd effectively taken away all of your amenable exits. Granted, you were given a general discharge instead of a dishonorable one. You can likely challenge that after a decade or so — maybe get your record cleared, but I doubt it. And you can forget any government or defense contracting job since your ability to get a security clearance has been permanently smeared." Cantrell smiled at him.
"This is the part where you say, 'but,'" Red said. He pulled out a local beer, Silver Key. It wasn’t a bad beer, something better a Hamm’s and close to a Budweiser. He grabbed a second can and gestured with it to Cantrell, wordless asking if he’d like one.
Cantrell shifted in the cheap plastic chair. "But… we'd, of course, be willing to work with these issues if you'd simply address a few things for the legal record."
Red stood, returned to his chair, and snapped open the top of his Silver Key. Cantrell had politely declined an icy cold beverage. As much as Red wanted to put the can against his aching face, he refrained and took a long drink instead. He swallowed greedily and wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. "I gave your ‘firm’ my statements on three separate occasions. Every single time it was the same, Cantrell. The matter is closed. I retain the monies paid to me — tax-free, of course — as long as I remain silent on what I did and what happened on that mission. I have not, and will not, violate that agreement."
Cantrell nodded. "And what was that mission?"
Red shook his head. "That's a dumb question from a lawyer — if you are one. Sorry, but if you're from the bank and you're really an attorney, you've already seen my statement. That's what happened and nothing more."
"There's always more, Red." Cantrell leaned back and steepled his fingers in front of his abdomen. Gareth got the feeling he was about to hear the real reason Cantrell had paid him this secret visit.
Cantrell pressed backward in the chair, his large frame straining the plastic furniture. "Like Roderick Halding's death, for example. You said your back was to the shooter when his head... let me see if I can remember your language... 'exploded like a watermelon?'"
So there it is. Rod’s mother probably lost her shit about her son and dreamt up a loose end. This shit’s never going to end.
Red took a breath and tried to calm his rising anger. Flexing his fingers on the arms of his chair, he rocked back, straining the back two plastic legs, and met Cantrell's stare. "That sounds about right. Did I say ‘watermelon?’ Or just ‘melon?’ I can’t remember. You know, I’m not sure that’s accurate, either — I’ve never really seen any of those fruits get shot with a —”
"You were the easier target. Why didn't the shooter take you out at that point?"
Red shook his head and a smile crept across his lips. “You already have a theory about that, Cantrell. Look, man. I’ve sized you up. You might be a lawyer, but it’s not the only skill set you’re hiding under that suit. You’ve been around a few times, and I’d be willing to bet you’ve got a service record that matches mine.
“So you know how it works. It's not always the easier target that gets hit first. It's the most lethal or the most unpredictable. It’s the one that gives the better payoff, or sometimes it's just the target that you're ordered to hit or it happens to be the best opportunity. Sometimes it's just a way to change the situation, shake things up a bit. Hell, sometimes you just miss. Why they shot him instead of me at that moment? I don't know. I’ve thought about it a lot since then, as you can imagine. But to ask myself why is to ask myself a question that’ll make me crazy.” Red chuckled. “That’s not for me to follow.”
Cantrell shook his head. "Your statement said that you'd captured the shooter, Latia, and she'd escaped. Did you let her go with instructions to take out Halding and not you when the time came? What did you promise her to do that?"
Red blinked. He paused, looking Cantrell up and down. In a split-second he made his decision. The bastard wanted to play games. “What the hell are you talking about? I did no such thing. That's in my statement, too. Latia wanted to complete the mission she and her sister chose — to make the bank and everyone involved in that trafficking operation pay with their lives. That she chose Halding and not me at that moment? I tried to talk to her, like I said in my statement. I tried to ascertain what she was trying to do. Snipers don't just set up their weapon and shoot people for the thrill of it, Cantrell."
"That doesn't answer why she killed Halding and not you."
Red took a swig from the can and glared at Cantrell. He was starting to get really angry now, but he knew seeing Sergeant Rodriguez twice in one day wouldn't go over well at the station. Calm down, Red.
"You want to know the answer to  that? Talk to Latia. I don't know why she didn't kill me."
Cantrell nodded and sat back in his chair for a moment. Red knew what was coming as clear as if the lawyer had scrawled his plan across his sweaty forehead. Recalibration was always easy to spot. "The money you were paid? I'm assuming it was used for this property?"
Red had had enough. "Up yours, Cantrell. I signed an NDA and I've kept up my part of the bargain even through Article 32 proceedings for my own damned court martial, okay? Your bank paid that money to me regardless of the events in play and the agreement was that I keep that money as long as the details of what I did and what your fucking bank covered up, remained a secret. I've never opened my mouth to anyone and I'm sure as hell not going to tell you anything. You say you're some fancy lawyer for the bank? Pull my statements. If there's a discrepancy, come back and we'll talk with an arbitrator between us. Rest assured I'll lawyer up, too. God knows I’ve still got plenty of money to pay for one."
Cantrell chuckled and then laughed aloud, his tight, thin lips expanding into a bright white smile. "Your non-disclosure agreement is intact, Mister Red. You've kept your part of the bargain." He sighed, as if he were truly disappointed. "But I'm afraid that isn't enough to our board of directors. They want to know the specifics of Roderick Halding's death and they want the money that his mother paid you returned to the bank immediately."
Halding was the guy Red had served with in Russia during his brief stint as a mercenary. He was a capable soldier, but he had a serious character flaw: he had withheld information — namely his identity and the full details of the case — from Red. Red had called him out on it, eventually finding out that Halding was the son of the banker who’d hired him.
When he’d died at the hands of Latia, the sniper who’d shot at them both, Red had been surprised but ultimately glad to be rid of the nuisance.
"Fat chance," Red said. He stood up and stared down at Cantrell, trying to imply that he wanted the man to leave. His jaw was set and his eyes were narrow, so Red figured it was a pretty easy read. Still, he added a closing statement to ensure the lawyer was on the same page. "This conversation is over, Cantrell. Get the hell off my property."
Cantrell didn't move. "It's not that easy, Red."





CHAPTER SEVEN

"THE
HELL
IT
AIN'T." THE lawyer remained motionless but there was something in his cool demeanor that Red could identify easily enough. Cantrell might be an attorney now, maybe even a well-paid legal associate to the bank, but he wasn't that from the beginning. He had the cool detachment of an operator vibrating just beneath his practiced smile and between his hands he kept clasped at his waist. Red wondered for a split-second where Cantrell's weapon was and what his move would be if things got hot.
And what type of weapon it was. Red raced through options — a .380 would be easy to conceal, but it wouldn’t be much use from any distance. A .45 or 9mm would be more likely, especially if this guy was ex-military.
Red couldn’t see any obvious tells, so he focused again on listening to Cantrell.
"I'm offering you a chance to simply forfeit the monies you were paid and the bank will leave you alone. Permanently."
Red shook his head but kept his eyes on Cantrell. He raised an eyebrow. “This is your idea of ‘not leaving me alone?’ Sending an agent out at night to try to scare me? Listen, pal, if your employer wants to threaten me, they’re going to really need to up the ante a bit.”
“My employer is prepared to escalate the situation as needed.”
Okay, now you do sound like a lawyer, Red thought.
"No,” Red said. “I signed a valid, binding non-disclosure agreement and I have kept up my end of the deal. I'm not forfeiting anything."
"Fine," Cantrell shrugged. "Then the first level of escalation is simple: you only need to sign a statement — for the company's archives only, of course — that you are in fact responsible for the death of Roderick Halding. His mother named him as the designated heir to the company holdings and we need to clear up the details of his death.” Cantrell paused, then looked up at the ceiling of the little outdoor room. “Just for the record."
Bullshit. Red took a breath and spoke slowly. "You want something for the record, Cantrell? Here you go. Pay attention, ‘cause I’m only going to say this once: I am not responsible for Roderick's death. He was killed by a Russian-born, Chinese-trained sex slave-turned-sniper who got that way because of the connections your employer had to the operation that created and abused her. Frankly, she did the world a favor by killing off almost everyone involved — and while that mucks up your precious bank and the legal framework of the entire organization, forgive me if I don't spare you a fucking tear. Now, get off my property."
Red seethed, the anger simmering just below the surface. One more such outburst and he wouldn’t be able to contain himself. He was a bit sore from the run-in with the gang, and Cantrell seemed to be much more of a contender than any of Paco’s friends, but Red wasn’t about to back down. He’d take this joker right here, right now.
If that’s what Cantrell wanted.
Cantrell chuckled and stood. Red held his ground and made sure that his weapon was close and that he could still see the tops of the lawyer's feet. As such, he was out of range of an aggressive move. "Okay,” he sighed. “Escalation tactic number two: I'm required to inform you that our company will bring litigation against you for these monies on the ground that the majority shareholders were under duress and that you failed to protect them as your mission stated. The NDA may be solid, but your failure breached the contract you signed."
Red grinned. "Nice try, asshole. I never signed a contract for the mission. It was all verbal until I signed the NDA — right before the Army threw me out on my ass. That's the only reason your bank and board of directors didn't end up on all two-hundred new channels as the latest, greatest breaking story. I've kept up my portion of that deal and I think you know that too, don't you?"
Cantrell didn't say anything, but his eyes said plenty. He wanted blood and anger had started to get the best of his faculties. "You were responsible for the death of a good man."
Red smirked. "A good company man, don't you mean? A guy who used the Army to get what he wanted training-wise only to bail out after what? Eight years or less? Got his green beret and his tab and that was it? He wanted a job in private security and he got one. Too bad his mommy and her cronies backed the wrong set of businesses."
"Not everyone is built for military service." Cantrell said.
"Damn right about that."
“…being told what to do, where to go, how to train. It's not for most guys. The ones with brains leave early." Cantrell laughed.
Red grinned in recognition. "Oh! You and Roderick, too, huh? How long were you at Bragg? Or were you down at being as a ranger instead? When did you decide to bail out on your buddies for all the money and guns and girls your company could provide, huh? You're just like the fucking rest of them, Cantrell. You know that I'm not responsible for your buddy's death and you and your board cannot stand the fact that a dumb grunt like me would keep my mouth shut and pocket the money you paid me. It wasn’t supposed to go down like that was it? I was supposed to be the poor asshole who got left behind in Russian with a frozen hole in my head, not your boy Halding. But too bad, man. I'm doing just that and this is the last conversation I'm going to have about Premier One bank and their sex trafficking bullshit. You get me?"
Cantrell smiled and walked off the porch. As he made his way down the walkway toward the front gate, the lawyer looked over his shoulder. "Good night, Red. I trust that this will be your last conversation about many things. But, you're a dumb soldier, right? You'll start dealing when the shit hits the fan. Guys like you always do."





CHAPTER EIGHT

RED
OPENED HIS EYES AND stared up into the darkened ceiling. Ears sharp, he quieted his breathing enough that he could almost hear his own pulse. The subtropical winds coming in from the coast were light. In the distance, down the hill from his property's edge, he could hear the waves crashing and receding against the shore. All of it was just as it should have been — just as it had been every other night since he'd gotten here.
Except for one thing.
There was a trickle of icy alertness rippling down his spine, and he had long ago stopped second-guessing his subconscious. He’d felt it when he’d walked up his pathway to the house, just before seeing Halding on his porch, and he felt it now.
It had woken him up, in fact.
Red glanced at the nightstand by his bed. The red LEDs said the time was 0157. His smartphone and watch were there atop a collection of Ray Bradbury essays, just like they should have been. He could hear the noise of the refrigerator's belts in the kitchen down the bamboo-floored hallway, squealing just like it always had. He'd left the dim counter light on in the kitchen — just like he always did.
So what is it? Why am I awake at —
Outside, there was a scrape on the flagstone walkway. A boot. Someone walking without going heel to toe.
Red swung up slowly and reached for the phone. Whether or not 911 service worked in Puerto Rico he didn't know but he dialed the number anyway and set the phone back on the book.  He eased out the nightstand drawer and withdrew his M1911 and a spare magazine of ammunition. For a brief second, he looked down at his bare legs and boxer shorts and decided that he'd look pretty stupid outside in his yard wearing nothing but his underwear. If this was no big deal — just a late-night visit from a neighbor for some reason — he’d be quite a sight, wearing underwear and waving around a pistol.
He tugged on a pair of shorts from the end of the bed and slipped the spare magazine in one pocket, hoping the extra few seconds he’d spent wasn’t going to come back to bite him later. In spite of how pissed he was for being woken up, he smiled at the irony of the realization that he'd just taken the time to get dressed before a middle-of-the-night fight.
Movement in the near darkness outside caught his eye. A shadow created by the light on his board shed caught his eye. It was obviously human and it was moving toward the house. Not a neighbor — there wasn’t another house in that direction.
Shit.
A voice called out on the open line — 911 did indeed work, and now a dispatcher was on the line, speaking Spanish.
There wasn't going to be time for a conversation. Besides, what are they going to do? Take me in again? He had more information now. He knew there was someone trespassing on his property, and he knew they weren’t here to sell Girl Scout cookies. Any help he’d get from the police would be after it all ended here.
They had his number logged, and they could figure out where he was easily enough — no sense leaving them on the line. He disconnected the call and stuffed the phone into his other pocket. He'd deal with the trespassers on his own, with deadly force if necessary. For a brief instant he almost hoped it was the gangsters from earlier.
Red worked the pistol's action slowly, chambering a round as silently as he could manage. He stepped over to the small desk in the corner, knowing there was another pistol sitting in the drawer — he’d be able to get to it quickly if needed. He pulled up the Macbook's screen and checked the connection to the external cameras.
Nothing but blackness.
If they'd cut or disabled the cameras, he'd have already been alerted and the individual camera feeds would be showing static. Apparently they'd chosen the smarter option and taken out his access completely — the hard-wired cable internet service was out. If he'd had a landline, it would also have been cut. That the power hadn't been cut told him that whoever was outside were amateurs used to operating with some type of light source.
Red made the split-second decision to move for the master power box on the storage shed. With the dim lights from the board shed at the path to the shore extinguished, the rest of the yard would be in complete darkness. The loss of light might be enough to scare off the trespassers, but he wasn't counting on it. If it didn't scare them off, he'd still have one hell of an advantage. Red moved quickly through the house and to the door leading to the veranda. Amateurs always left the front door uncovered.
He looked outside and saw nothing. The alarm keypad, meticulously installed and tested not three days ago, displayed a yellow ‘trouble’ signal. The system remained engaged and would sound off, but without a connection to the authorities, it was useless. He entered the code quickly and watched the indicator lights flip to the ‘off’ position. Another quick glance outside revealed nothing. Red took a deep breath and carefully opened the door an inch. When nothing happened, he opened it enough to put his face in the opening and scan the exterior of the house. He kept his pistol gripped tightly in his left hand, waiting. He could pull it up and fire off a shot faster than just about anyone he’d ever met, but he still didn’t like the idea of not knowing where his enemy was located. He leaned out farther.
Nothing.
From the edge of the veranda, it was three meters to a dense hedge that stood almost a meter high. The hedge lined the western edge of the property and would give him cover to escape the situation and go for help.
If he wanted to go for help.
Red snorted and shook off the thought. I'm wearing board shorts and carrying a weapon. The only help I would get is help to the nuthouse.
Nobody messes with my place.
Nobody.
He thought again of the dream — a fully-enclosed compound, complete with plenty of land and a bunker for his humble abode. This place might not have been it, but he was in no mood to entertain anyone sneaking around the property.
Decision made, Red opened the door and stepped through quickly, pulling the door shut behind him. He turned and stepped across the creak-prone deck — another thing on his long list of projects — and off into the prickly grass before ducking behind the hedge. With a deep breath, Red closed his eyes and let his ears adjust to the environment. They'd called it a 'listening halt' in basic training a thousand years before, but the principal was simple: take a moment and get familiar with the ambient noise of the area of operations. With that experience as a baseline, operating in the area without much sight was easier.
Ears attenuated to the darkness and relative silence, Red opened his eyes and scanned slowly from side to side. His instructors said something about rods and cones and how the eye worked at night, but all that he remembered clearly was that movement was easier seen than stillness. All he had to do was look for the change and his targets would be clear.
Less than thirty seconds passed when he saw the first target.





CHAPTER NINE

THE
BOARD
SHED, THE SMALLER outbuilding on the north edge of the property, sat next to a narrow path down to the beach about thirty meters below and about two hundred meters out. One person was there in the shadow of the shed, but with the light on the opposite side throwing a fraction of light into the forest, he was clearly visible, at least to a trained eye. Red stayed low and moved his direction. The acrid, tangy scent of a cigarette burning caught his attention. Based on the wind, it wasn't coming from his target by the shed.
Someone was closer to Red than he'd originally thought.
He knelt on the close-cut grass and waited. Eyes up and scanning, finding the burning cigarette was almost impossible until the smoker drew on the foul thing, the orange tip lighting up against the blackened night, a beacon of stupidity shining out against the deep darkness.
There!
Not ten meters away, a figure crouched under the hedge. Red couldn't tell if the figure was armed, but discretion was the better part of valor and all that, so he decided that the guy was a threat — armed or not. He hadn’t stayed alive this long by taking needless chances.
For thirty seconds, Red didn't even try to move. He waited, breathing in the noxious smoke and listening to the wind blow through the trees. From his position, right knee down on the ground and left leg behind, Red moved forward at a creep. The memory of an old movie shot through his brain and threatened to take away his concentration. Robert Redford — at least he thought it was Redford — had to move across a room at less than one foot per second.
What was that flick?
He shook his head, only slightly so as not to attract attention to himself.
C'mon Red. Dammit! Focus!
Taking a moment to enjoy the memory of a long-forgotten movie was insanity. It was sort of thing that messed with a man’s ability to focus on the present situation, a coping mechanism formulated involuntarily by the brain to try to lessen the stress. But the stress was what Red needed — it was what he craved in these situations. He needed to be fully alert, and if that meant dealing with a bit of anxiety, so be it.
The man snorted in the darkness and Red bit his lower lip. Patience. Based on the end of the man's lit cigarette and how it disappeared and reappeared in the night, he could clearly see when the target wasn't even looking his direction. Red moved forward a meter every time the man scanned the terrain. It was like clockwork. The man thought he was being methodical, cunning. But he was just being predictable. In the span of a minute or two, Red had closed to three meters.
Just like old times.
The man froze for a moment, cigarette dangling carelessly from his lower lip, and stared directly at him.
Red froze.
The cigarette swung away again and Red jumped forward. His left hand found the man's neck and his right hand swept down and across the man's forehead with the heavy pistol grip. There was a satisfying sound of metal on bone and the man slumped to the ground. Red left the cigarette burning on the ground, not even bothering to stamp out the burning ember, and kept moving toward the shed. There wasn't a single indication of who it was — if it was one of the gang members he'd met at the beach earlier that day — but there were at least two amateurs trespassing on his property, and that was two more than he was comfortable with.
Two on this side of the house, holding down the escape routes. Red snorted. The others are coming in from the road out front. Amateurs.
Moving along the hedge to the board shed was easy. Red could clearly see his new target now. The man was pudgy, with a thick mustache. The man was busy tapping away on a smartphone he held lazily in his hands, as if he was waiting for an elevator instead of watching a house. There was a rifle slung over his shoulder, but the man wore it almost as if the weapon had been an afterthought. Whoever these guys were, they hadn't expected resistance.
They're going to get some resistance, Red thought.
Red moved quickly, coming up with the pistol and thrashing it against the man's blank face, not even taking a second to notice if the man had seen the attack coming. He went down hard, fumbling for his rifle but then immediately going still.
Two down.
Red relieved the unconscious man of his AR-15 and looked it over in the faint light. The weapon seemed to be in good condition and had what looked like a half of a standard magazine of ammunition — maybe ten or twelve rounds. It would be enough.
Now I have an assault rifle. Ho, ho, ho. Red smiled in the darkness until he remembered that he was alone and that he was once again silently quoting movies again. Seriously? Why is no one around when I'm really on my game?
He dragged the man down the narrow trail to the beach about five meters and then put the bloodied, unconscious man on his side in the hillside brush.
That he'd even taken the time to make sure both trespassers were breathing gave him a sense of pride. He'd want them to stand charges, after all. Killing someone was easy, especially when your employer stood behind you with the full weight and power of the United States government — but doing it without that support was a different story. There was more risk involved. Making them stand before the bench and face some real justice was downright human of him.
Maybe I'm not the monster the Army made me out to be?
Red pulled the charging handle of the AR-15 back slightly, just enough to see the glint of a cartridge nestled in the chamber. He turned around one side of the shed and found the main power box for the compound. With infinite care, he swung up the thin metal cover and worked his hand inside. The switch was old and clunky — there were only two positions and he flicked it to OFF and closed the cover. The entire compound fell into darkness. With his back to the ocean and his eyes focused into his dark property, Red listened to the breeze through the trees and smiled to himself.
Yeah, I am a monster. And I own the night.





CHAPTER TEN

WITH
THE
POWER
OUT, RED gave his eyes time to readjust to the darkness. He couldn't hear or see anything in the immediate area and he considered ducking into the board shed to see if there was anything useful. When he’d moved in, he hadn’t paid much attention to the shed. He’d scanned its interior a few times before and after he’d closed on the beachfront property, but he’d never spent any time taking inventory of the stuff.
Among the surfboards, wakeboards, and other sports equipment, he couldn't remember seeing anything else that might be useful. He remembered another movie where the hero ducked into a shed and came out with all kinds of garden implements, even throwing circular saw blades. It was total bullshit, but the improvisation made for a good popcorn-munching movie.
Game face, Red. You can think about movies later.
Besides, he already knew there was nothing like that in the board shed — his tools, the few that he’d purchased when he’d moved here, were kept in a closet in the house. Any larger implements, like the rusted-out lawnmower, a short water hose, and a few rakes and shovels, were still piled up next to the porch, where the previous homeowner had placed them before putting the house up for sale. Red hadn’t gotten around to moving them yet.
Red nodded to himself and crept forward toward the hedge where his first target remained still on his side. For a brief moment, Red considered stopping to see if his victim still had a pulse, but he decided against it. The police and the paramedics could clean up the damage and treat the wounded. He had other things to worry about.
There were two main concerns — how many others were there, and what exactly did they want? He could guess at the second answer fairly easily, but if there were twenty more of them it wouldn't matter much. Sitting in the backyard, pinched between the house and the ocean, didn't provide any tactical advantage, nor did going back inside the house. In the darkness, Red possessed the advantage and what his officers would have called initiative. The situation was in his hands and he could change it — and its outcomes — by his actions and plans.
First things first. Get to the west side of the house and the main shed.
Just inside the door would be his gun safe. He could enter the key code sequence by feel and then he'd have real weapons in hand. If they'd brought twenty or more, he could take them out easily enough — along with about three-hundred other bad guys.
Well, maybe not that many. Ammunition wasn’t an unlimited resource, nor was the time it would take to reload. After a wave of three or four at a time, the baddies would likely get smart and send in a dozen or so at a time. Then he’d be up the creek.
Okay, he thought. Let's roll.
He suddenly had a flashback, a memory of a mission in a faraway country, working to maneuver around a camp of hostile combatants to get into position to take out their commanding officer, a man notorious for his brutality and negligence for decency. Red was alone, working silently but connected via comm sat to an operations command post about ten miles away. The terrain had been nearly impossible to navigate, especially in the dark, but he hadn’t let it deter him. He moved silently, stealthily, knowing that a wrong step would alert the twenty hostiles — itching for a fight — to his location. Knowing the combatants of that area well, shooting first and asking questions later was their standard operating procedure.
He remembered moving through the heavily wooded area, slowly making his way around the outer perimeter of their base until he was on the rise that overlooked his target. He had found his roost, the point from which he would rain down hell on the enemy. All he’d needed was an advantageous position. From the best position, the most damage could be dealt with the least risk.
Snapping back to the present, Red took a few delicate steps forward, constantly scanning the area in front of him using his vision and the area behind him using his peripheral sight and hearing. There wasn’t any real key terrain around him. The house sat on a slight hill above the beach. He could likely scramble down to the beach and getaway, but that wasn’t an option anymore. He’d made the yard dark, and Red believed that darkness suited him more than his attackers. Still, there had to be a place, an advantageous position, where he could dominate the fight. Data flooded into his mind, and he tried to ignore the collateral sounds of the evening birds, still restless, and faraway motorists driving through town.
Tonight was about here. Now.
Just like it had been on that mission. On every other mission. He had been trained to block out anything that didn’t matter to the mission at hand, to dampen everything outside his immediate vicinity to give his senses the additional focus. In the darkness, thousands of miles and at least two years away from that mission, Red felt the familiar sensation of his focus snapping tight around him. His body prepared for action, his sense pulling in everything that they could, Red took a breath and started moving toward his weapons shed.
He'd moved about ten meters behind the hedge and was already curving to the west when he heard the first voices. He couldn't see the sources immediately, and sticking his head up above the hedge wasn't an option. Red glanced up at the sky and smiled at his luck. Without any moon in the sky, the amount of available illumination was minute. There was enough that he could navigate and make out the larger dark shapes at a short distance, but under cover and with a little bit of concealment, he was virtually invisible. As long as the amateurs continued with their fumbling, non-tactical incursion, he'd be okay.
On the west side of the house, two figures appeared on the short piece of veranda. One leaned against the railing next to his hammock. The other unzipped his pants and urinated into the small garden plot Red had scratched out of the dirt a week before. He’d had the intent to plant something, but in the back of his mind he’d known the whole time that his desire to really become a gardener was about as strong as his desire to drink light beer. He had barely worked two hours outside in the tiny patch before giving up and spending the rest of the afternoon at the beach.
He hadn’t even been to the store to buy seeds, but as he listened to the telltale spattering, Red's anger only grew. It was still his garden — his land. Adjusting the pistol's grip in his right hand, the temptation to fire two quick shots and drop them where they stood passed like a breeze across his consciousness. He slipped the pistol into the waistband of his shorts and unslung the AR-15.
Silence was key. Firing now would only bring more of them to that side of the yard, and Red knew that having more soldiers on this side would cut off his only potential escape route.
He needed a better position.
Once again flashing back to his silent maneuvering, knowing that the enemy combatants were just inside their established perimeter, watching and waiting for a target they could engage, Red paused. He crouched down, slowed his forward motion to an impossibly slow pace, for the first time in a long time growing afraid.
He remembered feeling lost, as if the enemy right beside him were a million miles away, as if the man in his ear was just his own mind, playing tricks on him.
Inside his mind, he heard his old first sergeant's raspy voice.
‘You gotta use them acronyms, son. OCOKA. That's how you find the best position.’
Red bit the inside of his lip. The shed was a good target to gather supplies, but it wasn't the most defensible position. He took a moment to think.  
OCOKA. Observation, Cover, Obstacles, Key Terrain, Approach.
He didn't need observation; he already had cover and concealment taken care of in the near darkness. Even factoring out the blatantly amateurish level of his attackers, he was still in the better position. Obstacles were worthless to his situation and there was no key terrain. His avenues of approach, though, were again to his advantage.
I'm not playing defense. Not tonight.
One of the figures was talking again, a low voice in Spanish that Red couldn't follow beyond a few choice words here and there. The speaker stepped down off the porch and moseyed toward the shed. If he kept walking, the man would pass within two meters of Red's position. It would be close enough.
Red pressed his stomach to the ground and crawled forward to close the distance. He heard the man speaking louder now, with the distance between his audience growing, but it was still no more than a stage whisper. Red came up onto the balls of his feet and left his hands holding the rifle on the grass.
One meter.
Slowly, Red brought the rifle up and positioned the butt for a quick strike. He was up in a flash, the rifle moving swiftly through the air toward the side of the man's head. The impact shook Red's arms more than he thought it should have. As the man went down, Red saw that the rifle's lower receiver had cracked like an egg all across the rear stock. He couldn’t help himself — he started examining the damage, the gun nut in him aching at the sight of a wasted piece of kit.
Unfortunately he spent too many precious seconds trying to sort out the damage, and out of the corner of his eye he saw the relaxed target on the porch come up quickly — no longer relaxed, and obviously aware that one of his teammates was under attack. Red dropped the rifle before he'd finished the follow-through of his strike, grabbed the pistol from his waistband, and fired two quick shots. The man on the porch staggered forward and collapsed face-first to the ground.
Shit. The cracking sound of the pistol was deafening, and he knew it was only a matter of time before the rest of the gang moved in to figure out who was shooting at whom.
Red moved fast for the south side of the house and the driveway. He'd lost his chance for more ammunition and other weapons. As he scrambled into the lower bushes, Red cursed himself for thinking that the AR-15 would have been in good shape in the hands of such awful amateurs. They were solid weapons, manufactured well, but they still required maintenance and care.
He stopped. There were voices now, loud ones. From the lone streetlight at the end of the driveway, he saw four more men running forward — one with a big white bandage on his face.
Looks like Paco's back, he thought.
Red froze behind the hedge and watched Paco come forward with his arms waving as he yelled out. Loud words in Spanish. Apparently the man was trying to organize his troops in the middle of a firefight — hardly the best time to do it.
Red almost laughed. This guy is pathetic, he thought.
Glass broke along the veranda, and Red pinpointed the sound as one of his front windows breaking outward. That means they’re in the house, he thought. At least of few of them had gone inside, as the others converged on the west side of the house. Now there were more than a dozen of them moving around the perimeter and surrounding area, all looking for him. All holding weapons.
Red crept along the hedgerow and moved toward the street. There was at least one vehicle he could see in the dim light.
A plan formed and Red grinned, finally allowing himself the pleasure.
While they're looking for me, I'll make sure they can't leave until I'm done with them. The house’s driveway was a shallow u-shaped gravel road that came in from the street about ten meters. Red worked along the hedge to the street on the west side of his lot and hopped the three-foot rusty chainlink fence he'd planned to scrap. After I finish the garden, maybe.
Feet on the road, he paused for a moment and thought about grabbing his phone. 911 had worked, after all, and he was out of his compound and safe. He could walk away.
Or I can stay and make sure this shit never happens again.
Red went for the van, coming up directly behind the center of the van's windows, and ducked to the passenger side. He could hear a radio softly playing. With a glance up, he could see the driver reclined back in their seat. It was the girl from the beach and she stared intently into the screen of a smartphone. Red opened the door and jumped into the seat, but he kept the gun's barrel down, away from the girl. She flinched when she saw it, but didn't scream.
At least Paco brought one competent person on his little mission.
"Hi," Red smiled. "What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?"
The girl looked down at the gun in his hand and put her hands slowly on the steering wheel. She licked her lips and spoke slowly. "This wasn't my idea."
Red nodded. "What's your name?"
"Consuela."
“Consuela,” he said. “Enchanté.”
“That is French.”
He shrugged. “Never been much for foreign languages.”
She was pretty and in any other circumstance, Red would have turned up the charm to about 12 and tried to have some fun. Not this time. He lowered his chin and kept his voice steady and firm. "Consuela, I'm going to get out of this van in fifteen seconds. You're going to start the van and drive off. Where you go, what you do, I don't care. Just don't come back."
Consuela nodded once. "Okay."
There wasn't concern in her voice. No thought of what might happen to Paco or his friends. No emotion whatsoever appeared on her face. He examined her eyes anyway. After a few seconds, he nodded.
She knew the stakes very clearly and the look in her eyes reminded Red of a kid who'd sat across from him on the first C-130 jump he'd made at airborne school. The kid had been terrified, eyes bugging out of his head, but everything about his demeanor was quiet and confident. There'd been no doubt that he was going to make that first jump, even in spite of his fear. Consuela was going to leave and not come back.
With any luck she'd change her group of friends, too.
"Good night, Consuela. I hope you'll make better relationship choices in the future."
"Me, too."
Red opened the door to leave. Consuela started the van before his feet hit the ground and by the time he'd closed the door, she was on the gas and the van’s tires squealed and shot gravel as she sped off for San Juan like a bat out of hell. Red watched the tail lights recede for a moment and felt a buzz in the pocket of his board shorts. He looked down and saw the light from the smartphone's screen dully shining. He brought out the phone, saw the number was listed as Miami, Florida, and decided to cross the road to the eastern edge of his property.
Concealed in the darkness of the taller trees — trees covered in mossy waste and underbrush that he hadn't yet cleared — Red raised the phone to his ear. He moved closer to one tree and leaned against its rough bark. Behind him in the compound, panicked voices screeched at each other as they came across their fallen comrades, confusion reigning supreme. They were scared now, he knew.
Scared, helpless, and frustrated in the dark. And under terrible leadership.
He focused his attention to the phone call. Red tapped the green accept button and didn’t wait to hear the voice on the other end. There was no doubt who it was on the other side of the connection. “Four down, Cantrell. They've lost their ride, too. Your move.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN

THERE
WAS A PAUSE FOR a moment, but then Cantrell laughed. “I didn't think you'd be an easy target, Red. Taking out the van was a little much though, don't you think? The girl was innocent."
“Christ, Cantrell, I’m not a murderer. She's alive," Red said and wondered for a split second if it was a bad idea to give her up. "I don't mess around with non-combatants. Bad for the reputation.“
"Listen to yourself," Cantrell chuckled. It sounded pretentious, the laugh of a man who knew he was right and was simply waiting for his subordinates to realize it. "You're a civilian. You can't separate everyone in your life to combatants and non-combatants, Red. If you keep doing that, you're never going to settle down and find love, much less friendship. Keeping everyone at arm's length is only a temporary fix."
Red pulled the phone away from his ear and stared at it.
Is this guy really giving me life advice?
"Turns out I'm not looking for love, Cantrell. You’re not my type, but thanks for the offer." Red looked around the tree and saw a group of three gang members spreading out on a line abreast formation. As they walked his way, he realized that Cantrell was keeping him on the phone as a distraction. "I'm going to clear my property now, Cantrell. You coming to the party? Should I save you a seat?"
"You make it through the next fifteen minutes, Red, and yeah, I'll be there."
Red was surprised, but didn’t dwell on it. ”Looking forward to it."
He stabbed the off button and shoved the silenced phone into his pocket once again. The three men were still moving his way, each nervously looking from side to side and taking far too long to close the distance. As tempting as it was to drop the three of them with pistol fire, Red decided that fear was too good of an ally not to use.
The trees gave him deep shadow which he used by going low and moving around to the far left of the three-man patrol. As much as he wanted to pick them off one-by-one, it wasn't going to happen. The loss of one would immediately turn the other two against him, as well as give his position away. Going for the center guy and hoping that the other two would turn and shoot, taking out each other, was pure fantasy.
There was only one way to do it.
Red came up from the shadow and fell in behind the guy on the line's far left by about a meter. There were six rounds left in the M1911. Without the rifle, and cut off from the shed, he'd have to spend one round per man to have a chance at making out alive.
He brought up the pistol, pointed it at the back of the guy's head and hesitated, holding the gun there. In the low light, Red couldn't tell if it was one of the men he'd fought on the beach or not.
Something in his brain argued with him. Does it really matter?
Another faction in his mind argued back. It does, idiot. You don’t kill innocent civilians. No matter how stupid they seem.
He'd already killed two of Paco's men and left two, hopefully, unconscious. But that didn’t change anything. He wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, no matter what the rest of humanity thought. He had standards.
Red lowered the pistol, sighing, and stepped silently to his right, putting him in between and behind the two men on that side of the line. As they moved forward, Red stopped, sighted the pistol on the buttocks of the man on the left and fired.
Direct hit.
Red considered a shot to the ass — rather than right in the center of the guy’s back — a nice thing to do. The guy would heal, but it would take a long time. It would be weeks before he could even sit down, months before there was no pain left. And that’s if he got proper medical attention, but something told Red that in this country, messing around with a gang — no matter how well-respected — he would at the very least be in for some serious scrutiny from law enforcement.
He swung the barrel toward the middle guy and squeezed off another round, again aiming — and hitting — the man’s buttocks.
Talk about a pain in the ass, he thought, the grin creeping back onto his face.
He turned to the third guy, expecting to see the man in a firing position and ready to bring the pain. As such, Red knelt and dove right instinctively to get himself clear of the line of fire and have a chance at taking the third man down. He rolled and came up with the pistol, satisfied that he’d found a bit of brush to hide the bulk of his body behind.
At first he couldn’t see the guy, as he had been looking at where the third man had been. He’d assumed that the man would have dropped straight down and pulled his weapon up to fire in retaliation. Instead, the man had started moving almost immediately after Red’s first shot. He had now closed the distance and was about three feet away, and closing in on him fast.
Not good. Red tried to maneuver out of the way but was only able to get his torso shifted to sideways. In the last second before the man collided with him, Red saw the short, keen edge of a switchblade reflecting light from somewhere in the yard.
He barely had time to recognize what it was before it plunged down into the soft flesh between his left pectoral muscle and his shoulder.
Definitely not good.
Red screamed in pain, but pulled his pistol up anyway. He fired twice into the man's abdomen and felt the knife in his chest quiver. The man groaned, but rolled sideways. Red pushed the man down to the ground and got up, then sprinted toward the south end of the yard and the board shed. There was a first aid kit inside, if he could reach it unopposed. It wouldn’t be enough to completely fix him up, but at least he could throw something sterile on the open wound.
In the low light, he saw the black blood seeping from the wound around the blade. He didn’t dare take it out, as the additional loss of blood and surge of pain could cause him to pass out.
As Red neared the shed, two more men came up with rifles from the southern end of the house. He knew exactly who they were from their size and how they moved. They were the grunts he’d defeated on the beach with Paco when all this crazy shit started. Red dropped to one knee, centered the barrel on the center of the first man's chest and let instinct take over. Years of training and more than a little bit of sheer talent had made him the best shot out of anyone he knew. He once again was reminded of the variables — a pistol, in the dark, with a knife jammed into his chest.
Variables be damned, he thought. I’m making this shot.
He pulled the trigger twice, barely noticing the snap of his wrist between shots and the instantaneous correction he made between trigger pulls. He didn't have much ammunition, but firing twice was habit, and he couldn't afford to not drop the enemy combatants. They weren’t kids or gang members anymore. They were the enemy, and Red meant to put them down.
As the second recoil rippled through his arms, Red felt his left arm losing strength. He turned the weapon to the second enforcer and repeated the same motions without thought. It took three shots to drop the man and at that point Red's left arm was almost useless.
How much blood have I lost? He looked down and didn't like what he saw. Blood slicked his chest, the shiny gleam reflecting all of what little light there was. As the sea breeze picked up, his skin felt cold and clammy. That ain't good either.
Battlefield injuries were far worse than a similar injury in any other environment. Not only were the enemy combatants trying to kill him, but any injury worked against his ability to complete the mission. He’d been shot before, but it had been mostly a grazing blow to his thigh. Hurt like hell, but he had been able to limp out of the fight, where he received immediate medical attention and was stitched up and back in the fight in less than a week. Tonight was a bit different — a bullet typically left a clean entry wound, something that didn’t need much besides a retrieval and some stitches. A knife wound, on the other hand, was messy. It tore the flesh, ripping muscle and tendons from bone, and even without hitting major arteries or organs it would leave a nasty, jagged scar. He swore under his breath, promising to make Paco pay for this.
The beach shed was fifteen feet away now. Inside wasn’t the best of his wound care supplies and equipment, but it would have to do. He sprinted forward, burst through the door without bothering to flick on the light, and grabbed the shoebox-sized kit from a shelf. Red darted down the trail to the beach below, then ducked behind the cover of a large bush and opened the kit, feeling for a plastic-encased field dressing. He found it, and then was some pleasantly surprised to find a tiny bottle of alcohol. He set both implements down in the box's open lid, then prepared for the worst surgery that would ever be performed. The switchblade stuck out from his chest obscenely, and it danced away from his reach whenever he turned, as if mocking his movements.
He took a few deep, steady breaths, holding in the last one and puffing up his cheeks.
Here goes nothing.
Red readied the field dressing, tearing it free from its pouch and carefully unwrapping the long ties that he could use to secure it to his chest if the bleeding didn't slow or stop on its own. With everything ready, Red let out his breath, bit his tongue, and reached up to yank the knife out of the wound. He pulled it straight, hard and fast, feeling it rip a new wave of flesh on the way out. The fresh rush of pain brought tears to his eyes, but he didn't cry out.
Ooooooohhhhh shit that hurts!
He tossed the knife aside — it was cheap, likely bought at some mall kiosk in town — then pressed the combat dressing to his chest and held it there as the pain rose and finally started to ebb. After a solid two minutes passed, Red looked down at his chest and saw the blood weeping from the wound at a slower rate than before. His left arm felt weak and slow, but it would at least now move and respond.
That’ll have to be enough, he thought. Paco’s still out there.
Pressing the bandage to the wound with his chin, Red tried to work the straps as best he could, tying them around his upper arm and neck with his hands and his teeth. He'd secured the first two of four straps when a shuffle of pebbles behind him made him freeze.
He looked over his shoulder and couldn't see anything except the dark foliage on the hill behind him. He worked the second two straps with his hands and teeth and tied them as best he could, fumbling for his pistol at the same time. He'd found the grip and pulled the M1911 with its one round left in the chamber into his palm when a cold, cylindrical barrel pressed against his head. Had it been a professional standing behind him instead of a rank amateur with an ego larger than even his sense of superiority, that would have been the end of everything. Instead, Red heard a familiar voice.
“Got you, asshole," Paco said in his stilted, accented English. "How about we end this right now, huh?"
Should have already been over, amateur. How did you get in the shed without me hearing you? Am I that fucked up?
Red didn't move. Even without the gun held to Red's head, Paco had a slight advantage, being behind him slightly to Red’s left. Unless he moved forward, more into Red's peripheral vision, there wasn't going to be a chance to act. But dropping his weapon and playing defensive wasn't an option, either. "How about you walk away, Paco? Let me deal with Cantrell myself. You and your boys don't need to get beat up any further."
"You broke my nose, man. What the hell you think I ought to do to you?"
Red shifted his head and looked over his shoulder at the kid's face. "I scared away your girlfriend and didn't hurt her. How's that for a start?"
"You shot up my boys," Paco shook his head. "Cantrell gonna pay us big money for putting you down."
"And then what? If I die, Rodriguez and the local cops already have enough suspicion to arrest you." Red pressed on. "They know everything, Paco. Your whole gang is on their radar. They know where you live, what you're dealing on the side. They've got files on all of you. They're on their way here now, too. Walk away now, before anyone else gets hurt."
"You still gonna turn us in, man." Paco wavered and the gun barrel moved away from Red's temple as he reached to scratch his chin instinctively without realizing that hand held his pistol.
Reddidn't need an invitation.
Red moved quickly and came up hard with the pistol to the gangster's jaw. Red almost felt bad about the sickening crunch as the kid's jaw shattered and a spattering of blood fell onto Reggie's fist. Paco spit teeth into the night, then screamed and put his hands over his face. Red pushed him roughly down the hill. Paco sprawled and rolled into the sand as Red moved up the hill towards the house. There were more of them in the yard, their voices urgent and approaching.
I need ammunition, he thought. I also need medical attention.





CHAPTER TWELVE

RED
LOOKED
DOWN AND SAW that the dressing barely clung to his chest and the once-white padding had already turned black with blood. He'd have to get up the hill, through the yard, and into his equipment shed. If he could make it there, Paco and his thugs could waste all their ammunition and time trying to get to him. He’d be able to treat his wound, reload, and make up a plan while the amateurs did something stupid. That was just fine with Red. There was a flurry of voices and movement in the yard. Paco scrambled past Red, arms and legs flinging sand in every direction as he fled to his friends. A half-minute passed. There were shouts and calls in Spanish that Red didn't understand. By the sound and the echoes, they were in retreat.
Good. Hopefully they would find their leader and grab him, or Paco would simply stumble away on his own. All that mattered to Red at the moment was getting to his house. For now, his fight was over.
Red pushed his right hand, still holding the pistol, against the wound and pressed down as hard as he could bear. He passed the hedgerow and turned to the western side of the house, looking around the corner cautiously. The approach and walkway were clear. He stumbled forward and stopped, catching himself by leaning against one of the structural beams holding up his patio roof.
Just get inside the shed, he thought. Just get inside the shed. It became a mantra, an affirmation — the type of thing he didn’t really believe he could do, but needed to strive for anyway. The pain was receding now, and he could barely feel it.
That was bad news. It meant he was growing numb to his own body, his systems shutting down as they diverted energy and blood to the wounded area. Meanwhile, his brain worked overtime to dampen the sharpness of the pain he was feeling and keep him focused on getting help.
But there was no help here. He was alone, and even if he called emergency services it would be a solid ten minute wait, at least. From what he could tell, bleeding out at this rate meant he wouldn’t be around to meet the paramedics when they arrived. The only help he could rely on was his own gear. His combat lifesaver bag, augmented far beyond what a typical medic carried into a firefight, waited inside, along with the materials he'd need to properly clean and close the wound. He had collected the medical gear over the course of his military career, picking up training and techniques from friends he’s served with and from books and websites he’d scoured on his own.
He was no field doctor, but whatever it would take to save his life was inside that bag.
He started to take a step, feeling stronger, but as soon as he was supporting his own weight the world threatened to spin away. Red dropped to his knees and held on to his faculties for dear life. The air in front of his face seemed wavy, like heat rising from a highway in the middle of summer. But he felt cold, his fingers and toes now no longer feeling as though they were a part of him.
Get inside, he willed. Just get inside.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

RED
WOKE
UP.
I PASSED out?
He was still on the porch, but now he was laying on his chest, facedown on the wooden planks. He shifted his eyes left and right, cautious to move anything else. He frowned.
I feel… better.
The pain was still there, but it had subsided substantially. Best of all, the feeling had returned to his extremities, which told him the blood had finally slowed enough for his body to attempt to repair the wound.
He realized what had happened — he’d fallen, passed out, but the pressure of his body against the hardwood porch floor had pressed the wound closed enough to stifle the free-flowing blood, allowing it to begin to clot. The field dressing he’d applied had finally done its job as well.
And while he wouldn’t be swinging a golf club or carrying a surfboard anytime soon, he felt like he might actually survive.
After another few moments breathing slowly, with his right hand pressed hard against the soaked dressing and seeping wound, Red felt even better. The shouts and voices of the gang were long gone. Damn. Watching Paco and his friends stumble to the highway without seeing their getaway van would have been a great end to the night.
Instead, Red withdrew his phone and tapped 911. The operator was there in a split second, yammering in Spanish.
"Hey. No, no habla,” he said. He didn’t wait for a response. “My name is Gareth Red and I live out on 187. A dozen punks just broke into my house and tried to rough me up. Some of them are down, and they ain’t getting back up.”
He waited a moment, to make sure the person the other end was paying attention. He knew the call was being recorded, but he’d rather not have to wait around any longer than necessary.
“Call Sergeant Rodriguez in the gangs division. He knows the score.”
The dispatcher asked something in Spanish. Instead of replying, Red staggered to his feet and stepped up and off the path to the prickly grass of his yard.
"Hello? Hello?" He heard the dispatcher's voice as if they were a million miles away. He raised the phone to his face one more time.
He slowed down. “Call Sergeant Rodriguez in gangs. Tell him Gareth Red called and needs help. Like now."
Red stabbed the red circle to terminate the call and walked forward slowly, as if feeling for the ground with each hesitant step. His legs were wobbly from shock, but he could manage. He'd seen worse in Afghanistan. The coward who'd shot him through the left calf with an AK-74 managed to inflict a deeper, bloodier wound from a distance. A surfer punk with a switchblade? Seriously, Red. That's not even a cool check-out-my-scar-story.
Red shook off the thought and snorted. He didn't feel too bad at all, really. Some of that was due to the endorphins and the adrenaline coursing through his system and he'd have to deal with that later without entertaining shock. He'd have to remember to tell his friends, assuming he'd find some again, that his sense of humor remained intact after getting stabbed. It had to be a new record.
Focus, Red. Get into the damned shed and then you can make all the terrible jokes you want.
He started toward the door, but then stopped. He had been hoping to reach his medical gear inside, but now he felt as if he was ready for another fight.
He also felt like he wasn’t ready for a another fight without better weapons. He made his decision, turning and stepping off the porch, aiming for the larger shed where he kept his arsenal. The grass gave way to the sandy path that led past the hedgerow and the slumped form of his first victim. He staggered once, feeling the pain sear up in his chest once again, and slowed his pace. Every sound in the night amplified in his ears. The wind off the ocean seemed cooler now, raising goosebumps across his bare back and blood-dampened chest. The little lucidity he clung to by sheer will wouldn't last much longer. He needed help.
Red made his way to the western side of the house. As he rounded the corner, the breeze freshened bringing with it a faint whiff of gasoline.
What the hell? He thought. He stepped around the veranda's rails at the side of the house and saw a lone figure holding a molotov cocktail in his hands. The rag wasn't lit yet.
There's still time.
The man turned and flicked a lighter to life as Red shuffled with the pistol raised in his one good arm.
Cantrell.
The man grinned up at Red, his blazing eyes illuminated by the flickering flame. "Not bad for a dumb soldier, Red," Cantrell said. “You almost impressed me.”
"Drop it, Cantrell."
"That hurt?" Cantrell asked with a sneer, motioning with his head toward Red's wound. "I'm surprised one of these locals got the drop on you. Nothing vital there, but I bet you've lost a good bit of blood. Gonna pass out on me, Red? I mean, I want you to see how all this ends before I kill you and all.“
"Screw you," Red stepped forward. "Put that thing down, Cantrell, and get off my property. I'm only going to tell you once."
"You've already told me twice." Cantrell said.
“You’re still wanting me to lie? It’s that big a deal to you?”
Cantrell nodded. ”Look, let's make this easy. Make a statement that you killed Roderick Halding and you'll never see me again."
Red shook his head and licked his suddenly dry lips. His tongue felt thick and slow. "I sign that statement and you and your shark buddies come after me and everything I own. My agreement with your bank is legal and valid. I'm still in compliance with my NDA and you're extorting me to take that agreement away and what? Stick my money in with the sum you've somehow wrangled for yourself?"
"Actually, Red, that's pretty damn close. But that's not your concern. We'll get your money one way or the other."
Voices rose out in the street. Red watched Cantrell's eyes shift that direction for a split second and then return to Red.  His vision threatening to double, Red took a breath so deep that the pain from his stab wound threatened to push him over the precipice to unconsciousness once again. He forced himself to slow down, to think, and he let out the breath in a controlled, slow manner.
Something changed in him then, and he understood. He looked at Cantrell in a new light. Silhouetted against the dim backdrop of his house, Red saw the man now, clearly.
He got it.
"You're not here for the bank, are you?”
Cantrell waited, but didn’t speak.
“You're here because Roderick was your friend. Your partner, right?"
Cantrell faltered. Recovered. "We had similar interests." Cantrell flicked the lighter to life, but he didn't move it toward the oily rag hanging from the bottle in his other hand. The breeze made the small flame flicker, but it did not extinguish. "You are simply a loose end that's preventing our investors from moving forward. With you out of the way, either dead or discredited, we can move forward."
"Not if I don't sign that agreement. It's binding. And you and Halding were close. It's written all over your pathetic face, man."
Cantrell clicked his tongue disapprovingly. "Red? You think that being a civilian is all about living with the boundaries of agreements. That those around you have your back just like your unit did. The reality is that they don't and you're just a dumb soldier — easily silenced. I kill you here and now, burn down your house, and they'll chalk it up as another suicide.” He stopped and looked around the yard and surrounding area. “Hell, and after what you did here tonight, everyone will know you got in over your head. Suicide seems like a plausible outcome, honestly.
"You sign my statement, take the blame or Roderick's death, you walk away free. The only trouble you'd have is if you refuse to let it die. That statement finds its way to the police and you're going to jail — probably for life. Our team would make sure of that. One way or the other, Red, you're no longer a problem and my investors can move forward."
Red sniffed. He was starting to lose it.
Get out of this now, Red. You're not going to make it.
Red wanted to crawl into his bed, take a pill, and fall asleep. He wasn’t going to kill himself, but the thought of a long, prolonged sleep did feel nice.
Then he remembered his time in Russia. The bank, Roderick Halding, his mother. Latia. The pain of remembering the young woman whom he had been hunting almost seemed worse than the pain of his injury.
What she had to go through wasn;’t anything like this.
He also remembered something else from his past. Something he’d long since tried to bury in the vault of his memory. Something he’d almost succeeded in forgetting about before Russia and Latia and Halding and the mess he’d gotten them into ripped it right back out into his consciousness.
The girl.
He’d had a baby girl, a tiny sweet baby girl, unborn, taken from him. His girlfriend at the time had made the choice to destroy it, not wanting the pregnancy or the massive life shift that came after it. Red had fought, hard, for that baby, but he’d lost. It had torn him apart, and while most of the scars from that memory had healed, they had healed in a way that had left a hardened hole where that girl should have been.
The events in Russia had brought all of those memories to the surface once again, and he had realized he could no longer ignore them, no longer pretend they hadn’t happened. Latia had helped him realize that, even though she had been dealing with her own form of self-punishment and vengeance at the time.
“You bastards,” Red said, his attention turning once again to the man holding the cocktail. “Sex trafficking is right up your alley, huh? Some former soldier you are, Cantrell. You're just another greedy asshole getting yours however you can. In your case, paying for it because you don’t get it any other way.“
Cantrell jerked his head at the shed behind him, still not moving. The light continued to flicker in the gentle breeze. Out in the yard, all was silence again. The gang was either gone or moving way too quietly to ambush him. Red chose to believe the first option.
Now, he and Cantrell were alone, staring each other down just like the cowboys from the old movies he loved to watch with the last beer of the night. There wasn't much else on at 2am in Puerto Rico, for whatever reason.
"You've got about what? Two-hundred thousand dollars of equipment and ammunition in that shed? Pretty impressive, Red. What did you do? Steal it one piece at a time?"
Red snorted. "Everything in that shed is mine — I paid for it with my money or my time. I don't need to spend money screwing kids to be happy like you and your precious investors. Drop it, Cantrell."
A racking action of a shotgun immediately behind Red froze him in place.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CANTRELL
LAUGHED.
GREAT, HE THOUGHT. That means whoever’s behind me is with Cantrell.
Red thought about lowering his pistol, then steeled himself. There was absolutely no chance he was going to walk away from this fight. They could try to force the weapon from his hands, but he wasn’t going to go down without a —
Cantrell stepped forward quickly and jammed the butt of the molotov cocktail bottle into Red’s wound. He ground it in, twisting with a sickening splatter of blood as the wound was reopened. Red fell to his knees, dropping the gun.
He felt the tears welling in his eyes, noticed his vision going blurry, but he forced himself to focus. There was a man behind him, Cantrell was in front of him, and Red was completely disarmed. Worse, he was once again losing blood fast, and he was in more pain than he’d ever been in his entire life.
Cantrell opened his mouth to speak, then stopped before any words came out. He glanced to the right. Red followed his eyes and saw the silhouette of a girl walking their direction. The streetlight behind her wasn't bright enough to show her features. Red watched her for a half-second before turning his attention back to Cantrell, who was still staring at the girl.
Cantrell barked at the girl in Spanish.
Consuela? Red thought. Maybe it was Paco's girlfriend, coming to check on her man. I told you to get out of here, he thought.
But he looked over again and realized that the girl wasn't Consuela. This girl was thinner and she walked with the slightest limp, something from an old injury. She continued forward.
"Bitch!" Cantrell snarled. "I told you to go get the van and get us the — “
Her hand came up fast. Red hardly saw it. She fired once.
Red felt the pressure waves of the bullet tearing through the air behind him before he heard the wet smack of it as it found the gunman behind him — the one he still hadn't gotten a look at. He stared at the woman, saw a face behind the pistol for a split-second. Not long enough to recognize her.  
The barrel swiveled past him, now centered on Cantrell. Red recognized the wider cylinder of a silencer just as the pistol clacked twice and chuffed in rapid succession.
Cantrell immediately started to fall forward, most of his head missing. The molotov cocktail he had been holding fell and shattered on the flagstones, splashing oil and gas across the yard. Red frantically crawled forward on his hands and knees and knocked the lighter away from Cantrell's lifeless hand as he turned his own pistol toward the shadow. His gear, his stash, was everything and worth the pain the effort caused. He adjusted his grip on his own pistol and turned to face the girl.
Not taking any chances.
The girl walked closer still, but did not speak. Red opened his mouth and closed it suddenly.
Another flash of light illuminated her face for the briefest of moments.
He squinted, straining against dim light. Blackness swam at the edge of his vision and threatened to swallow him whole. He blinked several times, trying to clear the image enough that he could see her clearly.
She was closer to him now. Close enough that he could sense her intensity, radiating outward from her like toxic fumes.
Even in the dim starlight, he thought he recognized her.
No.
It couldn't be her. The prospect of the two of them crossing paths again, the odds of finding each other — out of all the countries in the world — it was next to impossible.
And yet.
She was here. It can’t be.
Red lowered his pistol and squinted at the shadow once again. She stepped close enough for him to see her face, but his vision swam. He shook his head as his grip on his own consciousness slipped. He sank forward to his knees.
I’m seeing things. It’s not really…
The pain subsided, then a second later came back with a fury.
In a heartbeat, she had vanished. Suddenly cold, Red tried to push himself upright, but his body wouldn't respond.
She was gone.
Definitely seeing things, man.
Red fell to his right side as the darkness reached up for him.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE
UNMISTAKEABLE
SCENT OF ANTISEPTICS and clean linens greeted Red's awakening senses and both startled and comforted him. He wasn't dead — or if he was, heaven reminded him of the small homestead he'd grown up on after laundry day.  
After his sense of smell, hearing returned next. The whirring of an intravenous dispenser of some sort of chemical mixture at his right and a random chime from some other monitor behind his head.
Hospital.
He hadn't spend much time in hospitals, but there was no mistaking that combination of sounds and smells. In them were comfort and security. He’d survived and made it to medical care. All of that trumped the alternatives. Maybe I am that monster after all?
Red tried to smile, but it required too much effort. Normally smiling was his little way of getting back at the universe; it was a way to tell the world that he still had some semblance of control. No one could take that away from him.
He tried again, but only felt pain. He’d had no idea before this moment that his mouth and the muscles that controlled it were somehow connected to the area on his chest, near his shoulder, but it was clear they were.
Yeah, I’m definitely alive, he thought. He didn’t know much about the afterlife, but he figured it would be a cruel joke played by the creator if wounds weren’t healed upon someone’s death.
He gave up trying to smile and settled back under the warm, dark blanket of sleep and drifted away.
The next time he woke, some unknowable amount of time later, Red blinked his eyes and saw a partially open window looking out over a rooftop.
Was that there before?
There was a faint breeze. He thought the air smelled, impossibly, of bacon. It took Red a moment to focus, but there also appeared to be a plastic cup with a long straw resting inside it on the table by his hands. He reached up for it. A larger, tanned hand reached out and grabbed the cup, lifting it to Red's hands.
Red shifted his eyes. He snorted in a half-chuckling way and shook his head. His mouth was dry and after a quick sip of ice water, he opened his mouth and spoke. "Sergeant Rodriguez."
"Mister Red." Rodriguez smiled, speaking in his thick Latin accent. "You are a very lucky man."
Red nodded solemnly. "There's a saying I heard once — God takes care of fools and drunks. Most people would say I've been in one of those categories for most of my adult life."
Rodriguez nodded. "We have a saying like that around here, too."
Red waited, but Rodriguez didn't say anything else. The two of them waited there for another minute.
Finally Rodriguez spoke again. "You up for this? Telling me your side of the story?"
"What's there to tell? You know it all, already. Paco and his gang came onto my property and I ran them off. That's pretty much it."
Rodriguez scoffed. "You killed five of them and critically injured two, including Paco. He's in another ward right now. His doctors tell me that he'll be drinking out of a straw for the next year or so."
"He had it coming." Red blinked the thought away, but then realized he'd said it out loud. Whatever. "So, I'm in trouble then? Assault with a deadly weapon or something like that? Even though you know it was self-defense."
Rodriguez nodded and helped Red put the cup back on the small table. "The five you killed and the injured, yes, we know it was self-defense. That's pretty much an open-and-closed case. Best of all, it saves me from having to prosecute five of them. As grim as it sounds, this place is better for it.“ He stopped, then sighed. "But that's the easy part. I'm hoping you'll fill me in on this Damon Cantrell fellow. Why was some big-shot lawyer from Miami on your property? And why in the hell is he dead on the lawn, half his brains spilled out over the grass?"
Red took a breath and decided that — to a point — he trusted Rodriguez. He blinked a few times, took another sip of water, then jumped in.
"One of Cantrell's clients was behind part of the reason I was discharged from the army. The client hired me for a mission in Russia, but it went south.”
“As in, people died?”
“As in the wrong people died,” Red said. He thought for a moment, then added to his statement. “Well, some of the right people did, too. I was just lucky enough to get out of there after it all went down.”
“So Cantrell was upset about the mission? That it did not go as you had planned?”
Red nodded. “He came to get me to change sworn statements I'd made regarding the death of a friend of his. I was not responsible for the death, Rodriguez. Any inquiry into those records backs up my case. Cantrell's client accepted my statements and we signed a binding non-disclosure agreement. Cantrell, though, couldn't let it be. He tried to blackmail me into signing the documents. On two occasions, actually. I'm pretty sure I have the first on surveillance video."
"Then why did you kill him? If it were a legal matter…”
Moment of truth.
Red shook his head. "I didn't. I faced him down at my shed. Asshole was about to burn it down. Most of what I own is in there, and it’s sort of my, uh, self-directed retirement plan.“
"What happened?"
Red shrugged and winced from the pain in his upper left chest. "Ow."
Cantrell nodded, grabbing the chart from its spot at Red's feet and handing it to him. "The stab wound nicked an artery. Another few minutes and you would have died from internal bleeding." Rodriguez said. "What happened?" he asked again.
Red flicked his eyes over the chart then set it down next to him. "He tried again to make me sign the statement or he was going to burn down my shed. I'm pretty sure he even hired the gang to do his dirty work." Red shook his head. "He knew all about my fight with them when he first showed up at my door about 5pm last night, which tells me he's been watching me for a few days now. And he yelled something to someone in Spanish, so I thought maybe it was one of the gang members or something. That was right before…”
As if remembering that he had no idea what time it was, or even what day it was, Red instinctively flipped his wrist over and studied the watch on his left hand. He frowned. The watch wasn’t there, only a yellow plastic hospital band.
"All of that happened two days ago," Rodriguez said. "You've slept a long time. And for what it's worth, I do have your video surveillance footage and can prove he was there. I also know about the statements because copies of them were found on his body. His phone was clean, but we found an identical one in his rental van that matched a purchase he made in Miami. That phone had messages between him and Paco, so yeah, we've tied it all together."
He waited a beat. Red turned his head to look at the sergeant.
"...Except for who killed him. Did you kill him, Red?"
"No," Red said. "I told you that already."
Rodriguez looked at him as if he didn't believe him.
Hell, I don't believe me, he thought.
He chewed on his lower lip for a few seconds. "My memory is really bad there. I was starting to pass out. There was a guy behind me with a shotgun. I never saw that asshole at all. Was really out of it… But I saw someone, a girl. A woman. At least, I remember thinking it was a woman. I thought it was the one that I found in their getaway van..."
"Consuela?" Rodriguez shook his head.
Red nodded.
“You scared the hell out of her, Red. She drove straight to the nearest police station and gave up the whole gang, their drug operations, and their backers. She wasn't quite sure what to make of you, but she tried giving you up, too. We’re running a 24/7 protection watch on her house now. You've missed a lot of news in the last few days."
Red leaned back against the pillow, tired again. "Well, how about that? So she wasn't the girl I thought I saw?"
"No. Doesn't match the timeframe." Rodriguez said. "The bullets from Cantrell and the other guy matched a gun that Paco carried. Are you sure it wasn't him? You were pretty out of it, didn't you say?"
Red nodded. "Could be. Maybe I was seeing things. I don't know, Rodriguez. All I know is that I'm lucky to be alive, like you said."
Red thought about it a moment. He needed an out, otherwise they'd be able to pin Cantrell's death on him. And unless he could make some well-armed woman with spectacular aim appear out of thin air, maybe it would be best for him to just say Paco had done it.
Still, there were questions.
The sergeant stood. "Get some rest. I'll come back tomorrow and we'll do a more formal interview. Maybe while you're here, your guardian angel will come visit you."
Red squinted up at him. "What do you mean?"
"Whoever killed Cantrell and the other guy saved your life twice. They took down the two of them and then clamped the artery in your chest and stabilized the wound. That’s a bit more than Boy Scout-level first aid, Red. Whoever did that has some serious training. But we found no trace of them when we got to the property. Nothing. So if they do show up, let me know."
Sounds like the Paco story may not work out so well, after all.
Red nodded. "Will do. But I really have no idea."
"I believe you, Mister Red. I've seen some strange things in thirty years on the force here, but I've never seen anything like what happened to you. And I certainly wouldn't have guessed you'd live to tell me about it."





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THREE
DAYS
LATER RED RODE his wheelchair of freedom to the front door of the hospital. Sergeant Rodriguez met him in the lobby with the keys to his jeep. The man smiled at him when Red stood up from the chair and walked toward the door. They shook hands warmly.
"How do you feel?" Rodriguez asked.
"Sore, but I'm vertical." Red responded. "Any further breaks on the case?"
"No." Rodriguez tilted his head to one side. "We'll keep an eye out on your place, if you'd like?"
Red shook his head. "I'll be okay."
Rodriguez laughed. "I believe that, Red. Still..."
Red stopped him. "I doubt anyone from Paco's stable is going to be looking for a fight with me."
"You're probably right. Take it easy, yes?"
“’Maintain a low profile.' That's what you want to say, but you can’t.”
Red tried not to frown. Of course the locals wouldn't like what he'd done to their community.  Punks or not, they were part of this place and he was an outsider. He'd be treated much differently now.
"I will. You need anything else from me?" Red asked. "Statements? Testimony?"
"No," Rodriguez said. "We have everything. You considering leaving for a while? Maybe go back to the mainland?"
Red nodded, then shut his eyes. He was wondering why his eyes were threatening tears. He wasn't homesick or anything. He had money in the bank, all the gear he could ever want, and the perfect oceanside home. He'd wanted a chance to be nobody. To fade out and let all the stupid shit from his past go, and here he was in the midst of another problem. He could stay and endure what came, or he could go.
But how much farther could he go to try to run from his past?
"Yeah, I guess it's not smart to stay around here, huh?"
Rodriguez patted his right shoulder gently and then placed Red's familiar keyring in his hand. "No. It's not, Red. You may be a good man, but sometimes trouble likes good men. And we don't like trouble around here."
Red nodded and mumbled. "Thanks, then."
He stepped around Rodriguez and moved to the door, suddenly aware that every pair of eyes in the room followed him.
Distrust. Confusion. Fear.
Red pushed through the hospital's glass doors and into the warm, humid air. The jeep roared to life and Red drove away wondering if his dream — to leave it all behind, to start fresh — was stupid and unrealistic. The sun was warm and the skies clear from horizon to horizon. Driving west toward his home, Red felt the old, familiar anger rising but instead of just the rampaging red wave of rage he'd grown accustomed to, there was a lingering feeling of dread and frustration eddying behind the wave. Releasing the anger would only make the rest of it stronger, more potent.
And he'd had enough of that to last a lifetime. He turned into his property, intent not only on leaving it behind, but on enjoying it while he could.
He intended to forget all of this and just move on.
But woman sitting on his front porch said differently.
This time, however, Red knew exactly who it was. She wasn't a dream, she wasn't a ghost. He hadn't been hallucinating that night. He knew who she was.
And he knew that she shouldn't have been there at all.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

RED
EXITED THE JEEP AND stood there for a moment. The woman on the porch stood up from the chair she'd been sitting in and stepped down off the wide veranda. As she walked toward him, Red noticed her limp was even less pronounced than he'd thought it was before Cantrell died. The breeze tousled her dark hair, thicker now than it had been before, and she brushed it away from her face and smiled at him.
He couldn't remember her ever smiling, but he'd often imagined it, drawing it in on her otherwise serious face.
How long has it been? he wondered.
For a fraction of a second, Red wondered if he was centered in the sights of her twin sister's rifle — the ghost he'd never met — but he shook the feeling away and focused again on her smile. It was a fantastic smile, just like he'd imagined.
"You should do that more often." Red said.
"Save your life?"
"No. Smile." Red grinned. They stopped a few feet from each other. As much as he thought about moving forward and embracing her, it wasn't normal for either of them. She blushed a little at his words and her smile widened, then she froze, the smile disappearing, seemingly upset that he'd had an effect on her in the first place.
He blinked and shook his head. As much as he wanted to believe it was a just friendly visit and a chance encounter that had saved his life, the fact that Latia was there meant she'd been tracking him for a while. "What are you doing here?"
"Check on you." Latia replied in her heavy, broken English. Her accent was all but gone, but there was obviously still a Russian hiding behind this woman’s beautiful eyes. “My sister and I discovered that the bank was still looking into affairs and I decided to watch them closely. You were the last link they want to pursue. When they came, I follow them."
"Just you?" Red asked. "Where's your sister?"
"Miami. She works as a secretary in the bank now." She laughed. "Different from our past employment, but she sees it as good opportunity to provide inside intelligence."
Red grinned. "And wreak occasional havoc?"
"You know us well, Gareth Red." Latia smiled and stepped forward. She reached out and grabbed his right hand and squeezed. "I am glad that I was here."
Red's grin widened. "I am, too."
They stood for a moment, basking in the impossibility of it all. Red wondered what that old movie quote about gin joints was, but couldn't remember. She'd arrived just in time to put a bullet through the men threatening to kill him and when he collapsed, she'd taken care of him.
He blinked.
"Hey, how did you clamp my artery? That's what the cops said you did. You just happen to carry a med kit with the rest of your gear?"
Still holding his hand, Latia reached up with her other hand and pointed at his wound. "It looked much worse than it was, but I knew where your gear was."
"Did you break down the door?"
Latia laughed. "You need a new code, Red."
He laughed. He'd used 8675309 for his personal password and PINs for as long as he could remember. As for a ‘hiding in plain sight’ password, it worked unless his adversary was a fan of 1980s music, too. "I wouldn't have guessed you were into oldies," he said. "You're the first person to crack it. I mean, a Russian-born, Chinese-trained assassin is the only person who's ever even been close to me and you figured it out on the first try?"
"I try twice." Latia chuckled. "And yes, I am fan of American oldies music." She pulled him along. "Come on. We can enjoy the sunset."
On the wraparound porch, they moved to the ocean side of the house. Latia never let go of his hand. Police tape fluttered from the board shed's door across to the hedgerow, but all over the signs of struggle and violence were gone, save for a few flattened spots of grass where the bodies had lain. The paradise he'd sought was his once again, at least for a little while longer.
Latia led him to two cushiony chairs and a small table, a leftover piece of furniture from the previous owner who hadn't wanted to bother with moving it. There was a bucket of ice cold Silver Key beers on it and the back door was open.
"Breaking and entering, too?"
Latia laughed. "I tell you you need a new code, remember?"
He'd never heard her laugh in their previous encounters and he decided that he liked it — a lot. She seemed older now, more mature. She wasn’t a kid when they’d first met, but there had been something innocent in her personality, something youthful. That was gone, now, and the pair seemed to be much closer in age now.
They sat across from one another at an angle, watching the sky darken through its million shades of orange and purples. He’d seen plenty of sunsets before, but he’d long ago realized that the best sunsets were the ones watched with other people.
Red flexed his fingers, feeling her hand still there. He felt a slight surge of excitement, but then realized that there had been nothing romantic in her gesture — holding hands, to her, would not be seen as a romantic thing to do. Before now, he'd assumed that any touch from a female was a harbinger of things to come.
With Latia, whom he'd been afraid of before and nearly killed by, this was not the case. He didn't think he had feelings for her, other than gratitude. Now, though, he thought those feelings could be a possibility, given enough time spent like this.
After a long moment, he decided against it. The peace, the ease of it all was a welcome change, and he wasn’t about to screw that up. The handholding had just been a shared agreement, like a handshake between two people in a business deal. Nothing more, nothing less.   
"What is it, Red? You are lost in thought."
He looked at her for a moment. "You thought they were coming after me, so you came to protect me."
"Yes. You sound like you do not believe me."
Red shook his head. "I do — at least I think I do. I mean, put yourself in my position. The last time I saw you and all..."
She nodded. "I understand, but that is not what you are asking."
He laughed. “Then what am I asking, Latia? Because right now I don't feel like I have a clue."
She reached out for a beer bottle, twisted off the top, and drank a swallow before answering. "The United States Army threw you out, correct?"
"Yeah."
"And, when they did, your friends turned their backs on you." She said. There wasn't malice in her words, but there wasn't a question, either. Just quiet, firm truth. "You left your country and tried to create your own version of paradise. You believe that being alone was best thing for you."
Red reached for a beer. “All of that’s true, I guess. What's wrong with that?"
"You also believe that because you have done these things, you have also left the game." Latia lowered her chin and stared at him for a moment.
He took a drink from his own bottle and savored the icy chill in his throat. When he opened his eyes, she was still looking at him.
"You thought this was all behind you, Red. That is the mistake you make. You make it before, you make it now.“
Red drank another swallow of beer. "The army didn't want me, and the bank wanted to let me go. I left."
"You took them at their word."
"I did, but I also signed something. I figured it was as good a contract as any.” Red chuckled. "Look where that got me, huh?"
"Precisely." Latia said. She took a drink as well and glanced down the path toward the beach. "It is pretty here. I can see why you bought it."
"Yeah, but I can't stay. That's pretty obvious."
"We are outsiders, Red." Latia replied.
"You mean we're not from here,” Red said.
She shook her head. "We are outsiders everywhere. You and I and those like us — my sister — we say we want these things, but the reality is that our ‘game’ always will come back to find us."
Red nodded and tried to speak, but his voice was little more than a whisper. She'd hit him hard, right where it hurt the most.
"I wanted to be left alone," he said. "I did my duty for king and country and all that. I did everything they told me to do and they still screwed me over. I did what the bank wanted me to do and they sent Cantrell over here to make me accept responsibility for Roderick's death."
Latia squinted at him. "Cantrell's retainer with the bank was terminated last week. He knew where you were living because of a confidentiality breach. We don’t believe the bank was aware, but we cannot be sure. We knew Cantrell was no good. When he came here, I followed him to make sure. He was not trying to get you to do anything. Cantrell wanted to kill you. Your little sparring contest at the beach gave him cheap, low-risk goons to do his dirty work for him. If he was professional, you would not have seen him coming. I saw this and decided to stay."
"You were watching me?"
She nodded. "Of course I was, Red. You never saw or suspected a thing, either. You have disconnected so much from reality that you would not have noticed. That you realized the threat Cantrell posed and came out swinging like you did is remarkable considering how much you have fallen in love with your idea of paradise. The game almost got the better of you."
"I didn't want to play that game anymore, Latia."
"And now?"
"You never leave the game, do you?"
"No. We never do." She smiled at him and drank from her beer bottle. "There is a difference now, Red. Something that you thought you had before, in the Army, and that you even thought Roderick provided you in Russia. You thought he was a teammate, a... what do you Americans call it? A 'battle buddy?'"
Red grinned. The words sounded funny in her accent and paired with the funny look on her face, it brightened his outlook considerably. "Yeah. That's it."
"Your sayings,” she said, shaking her head. “Anyway, you never had someone to watch your back before. Like really watch it. You have realized that you are still in the game, but now, Gareth Red, you truly have friends to wash your back."
"I think you mean watch my back."
She winked at him. "That, too," Latia smiled.
Red gaped in surprise. What… He'd called all of the signs wrong for the first time in a long time.
Be cool, man, he thought. He thought he was picking up a bit of flirting from Latia, but he still wasn’t going to shove his foot into his mouth. “How, uh, long are you staying?"
Latia, for her part, answered without hesitation. ”Long enough to help you pack and get your things shipped forward."
"Forward?" Red blinked.
"Your things get picked up in three days. You leave in two."
Leave in two? Red shook his head. "What are you getting at, Latia? I'm not back in the game."
Latia leaned forward and reached across the table. Her hand caught his elbow and squeezed. "You never left the game, Red. Like I said, now you have friends and your friends will look out for you. Including moving your dream home, your idea of paradise, a little further away from the reach of interested parties in the United States. You wanted an oceanfront home — you have one. Just not here."
"Where?"
"Vitória, Brazil." Latia smiled. "There are a lot of things people like us should be interested in down there."
Red looked at her for a moment. "Do you come with it?"
Latia grinned at him and shook her head. "No, Red. I have things to do as well. But in the future? Who knows? I've always wanted to learn how to surf."
"We can do that right now, if you want. I’ve got boards and I’ve got beach.”
"It will be dark soon, Red. Maybe tomorrow? If you're not too sore to move." Latia winked at him, stood, and walked into the house carrying her bottle of beer.
He watched her go for a moment, still trying to figure out exactly what was happening. Red grabbed the ice-filled bucket of beers and followed close behind. He paused and closed the door behind them, locking it. Perhaps they'd come back to the porch later, maybe even walk down to the beach and see the star-filled sky. He hadn’t done that in a long time, and it had been even longer since he’d done it while walking arm-in-arm with a lady.
Latia headed to the bedroom and wriggled a finger at him to follow.
Red forced his aching, pained body into action. He didn't want to keep her waiting.





EPILOGUE
IF
THE
LITTLE SURFSIDE BAR had a name, Red couldn’t find it. He’d happened upon it his first day in Vitoria and had eaten one meal a day in the cool, dark room. That first day, he’d asked what the special was — only to be told one word: ‘paella.’ He’d never heard of the seafood dish, much less tasted it, but it was love at first bite.
Along with the ice-cold local beer on tap — which was way better than the beer he’d had in Puerto Rico — the bar was a perfect place to center his attempt to find a new home. Brazil was beautiful, but after three days of searching for the right place with the right amenities, he was less sure it was the place for him. He didn’t need much, but what little he did require in a place to live was difficult to find.
Dressed in a t-shirt and shorts, he leaned back in the rickety teak chair and watched the gentle surf crashing along the beach not twenty meters away. He thought about the place he’d just left — the same beach, the same locals intermingling with the same tourists, the same bar across the street.
The same but different.
Puerto Rico was a difficult place to leave, but Brazil was every bit as beautiful, and possibly even more laid back. He was about to drift off into another daydream, but then realized he wasn’t alone at the table.
He’d almost forgotten he had a guest with him.
“I don’t think you’ve been entirely honest with me, Gareth,” she said.
Across the table, her manicured nails tapping the sweaty exterior of a water bottle, Sylvia Rothschild frowned. The cool blonde woman had knocked on Red’s hotel room door two days prior, pushing her business card into his groggy and sleep-deprived face. On Latia’s recommendation, she’d agreed to help Red find the perfect place to live for this next phase of his life. A British ex-pat, the older woman was both alluring and uninteresting to Red. He’d tried to charm her, but she’d been focused solely on his wish list — and, no doubt, her commission.
And in typical Gareth Red fashion, he’d talked around the subject as best he could without actually saying what he thought he wanted. He felt trapped inside someone else’s life, and he felt like committing to something that person wanted was admitting that he didn’t really know himself.
She swiped a stray lock of whitish-blond hair away from her tanned face and reached for her pack of cigarettes. “Please understand, my job is to assist my client with whatever they want in a home. I need to make sure you’ve considered all of your possible options.”
Red turned to look at her. “I’m not convinced you’re thinking about my budget. You’ve shown me great neighborhoods with security, beachfront access, and on-site storage, but they’ve all been outrageous. I’m not a millionaire, Sylvia.”
“You barely looked at the last four developments.” She lit a cigarette, drew on it, and exhaled slowly over their heads.
Red turned back to the sea and stared for a moment. “What about something further inland?”
“You’d be willing to cross off ‘waterfront’ from your list?” Sylvia was all business. Red glanced back at her, noticing again the large multi-carat diamond ring on her left index finger. He wondered if she were all business at home, too.
“Would it get me more property?” Red asked. “Something larger than a hotel room?”
“Those properties were larger than that,” she frowned. “Depending on how far inland you want to go, getting a few acres isn’t hard to imagine for a decent price. But that’s not really my specialty.”
There it was. Sylvia had already made up her mind that he was not her ideal client, despite the connection to Latia’s likely clandestine front. As a realtor, she went where the best clients were and Red knew he hadn’t made the cut for her. She was biding her time as much as he was.
“Is there someone in your office who specializes in rural property?”
“Rural?” Sylvia nearly choked. “You’ve gone from looking at beachfront properties to moving ten kilometers inland in a matter of moments. You clearly do not know what you want.”
Red shrugged. “I’m trying to figure this out the best I can, Sylvia.”
She shook her head and he distinctly heard her whisper, “Wasting my damned time, too.”
Red took a long swig from the beer bottle, wiped his mouth with the back of one hand, and shook his head. Laughing, he said, “This isn’t going to work out for us, Sylvia. I appreciate your time, but maybe I’d better find someone who can work with my situation a little more. I really don’t have a plan for this move and you obviously have better places to be.”
The frozen look of astonishment on her face threatened to make him laugh harder. She stared at him, a curling blue wisp of cigarette smoke dancing between them, before she regained her composure. Stabbing out her cigarette, she put on a tight smile. “I’ve never been let go by a customer before. This is highly irregular, Mister Red.”
“I don’t want to waste your damned time,” he winked at her, using her own words against her, “and I don’t want to be a burden on your other commitments. I’m sure you have many more things to do than handle one mostly clueless client.”
“Indeed,” Sylvia collected her things and stood, extending a hand. Red stood and took her hand, shaking it firmly. “Good luck to you, Mister Red.”
“Thank you for your time,” Red said.
The blonde woman spun on her heels and stomped out of the bar before he could even sit down again. By the time he’d reached for his beer the laughter he’d successfully held in rumbled out. He chuckled to himself — he thought — but it was apparently loud enough that a few of the locals turned their heads. Depending on their understanding of English, they might believe they’d seen a lover’s quarrel or something out of a telenovela or whatever the Brazilians called their day-time television shows.
A dark-skinned man wearing a CAT trucker’s cap turned to Red. He was a couple of meters away, and he smiled warmly. “Trouble with realtors?”
So much for thinking it was a lover’s quarrel.
Red snorted and covered it with a smile. “Yeah. Just moved here and haven’t figured out exactly what I want.”
“You wanted something away from the city?” The man’s smile didn’t falter. “May I join you?”
Red shrugged. Why not? “Sure.”
The man stood and crossed the distance quickly, moving with powerful strides and an equally relaxed manner. He pulled out Sylvia’s chair, slid onto the seat, and carefully pushed her ashtray away from them both. “My name is Alberto Coelho.”
“Gareth Red. My friends call me Reggie.” Red said. He froze for a split-second. He hadn’t said that in a long time, and while he’d just met Alberto, there was something he liked about the man instantly.
“Reggie,” Alberto stuck out a hand over the table and they shook. “Another beer?”
Red shook his head. “No, thanks. I’m good for now. May I ask what it is you do, Alberto?”
“Construction. I built most of the places your realtor friend took you to on this side of town.” Alberto drank from his beer bottle and shook his head. “Great quality, too. But those aren’t for you.”
Red nodded. “I’ve done the beachfront thing. It was good.”
Except for fighting off gangbangers, lawyers with ulterior motives, and finding a sniper on my porch.
He smiled. Well — two out of the three were bad things.
“Not what you wanted, though.”
Red shook his head. Alberto smiled and Red leaned across the table. “You’re in construction?”
“Specialize in foundations, but I’ve done it all.”
Red looked up at a television hanging in the corner of the bar above the open windows. His understanding of Portuguese was abysmal, and it didn’t help that the subtitles were also in Portuguese. He watched for a moment, trying to understand what was going on. So far, it appeared to be footage of a rescue operation focusing on a handful of white people in the dense jungle. This was, apparently, the South American equivalent of breaking news.
“Idiots,” Alberto huffed. “They go into the jungle without a guide, without training, and we spend untold fortunes to get them out. The jungle isn’t a place for just anyone to go.”
Red nodded, listening to Alberto while he watched the television screen. He smiled as an idea began to form. He looked at Alberto for a moment and they locked eyes. “So, do you know where I could find a bunch of land? Like 50 acres?”
Alberto smiled. “I own some land about ten kilometers inland and a little north of here. Sits next to my equipment lots. I don’t have anything there because I can’t secure it. Something tells me, though, you could help with that.”
“Secure it?”
Alberto nodded. “Lots of theft, petty crime, even out here. Organized crime, even. Place like mine with all that equipment, it would be impossible to keep an eye on it all.”
“And you think I can help with that.”
Alberto looked him up and down, sizing him up. “You’re military?”
“Ex.”
“Army?”
Red nodded.
“I was, too. Not American, but I recognize a grunt when I see one. Thing is, I need someone who can do the kinds of things I need done. Secure the place, keep an eye on it, that sort of thing. You know how to do that?”
Red grinned. “You could say that, Alberto. I’d just need a place to live. Doesn’t have to be much.”
“Like what?”
What the hell — might as well go for the ultimate prize. Maybe it’s my lucky day.
“A bunker.”
Alberto nodded slowly, but his grin widened across his face. If he was thinking something about crazy Americans or doomsday preppers, he didn’t say it. “You watch my place and you can have the adjacent fifty acres for $100,000.”
Red tried not to jump up and down. He couldn’t get fifty acres of land in any of the contiguous states for that price. As much as he wanted to trust Alberto, and the weird thing was that he really wanted to, a little caution was necessary. Jumping into a deal too good to be true had doomed more than a few of Red’s friends in the Army. “I’d need to see it, if I could.”
“Of course.” Alberto nodded and turned his head toward the street-side of the bar. He smiled wide and waved a hand. A silhouette gracefully moved through the tables and chairs. As it got closer, Red could see it was a young woman. As she came into the light, Red became aware his breath caught in his chest. She was in her mid-twenties with long, dark hair that had bleached on the ends from constant sun exposure. Her eyes glittered and she smiled at both men, her focus jumping from Alberto to Red and back again.
“Maria.” Alberto stood and opened his arms. The young woman stepped into them, embraced the older man, and kissed his cheeks.
“Papa,” she said, and followed it with a string of Portuguese Red had no prayer of understanding. They released from each other and the girl looked at Red and smiled.
“Maria, this is Reggie.” Alberto said. “We’ve been discussing him helping secure the storage lot out west. Reggie? My daughter, Maria.”
Red stood and extended his hand. Maria shook it warmly. She wore no jewelry and very little makeup that Red could see. Her voice was light and playful, and the touch of her skin against his made Reggie blush even as he smiled in return.
They released hands and Alberto touched his daughter’s arm. “I was hoping you could drive Reggie out to the property for me? I have to get back to work, but he’d like to see the land before he makes a decision. Are you busy?”
Maria beamed at Reggie. “Sure, Papa. I have some time.”
Reggie smiled at her, aware that Alberto was watching them with keen, interested eyes. For all the movies and song references to ‘love at first sight’ running through his head, Red was almost aware that he’d chosen one especially cheesy as his reply before the words exited his mouth. Once spoken, there would be no taking them back.
“I think we have all the time in the world, Maria.”





AFTERWORD
A TALE OF TWO AUTHORS
Kevin Ikenberry
In my almost twenty-four years in the Army, I know from experience that most of the really good stories start with something along the lines of “There I was” and this one is no exception.
About a year ago, sometime in June of 2017, I sat in my local Starbucks one afternoon working on a manuscript while escaping from the “kids at home” syndrome that pretty much runs the summer months. I’m sitting at the high counter, where no one usually sits, with my laptop and I’m wearing my headphones and rocking out to music — my usual writing position. It had been a productive afternoon, somewhere north of 2,000 words or so, when there came a tap-tap-tapping on my shoulder. Glancing to my left, I saw young man with a very surprised look on his face. I worked the headphone off my left ear as he said, “Scrivener, right?”
(Scrivener is a writing program, and how I write all of my early drafts. Nick, too.)
I nodded, “Yeah. I’m a writer.”
“Me, too!” He stuck out his hand. “Nick Thacker.”
I shook his hand, “Kevin Ikenberry.”
“What do you write?”
From there, you can imagine two writers starting to talk and learn a little about each other. We couldn’t have been more different. Nick, as I found out later via Google, was a USA Today Bestselling author with a serious independent career underway and a gazillion followers. I was a traditionally published (via small press) author really just getting started a year or so after my debut novel’s release. While I’d had a measure of success, I wasn’t familiar with the level Nick had achieved. Likewise, he was curious about the realm of traditional publishing and some of my challenges and experience. Needless to say, we became friends quickly. Over the next few months, we met for coffees or beers and talked about writing a lot. We talked about burnout and stress. We talked about the pressure of going full-time (Nick is a full-time author, I’m not) and a zillion other things. A little further down the line, we brought several of our friends into the mix for semi-regular get togethers.
Late last year, Nick asked if I wanted to be part of a project to expand his Harvey Bennett universe (HBU). After a little discussion, Nick sent me an advance copy of Seeing Red and I agreed to co-write what you’ve read — and hopefully enjoyed — here. The only problem was that the story came in short — which was entirely my fault. I’d written down 20,000 words as a goal and built the original story to fit that model. We address part of that but this part of the Gareth Red thrillers series is a little shorter than Seeing Red was, but there’s good news ahead for Killing Red. Nick and I will start that one very soon with the goal of a solid novel-length story. There’s a bunch of stuff to work out for Gareth “Reggie” Red and his cast of characters here and we’ll return to this world very soon. There may even be multiple stories left to tell, so we’re not ruling anything out.
This has been a unique challenge for me. As a military science fiction writer, but a reader of thrillers since I was in college, having the opportunity to write a thriller with the partnership of someone whose figured it out was a great experience. Having the opportunity to “test my chops” with a modern day thriller was an opportunity I could not pass up. I’m looking forward to continuing this series with Nick and potentially getting into a thriller series of my own in the future.
In the immediate future, though, I have a couple of series to continue. If you enjoyed Chasing Red, I hope you’ll check out some of my work. My debut novel, Sleeper Protocol is a science fiction / thriller about a soldier from our time who wakes up three hundred years in the future without his identity. He’s given one year to wander the world and attempt to figure out who he was, but he also has to determine if that future world is worth saving.
I’m also one of the core authors in the Four Horsemen Universe. If you like humans-versus-aliens with big mechanical war suits, then this is a universe for you. My stories center around Earth’s first Peacemaker, Jessica Francis, and her tightrope walk between alien species and their various guilds trying to control the galaxy. In either case, I hope you’ll check them out. Please visit my website at www.kevinikenberry.com and sign up for my reader’s group. You’ll receive a free short story and a monthly (or so) email with current events, my appearance schedule, and snippets of works in progress. I hope to see you there or in the next installment of the Gareth Red Thrillers, Killing Red in 2019!
Kevin Ikenberry
Colorado Springs, Colorado
July 19, 2018
Nick Thacker
Kevin likes to say that I’ve “figured it out” when it comes to writing thrillers.
And he couldn’t be more wrong.
I started writing back in 2011, publishing my first novel, The Golden Crystal (now The Atlantis Stone) shortly thereafter. I never stopped writing and publishing, but I also never got to the point where I feel as though I’ve “figured it out.”
Writing, and certainly publishing books as an independent author, is a torturous journey. There never seems to be a right answer, and when there is, rest assured it’ll change into a wrong answer soon enough.
Still, it’s fun. It pays the bills. I get to meet people like Kevin.
I found him at a Starbucks. He looked so peaceful, sitting there in the high-back chair at the bar tapping away on his MacBook’s keyboard. He was clearly concentrating deeply and had headphones in his ears, the universal sign for “don’t bug me.”
So, naturally, I walked over to bug him. He was, after all, using a program called Scrivener, which is my writing tool of choice and one not often found in the wild.
Thankfully he didn’t backhand me away, or complain to the barista that the hairy weird guy was harassing him. We chatted for a few minutes, exchanged “deets” (as the kids say, I hear), and I went on my merry way.
Upon looking him up later, I realized he was a successful traditionally published author. I had so many questions! I wanted to know the important things, like:
- Do you like whiskey?
- How do you like your steaks?
- Would you come over for an author’s “meat and greet” at my place so we can chat about everything?
He obliged, and I soon thereafter hosted a tiny author’s gathering on my back porch with heavy hitters like Kevin Ikenberry and Kevin Tumlinson (I believe Tumlinson ate all the steak and drank all the booze, but I’m not sure).
Our friendship blossomed, as only a writer’s-style introverted-yet-strangely-clingy relationship can blossom. We even became Facebook friends.
Then, one of the greatest ideas I’ve ever had in my life fell upon me: I woke up one day thinking to myself, “what if I didn’t have to actually write books? What if I could maintain my revered, coveted status as a ‘writer,’ without so much as having to lift a pen?”
I immediately reached out to Kevin to see if he’d be a willing victim in my new experiment.
He was! What luck! He would agree to write a Gareth Red story, but only if I would agree to help.
Fine, I said. I wouldn’t be able to retire in the Bahamas and make other writers do my bidding from afar (but there’s still time).
We got started right away, and the story you’ve just read is the product of that. I remember reading it for the first time, completely blown away by Kevin’s ability to swoop into the head of my characters and make them at once better and his, without losing the personalities that made them those characters in the first place.
In short, I was pumped. He didn’t know it at the time, but I immediately started forming plans to commandeer his entire writing career and sign him to a multi-thousand-book, 100-year contract of producing books in my universe.
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Nick Thacker
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PEACEMAKER
(PREVIEW)
From the pages of Peacemaker
By Kevin Ikenberry
    
A Peacemaker always honored the threat. Jessica Francis silently released her pistol from the holster on her thigh without looking away from her target’s back. Fingers light on the pistol’s grip, the Peacemaker trainers’ words reverberated in her mind. Brandish a weapon only when threatened and never to make a point. The Zuparti trader, Ch’tek, was about to open a cargo container and get one hell of a surprise. Its interior privacy system destroyed, the container doors would slide completely open. The illicit cargo inside, gift-wrapped for the destruction of Earth, secured her provisional appointment as Earth’s first Peacemaker. Try as she might, trusting the little Zuparti trader not to become a threat wasn’t a chance worth taking.
Ch’tek’s claws scraped against the interior mechanism of the control panel she’d carefully damaged with her ex-husband’s help. Marc Lemieux had never been a competent commander. Succeeding because of the exploits of his subordinates only managed to get Marc so far. His ego finally managed to get the better of him, and several promising young mercenaries died including one of Jessica’s best friends. The recovery of the container had been the only thing to go right during the mission. She blinked the recent, painful memories away.
The door sprang open. Jessica removed the laser pistol deftly and leveled it at Ch’tek’s narrow chest as he spun and wiped his dirty little paws. Behind him, a viable Canavar egg, incapable of hatching unless directly breached, rested on a bed of hay.
“What are you—m”
“Ch’tek.” Jessica kept her voice measured and direct. “By the laws of the Union, you are under arrest for the unlawful removal and possession of a Canavar egg, deceitful employment of a registered mercenary force, and coercion.”
“What are you talking about?” Ch’tek laughed. “That’s not what’s in—”
From her side, Lemieux pointed at the open door. The small Zuparti turned and fell silent. After a moment, he turned back to Jessica and grinned. “How much to forget this unfortunate incident? Commander Lemieux? Miss Francis? You’re a bounty hunter and cannot arrest—”
With her free hand, Jessica pulled out a thin black sleeve from a chest pocket. On it was a platinum shield. “That’s Peacemaker, not bounty hunter. On my authority, Ch’tek, you’re under arrest.” She raised her voice. “Bay Control? Authorization Zulu Four Zero.”
Large hangar doors opened. A squad of Peacemakers entered the space with their weapons trained on Ch’tek and the Canavar egg. A dozen other officers of varying species filed past them and surrounded the Zuparti trader. Two lumbering Lumari Peacemakers flanked Ch’tek and quickly placed shackles on his arms and legs, leaving the small alien defeated, as Jessica continued. “By Union Laws, you are under arrest. You will be held until such time as you are placed before a Peacemaker tribunal. Your rights of redress and citizenship are suspended until you are released or acquitted. You cannot complete or enter into any contracts with the sole exception of legal representation. You are entitled to obtain said representation, if possible. Credit will be extended to you if you cannot afford said representation. Do you have any questions?”
Ch’tek shook his head and looked away. His eyes narrowed. Jessica knew Ch’tek’s worst nightmare was about to come true. A pair of Buma diplomats, their wide-eyes taking in everything, shuffled into her view. Ch’tek was secured in his chains, and she holstered her pistol without looking.
“Peacemaker Francis?” the nearest one said. “Are these allegations true?”
“Of course, they’re true,” Ch’tek snarled. “The Union did not need this pathetic species! I demand to see the Zuparti consul at once!”
Jessica looked at two officers standing close by. “Please remove the accused.” Ch’tek disappeared behind a group of white-coated scientists rushing to the Canavar egg.
Jessica nodded to the Buma. “Please relay my gratitude to the Besquith, Cael Doontal.”
“Well done, Peacemaker.” The Buma bowed and retreated from them.
Gods, I love the sound of that!
Lemieux glanced at her, trying to be charming, with a smile on his face she wanted to forcibly remove. He’d always tried to make light of things with inane sayings, as though humor was akin to leadership, and a good laugh moved mountains. For six years, she’d wanted to find him and shut him the hell up. Now, though, she could go one step further.
She stared at him for a long moment and watched the smile drain away from his face almost as fast as the color did. “Marc, you are an accessory to this.”
“The hell I am!” Lemieux argued. “My contract was violated. I’m no party to anything. If anyone’s an accessory, you are! You took it onboard your ship!”
“I told you that was for evidence, don’t you remember?” Jessica smirked. “I’m trying to decide if I should charge you with anything. I’m sure I could find a few things in your records.” She’d been his executive officer, his second in command, until their divorce, and she knew the books better than he ever would. Without the help of a substantially talented accountant, all of it could be easily found.
Lemieux snorted. “Bounty hunter was your cover, right?”
Always remain calm. The first tenet of being a Peacemaker held true in every instance. Jessica forced herself to relax her clenching fist and keep her words measured. “I never said I was a bounty hunter, Marc. But, you’re getting there.”
“And the egg? You knew it was there, didn’t you?”
Jessica shook her head. Some things were not for a mediocre mercenary commander to know. “Peacemaker business, Marc. It’s classified. Give me Elly and you walk away.”
“Fine,” Lemieux said. He bent down, carefully unzipped the lower leg pocket of his coveralls, and withdrew a small white gift box. Worn on the corners and held together with yellowing tape, seeing the box made her heart leap in anticipation. “Your mother left explicit instructions.”
“That I should never get it?” Jessica chuckled. “I knew she sent it to you. For whatever reason, she went to her grave thinking you were a wonderful man and would try to look out for me. That’s code for putting me off to the side and taking me for granted, by the way.”
Lemieux flushed. “That’s what you think of our time together?”
Gods, yes.
“Pretty much.” She took the offered box and opened it. Wrapped in a double layer of white tissue paper was a small, porcelain elephant statuette that easily fit in the palm of her hand. “She’s as pretty as I remember.”
“I didn’t realize she meant that much to you.”
“You never realized a lot of things, Marc.” She glanced at him with hard, cold eyes. “The guild will pay your fee for this operation on one condition. You are to pay your soldiers and your creditors. With the remaining balance, you are to retire, preferably somewhere far from the trade routes. Stop playing mercenary commander. You’re simply not fit for it.”
Lemieux sighed. “Fine. I’m retired. Are you happy, Jess?”
“Peacemaker pays better than being a merc or a bounty hunter,” she said. Ten years ago, when they’d started the Marauders, she hadn’t known anything about war. Being a merc sounded a lot better. The first years were hell, but they’d built something that could have been great, only to see it collapse under poor decision making and judgment. Bounty hunting hadn’t been glamorous at all, but the Peacemaker Guild had seen something they liked enough to grant her a provisional candidacy. In order to assume full duties, the standing requirements were completion of the Peacemaker Academy, an arduous three-year commitment, and the completion of one approved operational mission. Given the nature of Ch’tek’s capture and the dissolution of his plan to attack Earth, she believed his arrest would easily qualify as her operational mission for commissioning. Her exams and physical trials to complete the Academy were two months behind her. Nothing stood in ther way of her full commissioning. Earth’s first Peacemaker would make a damned fine epitaph.
“That’s not what I meant,” Lemieux replied. Color crept up his neck, like it always did when he was mad but defeated. He’d never change, and that was a bad thing. The blame would come next. “You always get what you want! You’ve taken everything from me since day one—”
Gods. The porcelain elephant’s cartoon face smiled up at her as if knowing a secret. It was time to find out what Elly knew.
Make sure she gets Elly! When she’s ready!
Her father’s voice, almost 20 years in the past, was crystal clear in her memory. The smell of rocket fuel and dust always came with him, mixed in the air with his cheap aftershave. He’d been a shadow leaving in the night when she was 10 years old, never to be seen again. Elly, her most prized possession, knew better, and it was time to learn why. She dropped the elephant to the cold steel deck and watched it shatter into a few dozen pieces.
At her side, Marc gasped but said nothing.
In the center of the debris lay something rectangular and black. Jessica bent down and retrieved it quickly. As she stood, she rotated it in her palm and he could see it was a type of computer chipset with the tiny word “Snowman” printed in bright orange against the dull black surface. Her heart swelled as she closed her fist around the chipset.
“What the hell is that? Why does it have your father’s callsign on it?” Lemieux asked.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Jessica winked and walked away, leaving him behind on the deck.
    
Want to read more? Keep going! Peacemaker is available on Amazon here.
Kevin’s website is www.kevinikenberry.com and you can follow him on Twitter @TheWriterIke.
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