
        
            
                
            
        

    Predators and Drones

By Richard Herron






















                                                               Predators and Drones 
                                                             © 2019 Richard Herron










                                      Predators and Drones
                                    © 2019 Richard Herron



All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.


                            For permissions contact:  
                predatorsanddrones@gmail.com












                                                COVER ART


This book cover art is a blend of photographic and graphic artwork. The photography is by Michael Soulopulos, out of Laguna Beach, California. He is a self-described photographer, surfer and adventurer.  Check out his work by connecting to: Mikesoulphoto.com.
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First Edition

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.




Dedication

The writer’s workshop I participate in provided immeasurable guidance, so I start there. Sarah Reeve informed me of its existence, so thanks to you! Celeste Borchardt, Richard Goldstein, Jeff Waller, Aileen Holthaus, Steve Hamilton, Lizzie Newell, Brian Shea, Les Tubman: These folks (+) provided input and feedback as I mooshed in from the sides, pressed down from the top, pulled up from the bottom, kneading this doughy work into some sort of loaf.                                                                                                                           
Helen Changras and January Whitehead sampled early bits, and chewed through that exposure. Kea Herron continues to lead the way, expressing her strength through voice and action. John Blake was my best high school English teacher. I didn’t consult him in this project, but his good influence on me has never waned, including these years when Predators and Drones baked into form. Paul Rodgers, of Bad Company (and other musical formations) gave me permission to bring in a hint of his music, through his lyrics. Lastly, most importantly, Becky Clark made it all possible. She did this in a few ways. She tolerated my existence, patiently listened when I complained. She's always been willing
to chuckle, even when my attempts at humor were merely attempts, without success. Thanks, Becky!








A READER'S GUIDE
Dear Reader,
I offer here a glance, a sneak-peek into the future of my story. I promise, no spoilers! Only preliminary, proper introductions. Some key players in this tale are not ready to show their faces, so I mostly indulge them.
MAJOR PLAYERS
Dan Hardesty / Retired military, Marine Biologist
Lyle Bandahl / Self-Employed Contractor
John C. Turner (a.k.a. J.T.) / Senator (earlier years) / CEO, JCT, LLC
Mike Toladucci / Contractor's Assistant
Alex Simmons / Detective, Santa Barbara Police Department
Gerald Moore / CEO, GTM, LLC / Lobbyist
Robert Hamilton / Executive V. P., GTM, LLC / Lobbyist
Anthony Rogers / Retired Military, Gardener
Mary-Anne Wheeler / Exec. Asst; Senator Turner / Exec. Asst; JCT, LLC
Colonel Samuel Faulkner / U.S. Air Force / Intelligence Operations
Cindy Alexander / Mistress
The other folks alive in these pages will come out, say "Hello" as they see fit, when it's time. I hope you'll find at least a little bit, in all of them, to interest you.








PART ONE





1. THE DUMP

Pushing the left toggle forward throttled up. The simultaneous press of the right toggle sent instruction to move forward. Dan kept his eyes on the lift-off. The mid-morning radiance warmed his back through the jacket, while a soft breeze lightly chilled his chest.
When the drone reached about thirty feet up, he turned focus to the monitor on the radio-controller in his hands. There, he watched through the EagleEye's camera lens as it  rose, moved away in obedience. 
The shoals where his Mako sharks had been feeding sat just west-southwest of the dunes where he stood, a quarter mile south of the beach. Flight didn't take minute.  Yesterday's calm continued for now, but he could see the changes. A squall was coming.
Circling above these northern edges of the rocky bottom, he could see them. They moved gracefully, sweeping around outcroppings, ducking between, disappearing, re-appearing. This morning's breakfast could be anything from small, boney fish to squid or octopus. Opportunistic by nature, most things smaller might fit the bill. They'd hunt this area, chill out somewhere as the night came on.
As he circled around, a boat anchored off in the distance came into monitor view. He'd glanced at it when he first crested the dune, but went about his business. Now, seeing it caused him to wonder if they were fishing. The boat looked out of place. What're  they doing, anchored off Rocky Point?  If they're chummin', I'm not gonna be happy!
The copter veered west, and toward the boat. As it got closer, he could identify the type–A Beneteau Gran Turismo, ...looks like the Forty-four. 
When the drone flew to a position dead-on to stern, it confirmed for him the model, saw "Mantis", out of Santa Barbara. A sleek-lined, gorgeous sport boat and no lightweight for the wallet, running about half a million for a new one.
His eyes stayed focused on the screen as he applied minute adjustments to the drone’s flight. Not exactly a fishing boat. The Turismo was to fishing boats what a Ferrari was to an F-150 pick-up. One could fish with it, but this is a boat for fast travel, fast play. It looked like fishing was their business, after all.
The man on the aft section worked a hose back and forth, spray-sweeping a slurry of guts and blood from the deck. Dan watched as the man stopped, went forward momentarily, then re-emerged assisting a second man in hauling a tarp to the stern. With brief hesitation, they released an edge and the contents dropped away, sending back a large splash. He didn't catch details of what slid off the tarp, but he figured it must be fish parts. By the backwash, it wasn't guppies. Hope it wasn't one of my sharks!
They rinsed off the tarp, did a quick fold. Dan watched this second guy turned back toward the cabin, and Dan’s attention followed. That's when his stomach did a backflip. He saw what could clearly be identified as a leg, and no doubt it was human.
The bloody sock and deck shoe were still on the amputated limb. It laid on the deck’s walkway leading up into the cabin area’s interior. Dan worked the toggle to bring the drone in for a closer look. The man came back out, picked up the limb, dropped it over the stern where it disappeared beneath the surface. These guys are dumping a murder victim!
Dan took a deep breath, slowly released it, repeated the cycle. The technique wasn't different from steadying his aim through a rifle’s scope. A proven method to regain control of emotions, steady hands, fingers. He lowered the brightness on the monitor to cut water glare and rotated his stance a couple degrees as well. That helped reduce the reflected sunlight which, while warming his shoulders, also bounced back at his eyes.
He refocused to the scene, could see the one on the aft deck looking up into the sky in the general direction of the drone. Through the camera's eye, he saw the rough features of this man’s upturned face. It wasn't a face beaten by weathered time spent at sea, deeply tanned. Those features were punctuated by a horizontal scar that ran across the forehead, then angled down the left cheek like a Kris-bladed dagger.
As Dan's brain filed away a picture of that face, the man spotted the drone. Dan watched him turn, face the interior of the boat toward his unseen companion while one arm poked at the sky. The other, younger man stepped out from under the canopy a few moments later, peered up to where the other pointed. He raised a short-barreled rifle, aimed it at the drone.
From Dan’s perspective, the rifle aimed at his face. In knee-jerk response, he tipped his body to the side, then shook his head, smirking at his reaction to the illusion. He returned his attention to the monitor in time to have his retinas strobed by a brilliant, green light as the man with the rifle activated a laser sight. Before Dan could react further, he saw his monitor view dip, heard the sharp  ~KRACK~ of a twenty-two round. He watched as the drone attempted recovery from a radical tip, swoosh sideways in a loss of control, then plummet out of the air in a one-way dive into the water below.
Dan didn't skip a beat. He dropped the controller, reached into his jacket's cargo pocket to pull out binoculars. The Nikon Monarchs, not exactly a 'pocket' model, boasted superb optical glass and a respectable 10x42 power and light combination. His eyes adjusted to the improved view as he relocated the boat.
Unable to make out any close-up details like he had seen with the drone’s eye, he could still see them standing at the stern. The rifleman remained in a shooter's position, no longer pointing toward the sky.  He aimed north toward the beach that started running beyond the dunes where Dan stood. The other man looked to be scanning the dunes, then might have seen Dan, as he began pointed in his direction.
The shooter pivoted and a split moment later, the star-bright green flash zinged past. The laser blast was disorienting, even as his eyes squinted shut to regain a light balance. In the next moment, he heard another ~KRACK~ accompanied by a soft ‘thud’ at his feet.  He looked down, eyelids still shuttering the light, and as he did, he saw the sand just to the right of his feet puff up in a little explosion of grainy shrapnel that joined another shot’s sound.
“Shit!” he yelled at no one, kicked out, dropping to the dune on his belly. That mother fucker shot at me! Dan instantly surmised that his drop to the sand, while an improvement, would not be enough to be below the line of sight of that scope. He grabbed the controller laying there and scurried, crab-like, back and away in the direction of the highway. As he dropped down the back side of the dune, his thoughts were rapid-firing a review. They'd killed someone…  they destroyed my drone…  they'd tried to shoot me!
Dan shoved the Nikons back into his pocket, put a hustle on toward the trail. He ran in a weave back through the last couple of dunes, staying low so as not to give the rifleman any more opportunities. He reached the beach trail and worked back up to the public access area where he'd parked the van.
Anger, frustration, and witnessing this post-murder clean-up was bad enough. Shooting at him, too fucking much! He had the familiar feeling that his life was in danger. When he stepped up through the van’s side door, he slammed it shut, dropped onto the bench seat. He spent the next couple minutes mentally telling his heart to slow down, supported the idea with concentrated deep breathing. He pulled his cellphone and tapped the numbers to call in an emergency.




2. A BIGGER BIRD IS WATCHING

CIRCLING OVER ROCKY POINT
Salty ocean flavors borne on the breeze permeated Dan's nose, mouth and lungs as he crested the top of the southern-most dune off the beach. The view from here favored the juxtaposition where Rocky Point Shoal thinned, transformed into Rocky's Beach. With an abundance of extra stimuli including light, wind, the sounds of gulls, it was possible, but unlikely that Dan or anyone else noticed very subtle action taking place way overhead. A Predator B RPA loitered two miles above the action taking place on the ocean surface. 
Dan had seen a few Predators. Most of his active duty actions had not enjoyed the benefits that the big drones provided these days, but he had awareness of their capabilities. That morning, his focus centered on his new drone, certainly a 'toy' in contrast to the one high overhead.
His drone had already impressed him in a test flight out in his back yard. The real test would be in active conditions at the beach. After minor adjustments, he'd launched it, sent it out to hover above the shoal. Ready to find his sharks. By the time it'd reached within two hundred yards of the boat anchored off shore, the drone had become a tiny visual blip accompanied by audio signal on a console fourteen thousand feet above Dan's head. 
◆◆◆
 
The RPA Predator launched out of a base in Nevada, gained altitude as it flew west. It ascended until it flew above commercial airspace. The two airmen at the controls followed orders from their flight chief. They'd take all care necessary to maintain the Predator's integrity and safe operation, based on their specific training. Beyond that, this morning they were to follow directives from the civilian introduced to them this morning as Mr. Olson.
Having seen no military I.D. or other branch of government, they presumed CIA, or NSA or something like that. Another day, another fifty cents. As the Predator arrived over the California coast near Santa Barbara, surveillance equipment powered up, and immediately began receiving the electronic 'blip' signals of two transponders. No detail to see in the hive-like miasma of life down there, but the signals pinged on the screen. GPS digits indicated different locations, but not far from each other. The Predator established a drifting loiter pattern, and a couple hours later, the signal further from the coastline moved, merged with the other. When they both moved offshore, the Predator tracked them westerly, then north. Hours later, the signal’s northern movement stopped.
“Jeffries, I’ll hold here. Step out and interrupt Olson’s smoke break. Let him know what’s up.”
“Roger that, Sir.”  The camera operator took off his headset, got up from the console and opened the door to the RPA control module. The late morning’s heat struck like a hot blanket in the face. He could see that Olson was on a cell phone. 
“Mr. Olson. Sorry to interrupt, Sir. The vessel has stopped moving. We’re in a loiter position above it.”
“Thank you, Airman. I’m on my way.”  Olson squeezed the cherry off the end of his cigarette, stepped on it. As he walked over to the butt can, he spoke into his phone.
“Steve, it looks like they’ve stopped. I’m going back in.”
“Okay,” came the reply, “Keep me informed.”
Inside the module, Olson came over to stand behind the men at the controls. He could see the electronic blip but wanted more. He directed the pilot to bring the drone lower and the camera man to get in closer as well. The Predator corkscrewed, slowly descended to eleven thousand feet. The camera now allowed Olson to see the top of a beautiful sport boat. They didn't see anybody moving on the deck. After watching for two minutes, Olson turned, walked to a small desk that folded down from the wall. He sat down on the folding chair, made a few notes. His morning coffee in a foam cup, cold now. He sipped at it anyway, wishing he could be somewhere else.
As the two-man crew worked, the camera operator made voice note of a new electronic signal blip on his monitor. He activated a second camera and indexed it to the new signal. The camera quickly located the source and displayed the view on a split screen window. The view of a small ‘copter’ drone hovering nearly over their assigned target at altitude two hundred sixty-five feet.
He zoomed until he could read the brand name stickers of an “EagleEye” hover drone. The operator made another verbal note as he activated a ‘sweep’ camera that would follow a pre-programmed circular scan of the surface perimeter. He set the distance for this sweep at fifteen hundred yards from their target’s current position.
At approximately eighty-five degrees east of the primary’s location, and two-hundred sixty-three yards away, the sweep camera picked up an individual standing at altitude twenty-eight feet, facing west, holding a remote control of commercial variety. He stood atop what looked like the tallest of the sand dunes, would have good view of the beach and off shore area. The operator switched this location from the sweep camera to an independent lens, then maintained a lock on the individual by IR detection. Basic verbal descriptions were added to the digital file now created. Unidentified male: approximately six feet tall, two hundred pounds, black hair, ball cap, dark glasses, khaki pants, beige jacket. No other identifiable characteristics at this time.




3. FLY IN THE SOUP

“Sir?” The camera operator glanced back, then projected his voice over his shoulder. “Umm, Mr. Olson? We have a complication here.”
Olson had been far, far away. Warm, white sand, cool, turquoise water, a gull cry... the images snapped away. He looked up from where he sat at the desk, several feet away from where the two men sat at controls. Pushing back his chair, he walked closer to peer over their shoulders. The primary screen still displayed the boat they had tracked.
“Whatcha got?”
The camera operator answered by pointing, first at one screen window that featured a hover drone and then at another that displayed the man standing on the dune.
“Shit! Who the fuck's that?” Olson blurted to nobody in particular. "Keep that guy on camera and don’t lose him. I’ll be right back.”
He stepped out of the module, down onto the gravel at the base of the stairs, edge of the tarmac. He stopped there, knowing his leather loafers would sink into the gooey black-tarred surface. He smelled the oily pitch in the air, saw heat waves emanating off blacktop in the distance. Only ninety-four degrees but promising to get hotter. This was a figurative island, but an island in hell, surrounded by a big, shiny black puddle. He withdrew his cell again, tapped the icon to re-call, sweat already beginning to glisten on his forehead. He listened for the ring.
"Yes, hello." The call receiver answered.
“Steve, Bill. We've got something, probably nothing but, well, I thought I’d better check with you.” 
He continued, describing the extra set of eyes that appeared to be looking at their target. Steve assured him that calling was the perfect response. He directed Olson to track this secondary as long as possible without losing the primary, keep him informed.
Olson hit the ‘end call’ to disconnect and turned back to re-enter the control mod. At the door, he paused to take in a big breath, immediately regretting it for foul tasting air, then released it in a controlled vent to dissipate some of the fluster that remained with this late morning complication.
“Anything change?” he directed at the pair as he stepped back into the air-cooled eight by twenty-foot portable. The camera operator shot a quick glance at Olson, then returned his eyes to the screen.
“Yes Sir!" he snapped. "Primary-One was cleaning, then it looked like he spotted the drone. Primary-Two came out, looked where One pointed, raised up a rifle. Just before you came back in, number Two shot the drone out of the sky! It looks like a small caliber rifle with a scope and..." 
"Sir! Number Two is shooting at the dude on the beach!” The camera operator's eyes were darting back and forth between the main screen and the smaller inset window showing the man on the dune. That view was large enough to easily identify a shot hit the sand, then a second off to the right of where dune man stood. All three men in the conex watched as he dropped his controller,  produced binoculars, then sprawled to his belly. A few moments later, he scooted backwards, wiggling his way  off the crest and down to the trail behind the dune. When he reached it, he ran off between the dunes and the IR camera dutifully followed him to the public parking lot where he disappeared into a parked van.
“Gentlemen, Beach man is the new Primary. We know the general location of our previous targets. If need be, we'll relocate them later. I need to know about Beach man." He spun on his heel, finishing, "I authorize this new assignment.” His pilot redirected the drone's path, updating his flight operations chief at the RPA Flight Command.
The Predator’s altitude made following ‘Beach Man’ as easy as directing cameras at first. The camera that had tracked his progress to the parking lot remained fixed on the van. Within the time it took for the drone to make two loitering loops, onboard electro-optical sensors had zoomed in on a license plate, captured a screen shot. Vehicle registration data was forthcoming.  
After a few minutes, the van engine started and the heat signature changes were noted. As the van exited the parking area and turned north onto Highway 1, the drone pilot ended the loitering program and locked onto the van to follow it. Several miles up the highway, it turned onto Old Creek Road. Approximately twenty minutes later, it entered the driveway of a small home.
The GPS coordinates were noted. After returning to a 'loiter' mode, the camera operator tried to get a clear shot of an address, either on the mailbox or the house, but no numbers were immediately visible. Specific property details were available but would take a bit more time. Whoever this guy was, his name and particulars would be in hand, if this location was where he hung his hat.
"Where to now, Sir?", the pilot inquired. The Predator had the capability for many hours of flight time. It had tracked the boat from its departure out of Santa Barbara and total air time had not even reached ten hours.
Olson replied, "Let's get back to our boat offshore."
Shortly, the pilot informed him that the boat had moved south, still on monitor due to the strong signal emitter on board. Only the single 'blip' now.
"Should we follow it, Sir?"
"Hold tight." Olson stepped out of the mod again.
“Steve, it’s Bill again.”
“Hi Bill.” Steve replied. “How's our adventure going?”
Olson brought him up to speed on the boat observation, and the sudden and very personal attention paid to the Beach Man by Primary-Two, which garnered a “Fucking great.” from Steve, and then silence as Olson relayed the rest of the actions, concluding with the statement that they had the Beach Man’s GPS coordinates for a private residence and identification from DMV data pending.
“As soon as you get that info, send it all to me!”
"You want us to continue tracking the primary and the boat?"
"No. We're good there. Have them return to base, and have a great afternoon."
"Okay, Steve. Thanks." Olson ended the call, ducked back into the container module, instructed the airmen to return to base, call it a day. They’d report to flight operations. He’d report to a Colonel in Langley, but privately, connecting to a secured line. Then he'd wash his hands of the domestic spying just concluded.




4. FRANK AND GREG

They’d worked as a team for three years. Breaking and entering, surveillance and photographic work were regulars on the menu. They placed discreet cameras, bugs and GPS tracking devices. Sometimes they "borrowed" documents in order to obtain clean copies. During those years, there hadn't been any close calls, where/when hands were caught in the cookie jar reached into, which was why Steve considered them his 'go to' team.
This sort of work happened way more than most people realized, but due to a cautious approach and utilizing skills of blending in, they kept most activities out of the public’s general awareness. When occasional exposures occurred, if they couldn’t be swept aside or buried, little messes were tidied up with civilian slap on the wrist fines. Federal identification went a long way toward turning the other cheek.
Today had found Frank and Greg sitting at a vista point along Highway 1, looking out over the ocean. Their current assignment–keeping tabs on the pretty boat that left the Santa Barbara area and headed north up the coast. It seemed that the contract in the process of being completed required extra eyes and they were stuck in observation duty. Some agency staff didn’t have confidence in the hired help, or so it seemed.
Frank jetted blue smoke out the driver window, half focused on his police band scanner. It could provide bits of ‘action’ that eased the boredom of some of the shift work he had to put up with. His partner didn’t seem to mind keeping eyes stuck to his binoculars, aimed at the boat offshore. Frank had just thought to himself, Thank God for small favors when Greg suddenly announced,
“Looks like one of our guys is bored. He just came out with a rifle.”
Frank's posture went from slumped low to straight up and looking in the boat's direction. Anytime a firearm entered the equation, it spiked his hope for something exciting.
“What’s he doing with it?” 
Greg continued watching, saw the guy aim the rifle up into the air, could see the puff of smoke exit the barrel. “I dunno, maybe he’s shooting at a seagull.”
He watched as the rifleman turned his attention shoreward. He couldn't see what garnered the rifleman's attention. He saw one or two more flashes. As he was reporting this to Frank, the rifleman put down the rifle and walked up to the bow while the other went under the canopy and stood at the captain’s position. In two minutes, the anchor had been raised and the vessel drifted free.
Moments later as they watched, the boat turned to the south and Frank started the car. A couple vehicles passed and Frank accelerated the Crown Vic onto the highway, heading south as well. This was beginning to feel like a waste of a day to Frank, but another day on the payroll.




5. A CALL TO 9-1-1

Dan continued focused, deep breathing for another minute to calm the emotions and thoughts racing around his head. Serving tours of duty with the Navy had brought situations that included death and carnage. This felt so out of place, and live fire exercises
did not happen by surprise, so he struggled with what he had just observed through the lens of the camera on his drone.
Climbing into the driver's seat, he fired up the van and drove out of the parking area, turning north onto the highway. He tapped the call icon and the phone proceeded with the 9-1-1 connection. His thoughts were tossing around what he might say as the pre-recorded message started down a list of caller options. What do I report? Who was shooting at me? He couldn’t tell them he saw a murder. If he started talking about a body being dumped, it became more complicated. Feeling torn and unsure of how best to handle it, he disconnected the call.
Now up to highway speed, he opened the window and used his left hand to deflect a bit of the air rushing by, directing a steady stream toward his face. The ocean's briny fresh aroma blasted him. He loved that smell. The rushing wind was as good as cool water splashed in the face. He decided that the first thing to do would be to review what evidence he had, to deconstruct and reconstruct what had taken place. His EagleEye controller had recorded video of what the cameras observed. As much as he knew what he had seen on the small monitor, another part of his brain required that confirming re-visualization.
A couple of minutes later, his cell rang. The monitor identified the caller as 9-1-1 Operator. He knew that a call and hang-up would have attracted attention. He answered and the person on the other end asked if he had just called the 9-1-1 emergency line. As he drove north, he spun a small tale.
“I’m sorry. Yeah, I saw a car accident and the two drivers were in each other’s faces. I thought the big guy was going to kill, well, ya know, beat the shit out of the little guy, so I pulled over and dialed 9-1-1. I guess the big ape decided he didn’t want a witness to anything, so he flipped the other guy off and drove away. That was it.”
He had to listen to a stern scolding about using 9-1-1 for emergencies only, and he did his best apologetic and humble self.




6. POLICE SCANNER

They’d been back on the road a few minutes when the scanner reported a 9-1-1 call and hang up, and included the cell number that originated the call. Frank had a strong belief that there were very few real coincidences, and hastily made a note on his dash pad. If it wasn’t for cell tower triangulation, these calls would forever be lost, but due to improved technology, they would be able to locate a general area and cell registration information in a very short period of time.
Frank ignited another cigarette, cracked open his window an inch, knowing if he didn't, Greg would request it. One deep drag soothed his immediate craving and his grip relaxed on the wheel. His cell rang before he could take another drag. He brought it up to his ear with his right hand as he drove, hit the answer icon with a thumb that knew where to go.
"Yeah?" He listened to what the caller had to say. A mile down the road, as he pulled over to the shoulder he returned the phone to its dash spot and looked over at his partner.
"That was Steve."
Frank pressed hard on the brakes, stopped the car in a cloud of dust, then allowed his eyes to ping pong as he watched oncoming traffic and traffic from behind in the mirror.
"What's up?" Greg replied.
“He tells me we have an extra player in the game. I’ve got an address. We're going to check it out.”
Frank saw his moment approach, stomped the pedal while cranking the steering wheel. The car sprayed gravel, peppering the shrubs along the roadside and the tires smoked dark rubber arches as they cut across the roadway, into the median, back up and then north bound.
“Wow, cool," Greg shot back. "We might actually get to do something today.” He tossed the binoculars onto the back seat, pulled his Sig from his shoulder holster, and dropped the magazine into his left hand. A quick glance told him it was ready and he slammed it back into place. He reached to his lumbar and touched the pancake holster that housed his back-up, squirreled away.
Frank gave Greg some data to enter into their GPS system and almost immediately, the unit's map display was giving them directions as they accelerated north.




7. HOME AGAIN


Dan turned off the highway onto Old Creek Road. A little further east into the coastal hills, he pulled up the slight grade of his driveway and into the carport. He scooped his controller and cell phone from the passenger seat, got out and entered his house through the carport's access into the kitchen.
Deadbolt thrown out of habit, he tossed his keys and cell phone onto the countertop. The phone stopped where it landed but the keys slid up against the bottle of oak-aged tequila that rested where the counter's corner met the wall. After a flickering debate on the idea, he picked up the bottle, twisted out the cork stopper.
The pungent and woody esters were immediately available and pleasing to his nose. He pulled a slow, bubbling swig, activating more of the intense flavors, and allowed the amber fluid to swirl around the terrain of his mouth before swallowing it down. In the next moments, as he turned toward the kitchen table, he vented a slow exhale, purging the fumes that hovered in his oral hollow. The adrenal dump was over, and the tequila might help to ease the feeling he had about seeing this bloody activity in peace time, off his very own shore.
After a few long seconds, he sat down at the table and collected thoughts, then began jotting down a time-table for what had occurred that morning.
1) 0700–start-up, test flight in yard
2) 0800–breakfast, coffee
3) 0900–dunes/beach parking
“Shit.” Dan swore at the innocent pen in his grasp. He just realized, through this whole cluster-fuck, that he’d left his drone support box, lunch and batteries stashed at the base of the big dune. Then in afterthought, he chuckled, knowing the biggest part ‘left behind’ swayed in thirty feet of saltwater. 


4) support box drop, base of dune
5) 0920–launch, spotted boat
6) 0925–over Rocky Point shoal, 100', sharks
7) 0945–sharks move north, toward boat
8) To 275', Mantis, Santa Barbara, hover
9) #1-cleaning, #2, tarp, bloody leg
10) #2 rifle, downs EagleEye
12) binocs. laser, shots, impact at feet
13) GTFO!




8. FRANK'S DRIVING

They raced north, defying the posted limits by thirty miles per hour. It didn't take them long to get to the turn off for Old Creek Road, and the car's speed eased up as they turned off the highway. Greg fed directions to Frank as they continued up into the hills, and soon they were onsite, according to the GPS. This area of Cayucos was rural, with scattered clusters of homes. There were a few newer homes but mostly older ones on large lots. Some were grouped closer together, other standing rather solitary.
The ranch-style house sat among a small cluster of homes along the road. This one had a van parked up in the attached carport on the left side and it matched the description of the van Steve had given to Frank on the phone.
As they rolled past, they studied what they could see of the house. It looked like a two or three bedroom, with yards on all sides and the backyard must have ended about where the hill came down to meet it. The houses were not crammed together but they looked close enough for friendly neighborhood bullshit sessions over a fence, so his neighbors could be friends.
The car continued, a slow cruise, and a quarter mile further up, made a U-turn, came back down through the neighborhood. As they approached the property line, Frank eased the car over and stopped at the base of the driveway.




9. VIDEO REVIEW

If he didn't know better, the morning's activity seemed surreal. Dan had confidence in his outline. Rising from the table, he went into the living room where he turned on equipment, made the connection from the controller to his tuner. He selected the video file for the launch, hit the ‘play’ button, which began with the view as the EagleEye ascended from the dune surface and flew southwest, out over the western tip of Rocky Point.
His adrenal gland re-awakened, his heart rate bumped up. He watched for the second time what he'd recalled seeing. The sharks were visible, circling around the rocky bottom. They were feeding on small fish that flourished in this particular area. As he watched, the sharks began swimming in one general direction to the north. He'd adjusted the drone's flight, following them, and the boat came into view. He watched his big screen as the drone gained altitude, circled.
The front door bell snatched his attention.




10. GO GET HIM, ROOKIE

Frank put the car into ‘Park’ and killed the engine. He turned his head to nod at Greg, who opened the door, stepped out of the sedan, made an adjustment to insure his jacket was covering his shoulder holster. He walked up to the front door, rang the bell.




11. WHO’S THERE?

Dan remained a bit edgy despite the tequila warming in his gut, and reviewing the video pushed his heart rate back up another notch. He stopped the play, set down the remote and walked over to where he could look out his living room window, see his front driveway and the road. He saw a dark blue, late model Crown Vic parked where his driveway met the street. Someone sat at the wheel, but he couldn’t make out details. Shoulder and back of a head. He didn’t recognize the car, wasn't used to visitors unannounced in general.
“Just a sec,” he yelled, directed toward the front door. Walking there, he opened it partway, his right foot a door stop. A man in a casual sport jacket, slacks, and polo shirt, and wearing dark glasses.
“Are you Mr. Hardesty?” The man asked. Dan nodded.
“I’m Detective Johnson, with the uh.., county, and dispatch asked me to drop by. Did you by chance make a call to 9-1-1 about an hour ago?”
Dan’s brain raced at high speed. He had trouble believing the system was so god-damned ‘Johnnie-on-the-spot’, considering that he'd called... maybe a half hour earlier... did this guy just say he was with “the uh… county.”?  All of Dan’s alarm hairs were standing at stiff attention on the back of his neck.
“Oh yeah, crap,” he blurted, “I saw a car wreck, thought for sure someone had to be hurt... I guess I sorta panicked... I told the operator when she called back. I’m so sorry.”  He looked at the detective with an expression that tried to say, “Please don’t make this into a big deal.”
While the detective stared at him without saying anything, wheels were still spinning in Dan’s head, ticking off things that felt wrong; 9-1-1 dispatch call-back as expected, but now detectives? Civvies, in an unmarked car? Tracked him by his cell? How'd they find him so damned fast? As he considered what he'd say next, the detective spoke.
“Well Mr. Hardesty, dialing 9-1-1 is not for reporting fender benders, but for true emergencies. You certain that’s what happened?”
“Yeah, I swear it.” Dan’s quick reply.
“Is there anyone else here with you today?”
Dan thought fast. “Well yeah, my brother and his family are here. They went to say hi to some neighbors a few minutes ago, should be back any moment... He reverted to the ‘no big deal?’ look. His logic center scoured the question about others being 'here with me today'.
“Alright, Mr. Hardesty. I’ll call this in as unintended, but don’t let it happen again.” He turned, walked down toward the car parked at the curb.
“Okay." Dan called as the man walked away, "Thanks and again, ...sorry.” His voice trailed off, and he retreated backwards to shut and bolt the door. Receding into darker portions of his front room, Dan knew two things solid. These guys were hinky as hell, and between them and the Mantis, they both told mysterious tales, of violence and lies, and what felt like threats to his safety.




12. NO LOOSE ENDS

Greg got back to the car, glancing back over his shoulder as he slid into the front seat. Frank turned from the blue smoke he'd just exhaled in a jet stream out the window.
“What’d he say?”
"Said he'd called 9-1-1 about a car accident. He seemed nervous, but polite. Didn't say anything about seeing anything."
"He alone?"
Dave told him about a brother that might be nearby.
They tossed around ideas, considerations. Frank made the decision.
"Sometimes shit does roll uphill. Let's have Steve make the call on this."
He dialed the number and when Steve answered, he gave a rundown on Greg’s interactions, made sure to include that the guy was nervous, maybe lying about the reason for making the call.
Steve responded that there was too much risk in having this guy loose until they could find out what he knew, what he might have seen. Frank put the phone on speaker.
“I want you guys to bring him in. I’d prefer that you do it gently, but if you have to knock him the fuck out, get him to the beach house! At the minimum, we’ll conduct a little debriefing. Don’t sweat him yet. Keep him chilled until we can learn a little more.”
Steve ended the call and Frank turned off the phone, pulled his Colt .45 from his shoulder holster. Pulling the slide back to chamber a round, he locked the hammer safety into place, re-holstered it as he laid out a plan. While Greg returned to the front door, Frank would use ears and eyes to locate Hardesty's position. If Hardesty opened the front door, Frank would come around to join Greg, ask if they could talk a bit more inside, and if they got that far, the rest was easy. It would be much better to do anything they had to do while NOT standing on the front porch.
“You ready, Greg?”
“Let’s do it.” Greg replied.




13. TIME TO BUG OUT

Dan crept to the far side of the living room where he could stand in the shadows, peeked past the edge of the window. He watched the guy as he stepped into the sedan. Dan had lived in this small town a long time. He knew in his gut these were NOT local area cops or sheriffs. He'd seen the county sheriff and the small, local police patrol cars many times. He'd never seen an unmarked car in town. At the most, the sheriff would have sent out one of his deputies on something like this. Does a detective really have the time to “drop by?”
The car hadn’t moved. Watching from the darkened interior, Dan could see the two men backlit by the light coming off the street beyond. They appeared to be chatting back and forth. None of this felt right anymore, Dan’s internal klaxon sounded all bells. Someone had tried to shoot him and now this yokel appeared at his door, trying to intimidate him, and he had a partner.
Dan moved swiftly from the living room to the hallway, down to his bedroom. Walking around the far side of his bed, he reached behind the table and placed his fingertips onto pads mounted on the outside of a steel box secured to the wall. A scan of his prints triggered the box to glide open, and when he reached in, the .45 met his hand, emerged in his grip. He didn't need to check the magazine or the safety, as this pistol remained ready for service.
He tucked it into his waistband as he left the bedroom, slipped back to the living room to give another check on his visitors. They were still there. His front door detective was just sitting, looking forward. The driver's silhouette was altered slightly and it took a moment to analyze. What he was seeing was the head and shoulder and a part of the guy's forearm pointing up, his hand against his face. He was chatting with someone on his cell phone. Social call? Doubt it. Getting instructions? Possible. Shit getting deeper? No doubt.
Dan backed away from the window and picked up his stereo remote, turned the tuner to a radio station. He set the volume so that it could be heard from outside if someone was close enough to the house, listening. He disconnected the drone controller's cable and brought the controller into the kitchen, set it on the table.
Opening a utility cabinet, he pulled out a duffel, placed the binoculars from his jacket, his cell phone and shades inside. He took the memory card from the controller and slipped it inside his coin pocket, then jammed his keys into a back pocket and with the bag in hand, returned to the hallway.
The first room to the right off the hall was a small guest room and he ducked in, over to take another peek from the window. He wouldn't be able to see into the car as well from here, but better than not looking. No change as far as he could tell and he was about to turn away when movement changed everything. Both doors opened and the occupants got out of the car. Now he knew that there were two new friends he preferred not to meet, and he needed to hustle. 
Across the hall, he went into his bedroom-turned-office and opened the closet door. He pulled a re-purposed Plano tackle box down from the shelf, set it on the floor. Opening it, took out two extra pistol magazines loaded with hollow points and a pancake holster. The magazines were dropped into the bag, then he withdrew his pistol from his waistband, slid it home into the holster and secured the rig back onto the belt at his waist. He turned toward the slider door, grabbing a ball cap that rested on the desk lamp as he went by. At the slider, he peeked out to view the back yard. Very slowly, he broke the seal of the door jam, slid the door open.
No sound. A glance in both directions and gripping the duffel, he stepped out. Just as he turned to close the slider, he heard the initial throaty growl, followed by the impressive barking from Max, who lived next door, acted like he owned the neighborhood. Max was in the side yard between the houses and he'd heard, smelled and maybe even laid eyes on someone who didn't belong there. His presence and challenge would certainly slow down, if not alter someone's plan to open the gate into Dan’s back yard.
His yard ran fifty feet to the down-sloping hill that met the back edge of his property. Beyond his property line, a concrete flume ran along behind his and other homes. It served as a run-off ditch for any reasonably large rainfall. He could belly crawl in the ditch and stay low, get away unseen. That option felt like the right thing to do in an attempt to create some space between him and these two, who smelled like double trouble.




14. HUGGING THE FLUME

As dry as the weather had been, only the scattered detritus of grasses, dirt, a few dried up oak leaves and dust lined the base of the concrete ditch. He centered on bent toes and in the same crouch, peered back over his shoulder toward the property, scanning for anything out of place. So far, no sign of his new friends, no movement. He wasn't going to wait around. If he could avoid another meeting, all the better.
While he kept eyes on his yard, he crept down the flume's slope, keeping low and slow. His eye searched for a human silhouette standing out from the profiles of shrubbery and small trees that dotted the space between houses. He decided to use this backyard exit to go as far as his neighbor’s place, two houses down.
Dan knew most of his neighbors at least casually, but Joe and Sandy Morrison were not just neighbors. When he and Joe met a handful of years back, they found an immediate kinship. Casual observers would think they were brothers or life-long friends. Joe had served in the Marines, so they shared a military history, but their chemistry went beyond that. They fit well together as friends. Even so, as close and supportive as they were, Dan hadn't shared all of his secrets with Joe.
He crept along until he was lined up with their property, and looked back, wanting one more assurance that he was alone. After making sure he could not see his own yard from the ditch, he stepped up and out of it. He trotted through the open space, up the steps to the back door, where the door's window looked in on the kitchen. It was a safe bet that Joe was home this morning. He did evening security work for small local businesses and usually didn’t head to work until three or four in the afternoon.
Dan could see through the window that Sandy was doing something at the counter. He tapped on the glass and she turned, saw him and smiled, came to the door and opened it for him.
◆◆◆
 
“Hi Dan. What're you doing back here? Come on in.”
“I have an issue going on, Sandy, and I need to chat with Joe. Is he here?”
“Yeah, he’s down in the den with the kids playing a game. You want some coffee or anything?”
“No, thanks.” 
“Alright. I’m making tacos for supper tonight, so join us if you want, okay?”
“Thanks, Sandy, that sounds great.” Dan walked past her and down the stairs. They ended in the entrance to the den and as he stepped onto the landing, Joe glanced up from his position behind a board game.
“Hey Dano, you're just in time to help me with strategy.”
“We need to talk.”
Joe could hear the tone in Dan’s voice, turned to his two kids, “You guys skip my turns for now.”
"Aw, Daddy," his eldest Elizabeth was quick. “You promised you'd play with us.”
Joe rested his hand on her head, reminded her to be nice to her brother, said he'd be back. He got up off the floor and walked past Dan, into his makeshift brewery room and office space. Dan followed, closing the door behind him.
“What’s up, Dan?"
“I’ve stepped into a bucket of shit, Joe.” He spent the next five minutes telling his friend about his morning.
“Okay, stay here for a sec. Be right back. I'm gonna step out front to check the mail. I’ll let you know what I see.”
Dan agreed, and Joe jogged up the stairs, two at a time. He met Sandy at the top of the stairs, just as she was coming down with a tray of snacks for the game players.
“What’s going on?”
“Just gonna check the mail.” 
“You already got it this morning!”
He didn’t reply, but continued to the front of the house, Sandy's confused gaze locked onto the back of his head. Joe stepped out to the front porch, then down to the street level, to the box. As he got there and opened the box, he turned his head casually to look up the street.
The car Dan described sat there, parked just where he'd said. Joe couldn't see anyone in it or nearby. He returned to the house, back downstairs where Sandy was watching the girls at play. After giving a wink and a kiss to Sandy, who was looking at him with a 'Huh?' expression on her face, he returned to the brewery room.
“The car’s still there, Dan. Nobody in it. What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know. You think those guys are cops?”
“I don’t have a clue, but agree with you about that car. It doesn’t look like a local issue. I also find it hard to believe that two detectives would be sent out on a routine follow-up for a 9-1-1 call. You didn’t mention I.D., so I presume they didn’t flash any. Even if they did, that wouldn't prove anything.”
Dan had totally forgotten to ask for identification. That might have eased his feelings about these guys, but he wasn't sure. As he pondered that, Joe continued his line of reasoning.
“The way I see it, them knowing your name and address means one of two things. Either they're legit and really doing a follow-up on your call, or they were spotters on the shit you saw going down at the beach.”
“If that's the case, they have good resources. I gotta say, it's hard to believe that after 9-1-1 called
you back, they'd forget to call off the posse. Unless of course, we've got local detectives screwing around ‘cause they've got nothing else to do on a Wednesday...”
“This shit you stepped in might be a bucketful as you say, but it could be a barrel full, know what I mean?”
Dan nodded in silence.
“If these guys are involved in that beach crap, there’s no telling how deep it goes. What you saw could have been a bookie taking care of a business problem, but could have been something much bigger."
"Like what?" Dan tossed out the open question.
“Well, let’s say your drone stumbled on someone...," Joe continued, pausing to give imagination form, "…say a car company associate trying to acquire the prototype of a ground-breaking invention. Let's say the car company doesn't want this device to be approved for use. They'll be watching their back. You could have stepped into something like that, become an instant ‘co-star’…” he included air quotations.
“Fuck that stardom
shit,” Dan grinned.
They decided to make a copy of the drone's video files, in case Dan needed it down the road.
"I won't tell anyone you've got a copy of this, unless we talk about it first, okay?" Joe nodded. "Seriously, if this gets deep, I don't want you guys in any trouble."
"Okay. Tell you what, I'm naming this file..." he typed in 'Garden flowers'. "I'll tell Sandy it's NOT about flowers, that she should leave it alone. It'll be secure.”
They agreed that if a need bubbled up to get a copy, Dan or someone he trusted would ask for the file on the 'Garden flowers'. It might be a valuable ace in the hole. That settled, Dan had a big favor to ask of his neighbors.




15. HARDESTY

Growing up in a warm water port town, Dan was bottle-fed on marine life. He immersed into it around the neighborhood marina, and to an extent, the ocean. By his junior high school age, he'd hustled casual jobs around the harbor on the weekends. It wasn't a surprise that his path would lead him to the study of the natural sciences soaked in salt water.
Students of those sciences often spent significant time dismantling the objects of their study in laboratory settings, whether by scalpel, chemical or other method. Dan had trouble getting excited about the dissected side of life, beyond basic biological function. His interest was less in a subject’s components, but how the subject as a component, fit into the bigger picture.
His approach in the shark studies that currently held his attention followed that philosophy. He observed migratory patterns and the interrelationship with food sources, current, tidal and weather effects, and humans.
Strong, physical, and at forty-three, still in prime condition. Genetic disposition, early and sustained aquatic behavior and a mixed bag of high school sports were the ingredients that set him up.
In high school, military recruitment efforts were a part of the campus experience. During his senior year, Dan got swept up, along with many of his peers. Recruiters pressed hard, offering educations and worldly experiences. Dan stood on the other side of the table, presenting athleticism and leadership skills. A big plum about to ripen.
The Naval Petty Officer struck gold the day he dangled the S.E.A.L. team prospect, and Dan bit hard. He joined the Navy a couple months later when he turned eighteen and upon graduation, never looked back. Training was rigorous, but while most don't succeed on that path, Dan thrived, his edge honed to razor sharp. He spent nearly twenty years active in the upper echelons of SEAL team activity.
While a solid team member, Dan played his personal emotions like poker cards, close to the vest. One could say sharing wasn't his strong suit. He found it easier  to avoid large gatherings. He wasn't anti-social, but had arrived at the conclusion that in social gatherings, people's interest rested in side-by-side comparisons of who they were. Dan didn't care about those types of things.
He had had a few close friends and couples in his circle. Even with his own SEAL teammates, there was an underlying competitive streak. He performed what was required of him. While never driven to be on the top of the pile, it usually occurred through his extraordinary physicality. Perhaps because of those abilities, he didn't suffer feelings or a sense of inadequacy.
His course in the military included multiple engagements with America’s enemies, as identified by his commanders. Some of his assignments included ‘heroic acts’ that saved lives and mission objectives. During his service, decorations accumulated. They hovered in the shadows, obscured by his need for privacy and desire to maintain a low profile. He made it clear early on that he would not parade his accomplishments on his chest or in other public ways. His commanders accepted this with a mix of understanding and frustration, but it was generally allowed.
He served eighteen years and contemplated retirement at twenty. One commander brought him another option. Through a rarely opened window, an opportunity presented. The navy didn't want to lose his service.  Due to exemplary skills and character, he was presented an option to the normal retirement. He would officially retire as far as any books or D.O.D. records were concerned, but would be kept as a resource on an exclusive list. This listing would show him as available for special situations. Activation would only come from the Chief of Staff or the POTUS. It would likely involve unit actions for NSA and/or CIA missions. He wouldn't be forced to accept such assignments, though he presumed the pressure would be great.
This was a perfect solution for Dan. He didn’t want to halt service to his country. He did want to get back to his personal interests that involved ocean studies. He had a marine biology degree and had even published some scientific study results.
Dan agreed to transition into this special arrangement through the last two years of active service. He received a ‘sterile’ separation that left no hint of future trails. It allowed him the anonymity and privacy that he relished. He also received a private chain of contact that he could initiate.
Now, five years had sailed by without snafus, but recent experiences pushed Dan toward believing that he might need to make contact with friends in high places.




16. TYING UP LOOSE ENDS

Frank scanned the view from where he sat behind the wheel at the foot of the driveway. The left-side fence ran from the carport across to the neighbor's house corner, closing off easy access to the back yard from that side. There were shrubs and a few small trees along the fence line obscuring the view into the yards.
Greg opened his door, got out of the car again, veering toward the front door. Frank opened his door, stepped out and around the front of the car, then up the drive and into the carport. As he approached the door into the house, he stopped, ear close. Sounds like a radio. It was soft, from somewhere deeper in the house. He knew this door led into the kitchen, having spotted the vents from the road. He stayed there, listening. The doorbell rang, There it is... He waited to hear Greg to start talking to their guy. As he did, Frank put his hand on the door knob, turned it very slowly, could feel the latch let go but the door didn't budge. Deadbolt.  Still nothing of a conversation.
As he waited, hand on doorknob and ear pressed to the door, he heard the bell again but no other sounds. Coming back out of the carport, he caught his partner's eye, shook his head, then signaled that he would try another entry point around the side or back yard. Greg nodded. As planned, Greg would stay there, ringing the bell every minute to keep some attention on his presence for anyone inside.
Frank walked past him and scurried past windows to approach the right side of the house, where there was more fencing and a gate. As he approached the gate, a dog in the next yard over greeted his presence, first with a throaty growl and followed by loud barking. Frank hated that, but knew he needed to proceed.
He clicked his tongue and spoke softly. "Hey boy. It's okay. Just me. It's okay. Good boy." He waited. After pausing for a few moments to let Bowser settle down, he put his hand on the latch and slowly activated it. He breathed a sigh of relief when it snicked open and the gate pushed into the side yard space. Bowser had reduced his urgent barking to conversational. Frank saw him through fence slats, trotting back and forth along his side of the yard, snuffling and sniffing at the ground. The deeper growl snuck out between other noises, telling Frank to watch out. He could only hope that the fence did its job as an effective barrier.
Working toward the back, pausing to sneak peeks into windows along the way. As he cleared the corner to the back of the house, he saw a slider door. Continuing a slow approach, he moved until he was standing just to the side of it. He waited, heard the doorbell again, could barely hear the muffled sound of the radio, did a quick, bobbing glance through the glass. He saw what appeared to be a small office space, a desk and chair, door to hallway open. A gentle push on the edge of the door's hand slot and the door slid open a half inch.
Frank pulled his pistol, eased the safety off, took a slow breath and slid the door open enough to slip into the small room, froze in place. He heard the doorbell ring again, waited. No other sounds besides Eric Clapton's melodic prediction that after midnight, they were going to let it all hang out. His eyes scoured the room in a sweep, saw an open tackle box on the floor.  Pistol box. He mouthed "Fuck!" A few cartridges and miscellaneous firearm supplies were laying on the floor around the box. That was all Frank needed to know in the moment.
He made no move, eyes laser-focused on the open door, listening for any new sound. Anything appearing fast in his vision within the next few moments was going to catch a bullet.
He allowed the doorbell one more ring, preceded by several sharp raps on the door, made by the class ring Greg wore on his left hand. Finally moving forward, he crept to the open doorway, took a quick glance left down the hall, then turned right to the front door and opened it. Greg stepped in across the threshold, nodded to acknowledge Frank's finger at his lips. As Greg closed the door behind him, Frank used the back of his hand, wiped the sweat from his upper lip, then brow.
Within a couple more minutes, they'd cleared the house and knew that their target was gone. The only other thing they knew for sure was that he had not driven away in his van. Frank fumed. He didn't want to call Steve, but knew he would have to update him on this development. He made the call, received terse instructions; Clean up the entry and return to where they had posted earlier on the highway.




17. WHO ARE THOSE GUYS?

“If your old car is available, I could do some discreet detective work. I want to find out who owns that boat. You can be damned sure there aren’t many Turismo forty-fours within a couple hundred miles of here.”
“I don’t see why not,” Joe replied. “It’s just taking up space in the garage. You can use it and park it there when you come home. There’s a remote for the garage door in it, since I always park in the driveway. I’ll make sure to park over to the side so you will be able to pull in and out whether we are here or not.” 
“I might need to stay away for a while...." Dan added, "considering my recent visitors.”
“Hey, don’t worry about that. The car's yours to use as long as you need it, and the good news, it's still insured!"
"Thanks, Brother." Dan reached out and two open palms met to form a tight grasp. "You're saving my ass here."
"Let’s consider one more thing," Joe suggested. "How about checking in with me down the road? I know you're independent, but I'm going to worry if I don’t hear from you.”
“Yeah, that’s a good idea," Dan agreed. "I'll call you in a couple days if I don't see you by then. If you haven’t heard from me after three days, you could call the locals. By then, a ‘missing person’ report could carry a little weight, especially if you show them a video.”
They shook hands again, locked eyes. Dan understood Joe's concern and willingness to be there. He appreciated having the friend and the resource.
“Let’s go upstairs, Dan. Before you head out, I’m going to see if those yahoos are still there.” They went up the steps, into the kitchen. While Dan informed Sandy that he'd have to pass on the taco dinner, Joe retraced steps to the front room where he could look up the street.
"Is everything okay, Dan?" She asked as Joe was returning to the kitchen.
"My van's acting up a bit. Joe said I could use your old car. Hopefully, I won't need to use it for long." Joe shot a thumb's up to Dan. With that, they went back downstairs and into the garage.
"I guess they gave up, Dan. The car's gone. You keep in touch now."
As Dan got into the car, Joe activated the door opener from the wall switch. Dan reversed out of the garage, and with a nod to his friend, backed into the street and drove away.




18. FOLLOWING A HUNCH

Frank chewed at his lower lip. Not accustomed to being fooled, this disappearing act of Hardesty's started eating at him before they'd left the house. As they sanitized their illegal entry by wiping away prints, neither of them spoke. They returned to the car and drove back to the main road, then west toward the coast. At a corner, Frank pulled the car off the road where a small service station and mom and pop market sat. Transmission thrown into reverse, he tucked it into the shadows next to the store. Now they were facing the main road. He remained silent, stewing.
◆◆◆
 
Greg stole glances over at his partner from the corner of his eye. He hadn't been in the game as long, relied on Frank for his expertise. Secretly, he harbored concerns that Carmichael had become a loose cannon. Sitting here, he could feel the simmering turmoil coming from the driver's side. As he thought about that, Frank turned, reached back to pick up the binoculars, shoved them at Greg.
◆◆◆
 


“Here, keep your eyes on cars coming this way. I've got a feeling, if we haven’t already missed him, our Mr. Hardesty is going to be coming down the road, and if he does, I don’t want him getting away again.”
Greg started to protest but Frank glared him into silence.
“You were just standing at the door with him. Picture him with a hat and dark glasses. Let me know when you see him or someone who looks like him.” Frank returned to silent brooding.  Greg watched the cars coming and going. Five minutes later, he saw a maroon Subaru coming down the hill.
“This could be him.”
Frank snapped from the dark place he'd been, sat up, stared out the windshield. “Is it, or isn’t it?”
“I think so. Same color hair on the sides. Ball cap. Dark glasses.” Frank turned the key, dropped the tranny into drive and stepped off the brake. The sedan began a slow forward roll, oak tree shadows flickering, receding over the dark blue roof. Their faces turned in unison, tracking the square back sedan as it passed by.
Three cars separated them from the Subaru by the time they entered the roadway. Frank kept his eye on the vehicle and when he had the opportunity, he passed a small Toyota in front them to close the distance.
◆◆◆
 


"Frank, he might see us!" was something Greg should have suppressed from blurting out to prevent "Shut the fuck up!" from sneering out of the right side of Frank's mouth. His cigarette bobbed on the left side, syncopated with each syllable.
The road was a ubiquitous 'S', descending to the ocean. Tawny grasses filled the curves, sprinkled with interruptions of thistle, small clusters of wild poppy or verbenas. When Greg asked if they should update Steve, Frank ignored him. 




19. THAT DARK BLUE CROWN VIC

Dan was certain that his only chance of figuring out who the boaters were was to track down the Turismo. Success in that would tell him more about what led to his dangerous and disastrous morning. If he made good time, he could hit the small boat harbors in and around Santa Barbara. He hoped it would be easy. Those things were heavy on his mind as he left Joe and Sandy’s place and drove out of the neighborhood.
His heightened alert status was back on from the moment the garage door opened. As he drove, he found himself looking side to side, watching for the Ford that had been blocking his driveway. The only one resembling the car parked at his house was one he almost missed. It sat facing the road, snuggled next to the Quick~Shoppe and easy to miss if he had not looked that way. He wasn’t certain at first. Then rooftop shadow flickers caught his eye. The car was moving and two faces were looking toward him. As he continued on past, he kept view of it in his mirrors and the sedan pulled into traffic a few cars behind him.
He maintained speed until he saw the blue sedan jump out of line and pass the car ahead of it. Dan increased pressure on the gas pedal. He planned to grow the distance, hoping he’d have an opportunity to pull off somewhere, keep his exit hidden by a turn in the road. He had success leaving the Ford further behind at first. As he drove, there were fewer opportunities to turn off. The local homes thinned and a stretch of undeveloped land on either side of the road increased.
Before driving around a large bend, he decided the turn off for the dump was as good as he could get and it was coming up. The turn off was immediately after the bend. With no signal, as he rounded the curve, he slammed on the brakes, made a quick turn. This road was a combination of dirt and gravel. As soon as he was off the asphalt, he slowed down to reduce the dust cloud while going up the slope.
He was out of luck as far as hiding spots, as there were no vehicles present and the gate was closed. He pulled close to where the embankment came down on his left and stopped. At best, his tail would keep going. At worst, that Ford would pull into this place and they would be face to face.
Dan jumped out, ducked down so that he had the embankment to his back and crouched behind the car. He pulled his pistol, cracked opened the slide to see a round in the chamber, then waited.




20. FRANK

As they wound down the road, Frank watched for any possible turns the Subaru could have taken. There were few turn-offs along these dried, grassy coastal hills. When he noted the dump station turn sign, he considered the upcoming turn as a possible. Above the rise just beyond, he could see a small dust cloud billowing.
“This might be it, Greg. Get ready.”  He slowed and then turned off onto the road on the right side. He eased the sedan forward and as they made the curve, he saw the back end of the Subaru, the car parked up next to a slope. He didn't see a driver. Transmission into park, he killed the engine.
"You go up your side," he directed Greg. "I'll circle around from the left."
◆◆◆
 


Greg opened his door and stepped out. The crunch of gravel was absurdly loud. His grip on the Sig 220, usually sound, was way too slippery. He paused at the front wheel well of the Ford, glancing over at Frank, who was easing past the driver's door, held up a finger.
Frank called, "Hardesty. Step out!" and Greg thought the Colt .45 in Frank's hand looked more like a cannon. Frank nodded toward the Subaru’s rear and Greg took a deep breath, his heart racing. He lowered his posture, advancing toward the rear of the small car. His partner watched the Subaru, with glances toward Greg’s progress.




21. GREG

Great!... I get to be the bait...  Frank's hanging back... see what happens... trial by fire... That's okay... I'll show him I can carry my weight...
He eased up the grade, walking a slow curve toward the rear of the hatchback. Watching the far edge where the rear window met the frame. Any moment he anticipated a face or shoulder to break that line. He was ready to shoot. His arc brought him to within a few yards of the rear.
He didn't have time to recover from the gunshot’s sound. His feet came out from under him in a searing, shattering blast of pain. His pistol went flying as he went down. Both of his hands opened to clutch at his ruined ankles. The bastard shot him from under the car. He'd pitched his eyes toward the space between the car and ground when he heard the next shot.




22. FRANK

As Greg crept forward in an arc toward the rear of the Subaru, Frank moved slowly from the left side, shadowing his partner's progress. They'd have a crossfire advantage, should they need it. As Frank left cover of the car, a shot rang out. He saw Greg drop from sight, heard him scream in pain.
Frank lurched forward, Colt extended, aimed where he expected to see a crouched body behind the car, three feet off the ground. That move was his last voluntary movement. A bullet entered his chest, tore into his heart, leaving a tattered, broken pump. His momentum carried him forward, down to the ground. His eyes saw the figure lying on the ground, pistol pointed. A thought flashed... follow-up call to Steve.
His eyes tracked to the shooter’s face. The last thought was a murky one–Hardesty.




23. TRYING TO CRAWL

Greg gave up on the idea of a call for help. Any action that caused his legs to move sent daggers of pain up from somewhere near where ankles had been. The only thing he could do was grab at the ground, try to drag himself away from the scene, but going nowhere fast. Every inch, he gained with agony.
Suddenly, through miserable progress, two shoes in front of his face. He started a roll to his side which only sent new torment stabbing him. Though his effort was in the shoulders, torso and hips followed obediently. Legs tagged along, feet refused to stay behind, though their attachment was tenuous at best. Then, through the pain and fear, he felt a hand on his shoulder.




24. A BRIEF INTERVIEW

Dan stood in front of the man on the ground. He watched him begin a roll to his side, then halt in an agonizing moan. Dan placed his hand on the man’s shoulder, and the man turned his head and neck until their eyes met.
“Hardesty, you don’t know what you’ve done,” he croaked out, raspy, breathless.
“I’ll tell you what I’ve done, mother fucker. I 've just defended myself against you and your partner’s felony assault. Now, who do you work for and why the fuck are you bothering me?”
The man stared at Dan, said nothing. Dan moved around, placed one knee on the man’s shoulder, patted at the pockets of the jacket. He pulled a billfold from a breast pocket, exposed the empty shoulder holster. He flipped open the wallet, found a government-issued I.D. that said this was Gregory Johnson, Central Intelligence Agency. The photograph, minus the pain, matched the face contorted in front of him.
“Gee whiz, Detective Johnson, this doesn’t say you’re a detective or with the county.”
Dan lowered his face, got up close and personal to Greg’s ear. At the same time, one hand slipped under Greg’s neck, applied firm grip to the man's larynx. He didn't crush it, but knew the guy felt a threatening pressure.
“What the fuck is the agency doing with me?” Dan growled. The man grimaced, trying to tighten his neck in defense against the pressure. “You guys have something to do with that boat." It was a statement, not a question. Greg turned his eyes to Dan, said nothing.
Dan stood, walked over and around the car to the other guy’s body. He found similarly issued I.D. for a Franklin Carmichael, not much else. Dan came back around, planned another attempt at gaining information. He saw the Greg guy struggling to turn onto his side. When they made eye contact, Greg raised another pistol, fired a shot. It went wide as Dan pulled his gun, returned fire, and the man’s head snapped back.
There was nothing left of the occipital region anymore.




25. WHO IS THAT GUY?

The resident bubble of angst ruptured in Steve Andrew's gut the moment he heard Bill's voice. Bill Olson was leading the Predator team in a control module on an airbase in Nevada. There shouldn't be a need for him to be calling, but call he did. Bill had said "There's somebody watching things, but I don't know who." That's what had   popped the fucking bubble!
Now, Frank and Greg had lost this motherfucker while sitting out front of his god-damned driveway. Steve's last words to Frank, in no uncertain terms; Keep me informed. Check back in five minutes. Since then, not a word from Frank, and Steve's calls were going unanswered. No choice now. Got to bring in some back-up. It would take them a little while, but they'd get things back on track. Directions were crystal clear: "Use the transponder to locate Frank's car. Tell Frank and Greg to get their asses down the coast immediately!"
Steve's sedan sat idle in the scenic view pull-out. Highway 1 / 101 traffic made steady noise behind him. Looking out over the ocean, watching gulls ride the invisible wind–the only thing about the day he liked! An occasional RV or car whipped over for a look, a scenic piss break, then off again.
This was one of those hot weather days that felt twenty degrees hotter in the car. Instead of getting the assurances he wanted, he was getting nothing but bad news. He scanned the skeletal data on Hardesty for review: Date of birth, driver’s license, retired Navy, property records for Cayucos. D.O.D. searches were dark. Former SEAL?... He'd found details about other spec op guys in the past, but this guy’s history wore a shroud. Digging got him nowhere, walking a Mobius strip. Best he could find—vague reference to an 'open stat'. He didn't know what that meant, exactly. It hinted about recesses where light didn't penetrate.
Steve considered two options. One, wait, see how this shakes out. This choice thinned to breaking now. The second option loomed.  I hate to bug him... this might be worth a call though... if I asked him in a discreet way, diplomatically...  maybe...  if he could...   Steve felt pressure to get this tiger back in the cage before it tore his throat out in this dangerous game.
He opened his phone’s contact list, selected ‘Col.F.’, then tapped the call icon as he got out of his car to walk. Whew... needed this breeze!  Three rings later, a voice answered, “Faulkner.”
“Good morning, Sir. This is Steve Anderson. I'm running the ground team for..." he paused, "Eye Pluck…” He waited for the other side to register confirmation of the topic, heard nothing. “Sir, I'm sorry to bother you...  there've been some problems.”
“What problems?” The two words came slow, venomous. He didn't sound ready for bad news.
“Well Sir, I've learned someone outside of our group might've seen something." He continued quickly, " I don’t know for sure. I had a ground team for follow-up, but I haven't heard from them and I... I should've by now.” Silence on the other end. Anderson stopped walking, turned, starting back the other way.
“I plan to continue the follow-up, but I need information that could be helpful.” Painfully dead air. “I've got I.D. on this person. It appears he's retired Navy, maybe special ops..."  Is he still there?  "Sir?” Steve was already up to his neck in this shit. He passed the sedan, kept walking.
◆◆◆
 
In Langley, Virginia, Colonel Faulkner leaned back, closed his eyes, shaking his head slowly. This op had become the definition of clusterfuck... A U.S. citizen, on U.S. soil—who happened to be a retired Senator, god dammit! Now this agency dickhead tells him that a vet, "maybe special ops" was a witness...   Jesus fucking Christ! 
“Give me his name,” the Colonel demanded.
“Sir, I'm so sorry about this and...”
“Shut the fuck up, Anderson. Name!”
Steve provided the name he'd received from DMV and property records.
“Hear this, Anderson. You keep this phone in your hand. I'll be calling you back in three minutes. I don’t want to hear the phone ring twice. You understand me?”
“Y... Yes, Sir. Three minutes, Sir.” Steve waited for more, but the line was dead. He looked down at the phone in his hand. Fucking a!... It stared back, claiming innocence from the heat he felt in his ear, thumping in his chest. His head pivoted to looked out over the Pacific, mind racing as he sucked in a deep breath, exhaled it through pursed lips. Turning his back to the ocean, he lit a cigarette, began to walk along the guardrail. Two minutes and fifty-something seconds later, his phone rang.
"Yes, Sir?"
“It'll be handled.” The line went dead. 
The pile of worms on his plate grew in size disproportionate to his appetite for more worms.




26. SEARCHING FOR THE BENETEAU

"For fuck's sake, I'm slipping!" Dan cursed. He nearly killed me!
If I'd search him thoroughly, he'd still be alive... He searched the bodies again, retrieving cell phones, wallets, weapons. He pulled the registration from the car's glove compartment. Still pissed off when he got into his car, he left the dump site's entrance and headed downhill. Pressing the 'on' button of first one and then the other cell phone was fruitless—locked. His hope for a call log, names, numbers would have
to wait. He was at the highway before his anger eased, his frustration settled.
At the coastal highway, Dan turned south. He did have something to go on. The make and model, its name and home port provided a few choice bits of important information.  A mile down the road, he pulled into the entrance of a self-storage business. A pass code activated the automated gate and he veered left to access the far drive to his unit at the back of the property. When he neared his space, he angled the car over toward the fence. It looked like some asshole’s shitty parking job, rather than purposeful blocking of the access.
He grabbed his duffel bag and walked to the roll-up door. His two flags were still in place, indicating no trespass had occurred. One was possible to see if someone searched. It was a short length of grey thread. It lay under the door's bottom plate by the flange. The other was impossible to see from the outside. It was a simple magnetic field set up on the door's track. Opening the door would interrupt the magnetic field and send an electronic message.
Nothing was amiss. Dan removed the lock and eased the door up on its tracks. The door made a welcoming cacophony of spindle rattles, bearing squeaks and torsion spring resistance. Inside, the formidable safe stood, a monolith to guard 'sensitive' items—firearms, cameras, cash, and I.D. packets. Because the storage unit had electrical power and a back-up battery system, energy was secure. He kept computer equipment, a small collection of throw-away phones, one satellite phone and the charging bank for them. The satellite phone was his connection to a handler up stream.
◆◆◆
 
A dirty white panel-van sporting a sign that said “Smithy’s Home Repair Services—Bonded and Insured” turned off the coast highway north of Dan’s location, worked its way east. The van carried a ladder and a rack with pipes, rods and lumber on the roof, helping to obscure the few antennae.
One man drove the van while another sat at a small work station in the center of the vehicle, unseen by anyone on the road. He monitored a GPS screen that blinked an electronic signal. That 'blip' led them up into the hills, closer to the dark Crown Victoria, assigned to Franklin Carmichael.
The only information they had—Frank nor his partner were returning calls, and Steve didn't sounding happy. The electronics man knew Frank as a hot-head. He'd curse at them, but they were doing their job, so fuck him. Their assignment; button up loose covers, tell Frank to get down the coast.
"We're getting close, Bob. Slow down," Mack said to the driver, who eased off the gas and as they approached a turn off, the passenger confirmed, "Yup. Hang a left." The van turned up the gradual slope, veered left, rolled slowly toward the sedan. 


◆◆◆
 
The driver already had a glimpse of the chaos.
"Holy fuck!"—Bob's expression gave notice to his partner that this wasn't going to be good.
The first body he saw had taken severe damage to at least one leg, leaving a mangled mess. Next, as their van rolled to a stop, he saw Frank's lifeless body further up to the left. His face was recognizable. The first body had to be Greg Johnson's, but he could only surmise that by association. They were sprawled on the ground just beyond where the sedan was parked. It looked like Greg had tried to crawl away. There was a bloody furrow trailing behind his legs, telling the story of his slow, ineffective escape attempt.
Bob and Mack had been called to scenes like this before, when their job required collecting calamities. Clean up jobs usually involved clearing away what they referred to as bad guys.  This was much more of a rarity. It happened on occasion, but radio communication and surprise on their side turned tables. Finding two of their own was a hard kick in the gut.
The two, still warm bodies were loaded into large, heavy plastic bags and hustled into the back of the van. After kicking loose dirt over bloody areas on the ground, they returned to the van and Bob got into the driver's seat. Mack pulled master keys from a cabinet in the van, walked over to sit in the sedan Frank would no longer drive, started it. He followed the van as they returned down the coast to their dispatch center.
◆◆◆
 
Dan bagged two of his throw-away phones, opting to leave the satellite phone, wait on that option for now. He pulled the drone's memory card from his coin pocket, slid it into a reader slot in the computer. He copied the contents onto a flash drive. Pocketing that, he went to the safe and opened it, placing the memory card inside, then withdrew fifteen hundred dollars in cash. He used debit cards on occasion and had accounts matching I.D.s, but cash was the best way to go in most circumstances.
The exchange of gunfire thirty minutes earlier had not garnered extra attention, but that'd been a matter of luck. Going forward, he needed to be more discrete. He ran a bore brush and solvent through his pistol, swabbed it with light oil, left it in the safe. He exchanged it for his Amphibian, a suppressed .22 pistol and a 100-round box of hollow points. Those and a camera, telephoto lens and voice recorder were added to the duffel. The weapons, wallets, and cell phones he'd collected from the refuse site were deposited into the safe and he closed, locked it.
His eyes scanned the unit, skimmed across the blinking diodes of the charging station and computer tower, while his brain processed a review of what he might need, might want for the next day or so. The men on the boat were armed and now I am, too. Their misfortune is in crossing paths with me, and I sure as hell aint gonna 'go quietly into the night', to bend the words of Dylan Thomas. The plan developing in Dan's mind would see them coming to justice sooner rather than later. 
He took a few more seconds to assure that everything was set. Reaching up to grab the overhead door's rope loop, he pulled the door down into position, replaced the heavy duty, hardened lock and secured the unit. Returning to the car, he dropped the duffel on the passenger seat.
With the engine started, he reversed away from the fence, then circled around to exit out of the storage business. He got back onto Highway 1, making a call that caused a cell phone to ring in the hills overlooking Santa Barbara. It belonged to a friend. Tony’d been with Dan during some hairy encounters, during missions in the 'stans'. Neither had ever left the other dangling. A voice message started after the fourth ring;
"Hey, this is Tony's phone. You know what to do."
"Howdy Boomer. I'm in-between home and your place. Probably going to sleep on the beach somewhere overnight. I'll be down in your general neighborhood tomorrow. If it works out, maybe we can get together. Talk to you soon!"
He disconnected. His focus switched to what might lie ahead. He knew of a pull-off where he could spend a quiet night, then head south in the morning. Tonight would be the time to go over the sequence of events in what had become a very long and dangerous day.
A handful of miles down the road, Morro Bay entered his rear view and San Luis Obispo lay ahead. Inside his storage unit's safe, a recently deposited cell phone chirped. No one answered.




PART TWO





27. ROBBIE

Robert "Robbie" Hamilton was born in Liberty, Missouri. The fifth child of a middle-class family, they lived in a small home in the outskirt community of Kansas City. He graduated high school, blending in with the other average students.  Many of them ended up taking orders and counting out change, handing food in a bag to drive-through customers.

He managed his escape from what promised minimum wages and no future by joining the army. With his enlistment and opportunities that came with it to receive further education, he improved his academic focus. This led to further doorways, and eventually, he became an NCO.

Marksmanship, both with rifle and pistol, were his forte, and led him to experience deployments in special operations. Robbie enjoyed those assignments to a degree, but felt frustrated by low wages for dangerous work. He made the decision to leave the military after twelve years, rather than stay in for another eight to earn a retirement. His logic was simple. If he could land work in private security or bodyguard positions, he could surpass what the military would pay. He'd operate in less precarious and dangerous environments.

Jump ahead fifteen years. Robbie had developed a portfolio that reflected work for several high-profile companies and individuals. Reference and background checks confirmed his dedication to assignments. They indicated his ability to succeed in less than desirable circumstances. This brought him to the attention of GTM, LLC and specifically, the eyes of Gerald Moore.





28. GERALD MOORE

GTM, LLC was Gerald Moore's baby. It had been so (with a name change) since he took the reins from his father, who inherited a business from his father. The chain ran further back but the links became murky in the haze of time. Gerald's father made changes to the business he acquired at age twenty-one, molding the firm into an advertising company.
When the son took over, he made changes and under his leadership, GTM, LLC became a lobbying business, and business was good. GTM's clients ranged from industrial agri-business corporations to aeronautical corporations. From the energy industry to electronic manufacturers and broadcasting entities.
Gerald Moore's familial line and business enterprises are the extension of a long line of movers and shakers in the Alliance. The roots of this alliance run deep. In fact, the depth of those tendrils are described by some as the foundations of business in the twenty-first century.
Currently, GTM, LLC sits upon the crest, directing business activities that span the world. They negotiate land acquisition, including imminent domain, to suppressing local opposition.  They work behind the scenes to topple organizations that don't cooperate. They place individuals into positions of power and influence. Some of the battles they fight take place in the bright light of day, in  conference and courtrooms. Others take place in the dark shadows of alleys and black corners of the night.
Moore, like his forefathers, developed strange bedfellows over the course of time. When desired outcomes required the removal of sticky or stubborn obstacles, Moore sometimes called on outside resources. This provided a buffering layer between GTM and the removal of said obstacles. There were times when at a moment's notice, he preferred to have work done in-house. He hired Robert Hamilton to fill that role. Robbie knew how to take direction, didn't question those directives, and accepted what Moore had to say as gospel. An excellent tool, Moore thought, to have in the toolbox.




29. OFFICE OF THE SENATOR

PRIMUM TERMINUM
This wasn’t the first time a U. S. Senator's ego and his dick got him into hot water. Power and position had a way of bringing trouble into laps and that's exactly where his current dilemma focused. Mary-Anne wondered what the hell happened inside this man's head to blind him to the ramifications of sexual indiscretions.
Her eyes scanned across the current piles of paper on her desk, sipping on her morning’s first office coffee. Legislative drafts, constituent request letters, and other bulk weighed down her forward progress. Mary-Anne allowed her mind to drift to the previous early evening.
◆◆◆
 
They’d attended the afternoon segments of the conference and the wet “social hour” that followed.  He did because that's what politicians do, part of their job. She did because it was part of her j.o.b. As much as possible, she was his right hand, his calendar and clock. She kept the Senator abreast of upcoming deadlines and votes, and tried to stay on top of good ol' boy agreements. Those sometimes occurred with a cocktail in hand. John drew upon her memory when issues came up in conversation. This evening was like most, and nothing of real interest to her. She'd have preferred to get home, curl up on the sofa with a novel and a glass of wine, create a warm spot for Kitty. Forget about the whole mess for a few hours.
As he'd circulated among colleagues and lobbyists, Mary-Anne discreetly cycled in range, tethered in his wake. She found herself within earshot of a brash and flirtatious redhead who was holding court. Samantha Givins, a liaison to one of the big corporate sponsors, immediately came across to Mary-Anne as a known quantity. Some people were better at hiding their brown-nosing antics. This Sa-man-tha..., Mary-Anne imagined her name broken in a mocking, breathy tone..., left no mystery behind her charade. "Are you jealous?" popped into her head, but she shoved it away.
Another part of her job; There were always people wanting to gain access to a senator, and she did her best to determine their motives. In this case, some part of sex loomed, but to what end? Samantha and John appeared to click like old friends and others within the vicinity moved on after polite tidbits of chitchat. Meanwhile, the two were immersed, exchanging banter interspersed with a sprinkling of innuendo.
Mary-Anne heard Samantha fire the opening round to the third act: "Should we get a drink somewhere, John?" rolled off her tongue like warmed honey and Mary-Anne could see her green eyes laser-locked to his blues. Turner nodded, little head already leading big head. It did not appear to Mary-Anne that he even paused to considered whether this was a good idea or not. It was a done deal, almost as if it was scripted.
Even as John practiced chivalry, Mary-Anne turned away, phoned the driver she had waiting in an 'on call' status at functions like this. She directed him to have the car ready, provide the Senator and his guest transportation. If they walked, jumped in a cab or roller-skated, the driver was to follow, provide Mary-Anne an update on where they could be found.
From what she knew or could tell, this was his first 'all-nighter' as a politician. She was aware that his marriage wore thin spots in its armor, but this was more like a fissure. It was going to require a fair amount of spackle. Another unwritten, but very real part of her job description.
◆◆◆
 
Morning's arrival matched Turner's dawning realization that he had fucked up big time. He called Mary-Anne shortly after eight. Before he could stumble through some kind of story, she stated that when he was ready, a car would pick him up at the complex where he was located. It would bring him to the office, where he could shower and shave, get into a clean change of clothes. He told her he would be in the lobby in 15 minutes.
Mary-Anne’s amazing! He knew she ran the best buffers. She threw barriers between him and lobbyists, cannibalistic politicians, and forceful media-types. She did the same for the public and even spousal contacts, which required extra sensitivity.
When his ride delivered him to the Hart Senate Office Building, Mary-Anne met him inside the private office door. She handed him a hot cup of black coffee, knowing what a tenacious hang-over called for.
"I called Mrs. Turner last night at about 8:30, informing her that you'd been tied up in committee discussions after the conference. I let her know that you'd likely stay in your suite after what was anticipated to be a long evening."
Turner's mouth opened, ready to say something, but he wasn’t sure how to begin. She eased his quandary by turning back to her desk. He went into the suite, showered, shaved, dressed. When he re-appeared, Mary-Anne handed him the list she provided him at the start of each new business day. It listed meetings, voting issues pending, lunch appointment and other planned and/or optional activities.
He looked up from the list, caught her eye, softly said “Thank you” with the sincerity she’d know meant “THANK YOU!” Mary-Anne offered a brief, slight smile as she turned back to review the pile of events that the office might consider. Nothing more was said.
◆◆◆
 
John had been Senator Turner two full terms when one of his oldest friends contacted him to report a diagnosis of a terminal illness. He had accepted his fate, but shared concerns with John about the direction his business would take after his passing. The senator had been very good to his company, and turn-about was fair play.
Electro-Regulators, INC produced software and hardware components. The company had emerged as 'cutting edge', and he wanted to transfer the business to John. They negotiated strategy with their team of combined attorneys so John could take control, with no apparent conflicts of interest. Justified Control Technologies, LLC, "JCT" for short, was now operating business under the leadership of Mr. J. Turner.
◆◆◆
 
Invitations to a wide assortment of functions are a normal and everyday part of a politician’s life. During his sixteenth year in office, Turner's office received an invitation to participate in what was described as an Energy Conference. When Mary-Anne called for details, she received a more accurate portrayal.
It would be a relaxing and leisurely, week-long golfing opportunity. Scheduled to take place at a luxury resort in the Dominican Republic. A spouse, guest or administrative assistant was included in the invitation.
Hosted by G.T.M. Productions, the little joke whispered behind backs was that the initials stood for ‘get the money'. GTM represented so many deep pockets that an event labeled “Energy Conference” could be anything.
Most invitations were declined with polite, rubber stamp “Thank you” cards from the Senator's office. This offer sounded glorious and decadent on many levels. John went home, actually excited about it, and looked forward to discussing it with his wife. 
Gloria’s immediate reaction was to exclaim,
“John! We haven’t been away to the tropics since our honeymoon. Oh, let’s go!”
◆◆◆
 
Gloria enjoyed the idea of social functions with her husband. She did what she could to add glimmer, to magnify and reflect the bright light of his position of influence and power. She hoped that her expressed excitement and enthusiasm would help sway John to accept the invitation. She didn't voice her private thoughts. Would a tropical week inject new excitement into their private, flagging bedroom relationship?
◆◆◆
 
The following morning, the Senator asked Mary-Anne to send a note informing G.T.M. that he and Gloria would be attending. He knew Mary-Anne would keep his office machine well-oiled. He directed his front office receptionist to make arrangement for a weekend spa trip to Alpine Lakes Spa Resort as a gift for his head honcho. First class airfare and a 'Luxury Package' weekend would have her treated and feeling like a queen. Mary-Anne had raved about this place, as one of her all-time memorable indulgences. When he presented her with the package portfolio a few days later, she teared up, emotional at his thoughtfulness and generosity.
◆◆◆
 
The driving range at Langston sequestered John for an afternoon. There was no avoiding it. Neither the hook nor the slice were adding enjoyment to his game. One or two buckets of balls might help knock off that rust. His focus remained on task for about a quarter of the balls, as he made micro-shift grip, stance, and power adjustments to tweak his swing.
As he continued to send dimpled moons downrange, thoughts drifted…  What can you remember of your honeymoon? All that came back was memory's grainy snapshots. White sand beaches, water play, candle light. Seemed like a beer or festooned party glass was always in hand. Truth be told, when Gloria broke out in one of those "Show and Tell" moods at home, he did see photos.
Those 'fuzzy memory snapshots' might be from actual pictures...
~W-h-o-c-k~!  Good one…   "Ah, shit!" There's that god-damned hook…
They’d spent a week in the Bahamas. Ancient history! Assemblyman Turner back then... tight budget. Not an issue these days. Funny, that–by the time you could pay the price, others were happy to do so. Thanks, GTM.  
~W-h-a-c-k~!
Gloria's shopping frenzy would continue. That’s good…  keeps her happy. She's already stocked up on evening wear chic. Now says she is striving for a' poolside sport' look. For shit sake, Gloria, drinking gin and tonics, playing mahjong is not exactly sport…
~W-h-o-c-k~!
The ball fired out in a low trajectory cannonball. Damn it! All I need is to get my swing smoothed out, I'll be a happy camper! If I can manage some good drives…
Golf was the place his mind wandered to most often in the days leading up to the trip. In the immediate area of their resort, there were three award-winning courses—Teeth of the Dog, Dye Fore, and The Links. They helped to make Casa de Campos a premier golfing destination.
If a mind could drool, John's thoughts were sopping wet.




30. GLORIA

Gloria hoped that this tropical get-away could re-ignite the magic, light the fire that had once burned heat into her marriage with John. When he came home to talk about the invitation with her, she could feel his excitement. That energy rubbed off on her and the fantasies she entertained for their relationship couldn't be ignored.
There was no question that time had eroded much of the glue that held them together over the years. John’s professional life acted as a constant draw on his energies. Gloria wondered to what extent his personal assistant Mary-Anne covered for her husband.
As a Senator, he'd focused on his job as a representative. Upon acquiring JCT, LLC, his attention became sub-divided. Over time, new developments and successes for the company drew him further away. John promised his wife that he'd work with her on marriage issues, to 'weed out the dandelions of their garden'. Tending to that yardwork never materialized with significance.
She tried to adjust, and never stopped doing her best to perform at social functions, when included, as the wife of a senator. Other than those times, she resigned to get together with a handful of close, personal friends.
Meeting for lunch, playing mahjong, attending auctions and other similar kinds of diversions were the norm. A few peers gossiped about their special friends–Ones who provided attention lacking in their spousal relationships. Gloria never went there. She remained hopeful, optimistic that if there was to be a rejuvenation, it would come from her husband, her partner.
The fact that John had included her on this trip was all the evidence she needed. It confirmed that he was still invested in their marriage, still loved her, that embers remained. If only she could blow some oxygen onto the coals, get the fire burning again.




31. DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

10:30 Thursday morning. First class flight on a chartered jet to La Romana International Airport, the Dominican Republic. John stepped from the jet-way, turned down the aisle where a bobbed-blond took his valise and placed it in the overhead compartment. He stepped toward seat 2B and the attendant took Gloria's large shoulder bag, tucked it next to the attaché.  Cushy-looking, charcoal-colored leather seats beckoned.
He noticed small packages on both of their seats. He picked them up as he moved toward the window, giving them a cursory look. Both displayed exquisite calligraphy. One cubed-shape with "Gloria" and the other, a low-profile oval, sported “John”. There were no other labels or information on them. He placed them into the seat pocket for closer inspection later.
As they settled in, another attendant greeted them, a tray of champagne flutes in her hand. The overhead lights were sparkling diamonds in the effervescence. Gloria's giddiness was already a bit much for John. He hoped her edge would soften, knowing she'd sink into one of the current magazines she brought along for casual relaxation. She needed it.
After they took off, approached cruising altitude, he withdrew the package with his name. He studied it again, turning it over to see if he had missed something. There was nothing to hint at its source. The taped seal securing the wrapping paper split, and the paper came away. John found a shallow white, crescent-shaped container. He pressed the small textured tab, located in the center of the inner curved edge. The box glided open under its own power, like a giant clam. In the maw, a royal blue velvet drawstring bag sat, its long shimmery silver cord terminating in blue-tasseled ends.
Whatever was about to slide out of that pouch came with amazing presentation so far. John slipped two fingertips into the puckered end and wiggled opened the bag. He withdrew a sleek, exotic pair of dark sunglasses. He owned some nice shades but he’d never seen any quite like these. He opened the frame and slid them on, then nudged Gloria’s elbow to get her attention. She looked up and over from a news stand's gossip rag, smiling.
“Oooh... Who are you?" Her eyes big saucers.
That was the type of reaction he was hoping for, and he leaned in, planted a kiss on her cheek, and replied in a husky whisper, “I’m your date tonight.”
“I’ll be ready in a bit,” she giggled, then returned to her magazine while her right hand eased over so that she could give a soft squeeze to his left knee. He returned the squeeze to her hand, and then pulled the glasses off for closer study.
The temples of the frame had pinholes on the bottom surface and the frame itself had a thin, shiny, flat-top surface. He slipped them into his shirt pocket, withdrew a smaller matching bag from within the main drawstring bag. Inside that, he found a folded product information card. Tucked next to it, a pair of earbuds with translucent wires and tiny pin connectors, and a USB plug with the same pin. No kidding, he thought. They’re blue-tooth enabled! Earbud pins inserted into the frame on either side allowed right, left or stereo use. The USB connector enabled set-up of the blue-tooth system and charging. Additional power to operate the receiver came from solar energy that struck the upper surface of the frame. Amazing what
miniaturization and technology is producing!
John decided that the other package would also be a nice gift of some sort. He pulled it from the seat pocket and set it down in the crease of the magazine in Gloria's lap. She turned to smile at him, then set about opening her package. When she tore away the paper, she was holding a fancy, white-padded box. It opened in segmented panels to reveal a crown-like 2-ounce bottle of Caron’s Poivre. John guessed that this was no run-of-the-mill perfume, though he claimed no expertise. His estimate was immediately verified at Gloria’s gasp and exclamation.
“My God, John! This perfume costs at least a thousand dollars an ounce. Thank you!”
He shook his head, assured her that it was not from him and that he didn’t know about it. He whispered, "It might be from GTM."
The attendant came around with more champagne and they both had their flutes topped off. As they sipped, they drifted off into their own private thoughts, imagining what else might be in store over the next several days.
◆◆◆
 
The 'chirp' of tires on a heated ribbon of concrete announced their touchdown at La Romana International Airport. Inside, as they passed through the visa station, a statuesque woman approached.
“Senator Turner? Mrs. Turner?” When they confirmed their identity, she continued, "Welcome to the Dominican Republic. My name is Naomi. I have a limousine waiting for you. Will you please give me your luggage tags?”
When John produced them, Naomi turned and handed them to a young man standing behind her. "Your luggage will be delivered to your bungalow.”
They followed her outside where a classic Rolls Royce Silver Cloud was waiting. They stepped into a capsule lined with butter-soft, cream-colored leather and burl trim of bird's eye maple. As they settled into mobile luxury, Naomi got into the front seat, turned back to face them.
"I'm assigned as your personal concierge. At any time, day or night, please contact me for requests or needs." She handed them each a card with her name and a cell number. The Rolls glided away from the terminal, tinted windows softening the bright blue sky's light. Air-conditioning kept the tropical heat at bay.
The limo had barely left the airport when it coasted to a slow roll, approached a security gate. The driver traded nods with a guard, drove on. The car meandered, weaving through spectacular gardens of flowers, fruit trees and palms. It seemed to coast a gradual turn up a gentle slope which crested on a cobblestone plateau, bordered by alabaster-columned archways. The Rolls stopped, and as they exited the vehicle, Naomi asked that they follow her.
“Please let me know when there is anything I can do to assist in making this a wonderful stay.” Naomi introduced them to the reception staff, and with “I’ll talk to you soon”, she was gone.
◆◆◆
 
"Bungalow" turned out to be an understatement in describing a large, white stucco home with mahogany trim. On entering, their eyes were bombarded with pastel-yellow walls, entry area furniture of teak. A marble table boasted a cut-crystal vase centerpiece. The floral arrangement, of blossoms and fronds, splayed up into the air, waving toward the overhead, rotating ceiling fan. Next to the vase, a leather-bound folder provided all operational information about the villa. Past the foyer, a living area provided seating for a dozen. A big kitchen to their left, a hallway to their right, and a floor to ceiling glass wall straight ahead, looking out over a swimming pool of turquoise. Surrounding the pool, chairs and tables for another dozen, and a border of tree ferns. At the entrance to the hallway, their luggage sat waiting for them.
For the next several minutes, they explored their digs. A fully-stocked kitchen, including fresh foods in the refrigerator, dry goods in the cabinets. They found dinnerware, glassware, and high-end cooking equipment. Just off the kitchen, a stocked bar. The three small bedrooms had queen-size beds, private bathrooms, a flat-screen, wall-mounted television. Patios opened up to gardens. The master suite was equipped in similar fashion, but with a king-size bed and a bathroom that contained a jetted tub, sauna, and steam room.
The cumulative effect of their anticipation, flying and now this palatial 'bungalow' was draining. John turned to look at Gloria.
“I need to get a drink and sit down”.
She nodded, followed him back out to the bar. He fetched two glasses from a cabinet, dropped an ice cube into each. From the bar shelf, he picked up a bottle of Booker's bourbon, poured them each two fingers. Gloria had plopped down onto the leather sofa and John handed her a glass, sat next to her. On the table there, he noticed an envelope with his name. They clinked glasses and took a sip together, then he picked it up, opened it, began to read.
◆◆◆
 
"Welcome to Casa de Campo, Senator and Mrs. Turner.
I am so pleased that you are able to join us for some well-deserved rest, recreation and a bit of luxury. I hope that you will find your accommodations satisfactory. Since this villa can accommodate several more guests, it should serve your personal needs. Please don’t hesitate to let one of my staff know, should there be any problems.
I know that you will need some time for charging up your batteries, so I expect that you will enjoy a quiet evening. Please feel free to contact the reception desk if you desire to order foods or beverages. They will deliver to your villa, or if you're inspired, you are welcome to dine at any of the restaurants in the resort. Should you wish to make something in your kitchen, you will find plenty of fresh stock to choose from.
I have scheduled a 'Welcome' for tomorrow morning at 10:30 a.m. This start time provides for some sleeping in, as well as time to enjoy breakfast. I would recommend Lago Restaurant. You will find an assortment of foods and beverages to enjoy while you look out over the Caribbean Sea. Please be sure to instruct staff to direct any charges to your villa! Another view you will enjoy, and closer in, the 18th hole of Teeth of the Dog. I feel comfortable in guaranteeing that you will see much more of that course in the very near future.
Again, I am so glad you have joined us and look forward to seeing you in the morning.
Sincerely, Gerald T. Moore"
◆◆◆
 
“Wow” was all Gloria could say. John sipped at his bourbon, gazing out at the pool, eyes swimming through turquoise, and drifting between green tree ferns and palms of the garden beyond.




32. LIGHT & SOUND

Dawn's bright sunbeams peeked through gauze window shades. That radiant crescendo held the key to unlock doors of sleep and twittering birds turned the lock's tumblers. Aware of the room’s brightening, John enjoyed listening, eyes closed, to the soft sounds outside their bedroom. After what felt like twenty minutes of luxury, he rolled out of bed. He padded naked into the bathroom to drain his bladder, then stepped into the marbled enclosure. The shower's deluge was a soothing downpour to wash away vestiges of sleep.
He emerged from the bathroom with a damp, palm frond-printed bath towel around his waist, right hand securing its placement. He saw Gloria looking his way.
"Morning, Dear. I'm going to unpack my clothes, then I'll go make us some coffee."
"Maybe you should put something on before traipsing about..." she replied, teasing a little smile from him.
"When in Rome…" he left the rest hanging. After transferring clothes from suitcase to dresser and putting some on, he went out to the kitchen. A freshly brewed pot of coffee sat steaming on the counter. Next to it, two cups, a small pitcher of cream and a sugar bowl. He hadn’t heard a sound but realized that the bedroom where they'd slept was at the far end of this large home. He shrugged, chalked it up to luxury living, poured a cup and went out through sliding glass doors to sit by the pool and await Gloria.
After start-the-engines coffee, they went out a side door near the kitchen. As their villa’s book described, a pair of golf carts waited for their personal use and transportation. John saw his golf bag perched in the back of one. They climbed into it and headed out to have breakfast at Lago.
◆◆◆
 
From a cart parked a hundred yards away, under the shade of a giant banyan, Naomi made a call on her cell.
"Good morning, Mr. Hamilton."
"Good morning, Naomi. How'd it go this morning?"
"Just fine, Sir. I made a fresh pot of coffee and was very quiet. When I left, I tucked the flag into his golf bag as you instructed."
"Excellent. You’ll be available?"  The sentence sounded like a question, but wasn't.
“Of course, Mr. Hamilton. Anytime at all.”




33. BREAKFAST SUBLIME

Linen-covered tables were placed without crowding. All afforded views overlooking the turquoise-blues of the Caribbean and the green of Teeth of the Dog’s eighteenth hole. Soft voices and the tinkling of utensils played subtle background music to an array of buffet-style items and menu options.
A waiter brought a pot of coffee to the table and poured them each a cup. "May I bring either of you something from the menu?"
"I'd like the Eggs Benedict de Mar," Gloria replied, turned to face her husband. "Did you see the description of that?"
The waiter stood by as John found it on the menu, read it. 'Scallop and crab sautéed in butter and garlic, served over poached eggs on a butterflied croissant, drizzled with fluffy hollandaise'. He looked at her, eyebrows raised, nodding.
"I think I'll have something off the buffet, thanks."
"Very good, Sir. I'll place the order for your breakfast, Ma'am." He glided away and they both sipped at the coffee. It was dark-roasted, rich, with a chocolatey aroma and finish.
John set down his cup. "I guess I'll go get something."
"Yes. Please don't wait, John." She smiled at him and he nodded, rising from the table.
He approached the buffet area, picked up a plate and proceeded to the carving station, accepted a thick slice of ham. From there, he served himself scrambled eggs, fried potatoes and wheat toast. When he returned to the table, Gloria's eyes rolled upon seeing his food.
"John, there are so many scrumptious things to eat here. Your food looks so…" she stopped mid-sentence. John's scowl expressed his clear non-interest in her commentary. She returned her mouth to the cup, took a swallow, hoping to move past, not wanting the morning's air to change.
◆◆◆
 
John dug into the food. They exchanged small talk about the setting and views as he ate, she sipped coffee. He was more than halfway finished with his breakfast when Gloria's food arrived. The croissant and hollandaise appeared to be competing for 'most fluffy'. Their waiter came by with a wheeled cart. It carried fresh-squeezed juices and biscotti offerings, paired with preserves of papaya, pineapple, and tangerine.
With his hunger abated, John stretched his legs out under the table. He scooted back to lean deeper into the caress provided by his cushioned, rattan chair. He sipped at his coffee while he watched Gloria eating her breakfast. His gastric juices ruminated while his brain did its own work, on the complexion of their marriage, spanning nearly three decades. John still felt love and affinity for his wife. He had to acquiesce to the undeniable changes in their sex life. It represented missing pieces in the marriage. He allowed his mind to drift, think of others who might have come along on this trip.
◆◆◆
 
Gloria stole glances at John as she ate. It seemed that the tense moment had passed and she scolded herself for saying anything. They didn't need any friction and she was still hopeful that there might be some sort of romantic bubble up opportunity coming from him. If she could play it right, a kiss or hug might even lead to more.
Gloria worked her fork deliberately around the plate, having pierced the last, lonely morsel of scallop. She sashayed it through a lingering rivulet of hollandaise. When it was adequately sauced, she raised it to her open mouth, brought the yellow-white glob past the oval of coral-tinted lipstick. She let it rest briefly on her expecting glottis. Her eyes were closed, her mind further away than this place. Then she tumbled it back and forth between her teeth and tongue, savoring it like it might be her last. When all that remained was to swallow, she opened her eyes and they found John's, watching her. She brought her linen napkin up, dabbing politely at her mouth, and covering her embarrassment. When she lowered it, having recovered, she put on a playful smile.
"John, I'll be spending the remainder of my time sitting right here."
◆◆◆
 
His neutral countenance dissipated, replaced by an assembled and displayed smile that he hoped was convincing.




34. G.T.M. WELCOMES YOU

After eating, they returned to their golf cart, then drove to El Flamboyan Conference Center. They arrived fifteen minutes before the scheduled start at 10:30a.m. When they entered the facility, they found a table set up, where a woman greeted them.
“Good morning, Senator Turner. Good morning, Mrs. Turner.” A woman they didn't know was smiling up at them from her chair at the table. She handed them each a small box and directed another woman to escort them to a room down the corridor.
Inside, the set-up was a double row, semi-circular set of tables and chairs, arranged to face a podium. Their escort brought them to chairs near the center of this arrangement where name cards held their places. As they approached their seats, John saw that Robbie's place was between his and Gloria's. John saw him chatting with others in the room as he glanced around.
He spotted Andrew Thompson nearby, one of his senatorial colleagues. John turned to Gloria.
"Honey, come with me for a sec. I want to introduce you to someone." They stepped over a few paces, waited for the man to finish his conversation. When Thompson finished, turned toward them, John extended his hand.
"Hi Andrew. Good to see you again." As they shook hands, John added, "I want you to meet my wife. This is Gloria."
He turned to face her, "Hello Mrs. Turner. It's so nice to meet you. I have great admiration and respect for your husband. We haven't worked on legislation together yet, but it's only a matter of time."
"Senator Thompson, it's wonderful to meet you. Please call me Gloria." He responded in kind, asking that she call him Andrew. After a few more pleasantries, John and Gloria returned to their table, ready to take their seats. By then, Robbie had returned to the table as well.
John knew Robbie better than any of the others. While they were thirty years apart in age, he struck John as what he imagined his brother would be like, had he been alive. Robbie’s business card labeled him as Executive Vice President of GTM, and his actions labeled him as dedicated GTM lobbyist.
“Hi Robbie. Great to see you again,” John said as he got to his chair. He was pulling Gloria's chair out for her to sit, continued, "You remember Gloria, don’t you?”
Robbie turned his smiling face and replied, “Of course. It's a pleasure to see you again, Gloria. How're the accommodations?”
"Thank you, Robbie. It's good to see you too, and the villa is glorious!"
“Well John," his head turned to look at her, "Gloria, we're so glad you joined us. This is going to be a great week for you.”
“Thanks Robbie," John replied, "We're looking forward to some R and R."
"Good to hear," Robbie paused, looking toward the podium at the front of the room, then added, "I guess we better take our seats. Gerrie should be out any moment."
They all sat and shifted focus toward the front. There were about two dozen present in the room and as they settled into comfortable chairs, John snuck peeks to either side. He recognized several other faces in the group, including an automotive executive from GM and a lobbyist from Raytheon. G.T.M. representatives were sprinkled here and there and he knew most of them.  Between campaigns and lobbying efforts, those people got around.
Ninety seconds later, all had seated and the room settled to a stillness. A door opened from behind the podium and Gerald Moore stepped out of the shadows.




35. GERALD T. MOORE

Moore seemed to float in his approach to the podium, perhaps an illusion of the suffused spotlight. He waited a few moments while a couple of people commented to each other.
“Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen. Welcome to the Dominican Republic and to one of my favorite places, Casa de Campo. GTM is happy to have you join us, and while some of you are unable to stay for the entire week, we'll celebrate your time here for as long as it lasts." 
"Our hope..., our plan is that while you're here, you'll enjoy Casa de Campo hospitality and get in some of the best golf the world has to offer.” An enthusiastic eruption of applause broke out for a moment, then subsided.
“We want fun, great food and fantastic golf to be the primary goals to achieve while here." Moore continued, "We'd also like to conduct little bits of business sprinkled in while you're here. I'll make this personal commitment to all of you. Business is always in my brain—I'll not pretend otherwise, but I promise you this. I won't submit any of you to long, boring conferences or seminars that have you looking around the room for exit doors.”
A soft chuckle floated through the room, for all had been there at one time or another.
“We want, or rather, I want, more than anything, for you to return home with some of the best memories, best tans, and best golfing experiences possible. In support of this desire, please open the folders in front of you."
“On the first page," he continued, "you'll find profiles of the world-class golf courses available here. These profiles provide some history about their development and design, in case you're interested. More important and relative information begins on the next page.  There, you'll find the schedules when we have exclusive use of the courses. You'll also find details of the tournaments we have set up for you and your guests. I would ask you to focus your attention here briefly." 
"Whether you play golf or not, there is an important form for you to complete. If you plan on participating in any tournaments, you'll need to submit the form which will get you onto the roster. There are some options about tee times, as well as requests for shirt sizes. We'll also have raffles throughout the week, so whether you'll be playing golf or not, please complete the forms here this morning. I’ll have staff collect them in a few minutes.”
“Now, if you haven’t opened it already, you should've received a small box when you arrived this morning. If you'll open it now, you'll find a small souvenir of your time with us.”  Moore waited while the group unwrapped and then opened the boxes. They each found a beautiful Waterford pen. The barrel of the pen was made of ebony and the upper portion was personalized with the guest's first names in gold inlay.
“Here we are," Moore continued, "well into the twenty-first century and perhaps pen and ink have taken a large step backward. I hope that when you have reason to use this pen, you'll think of us at G.T.M.”
He heard several voices call out, “Thank you” and the group gave a round of applause.
“For that pen's first official use, please fill out those forms!” They all laughed and did as they were told, and as they started, Moore pointed to a side table. “Coffee service is now available, so please feel free to get some of the best coffee in the world.”
During the next twenty minutes, G.T.M.'s guests and executives milled about, greeting each other, mingling. Moore circulated, chatting and giving personal welcomes to the attendees. He then returned to the podium.
“If you'll excuse me," Moore regained his audience, "I'd like to bring you all back to attention for another minute before releasing you to explore the resort. The pages in your folders describe exciting excursions that you'll have the opportunity to take. Most are daytime activities, but we have plenty of night-time activities as well. You'll find scheduled dinner and music evenings, private shuttles to the casino in La Romana, a special masquerade ball and more. Don’t forget that the first day for golf is scheduled for tomorrow, so be certain to sign up if you want to play. For now, get out and explore, think about what you would like to do for the next week, and think about your friends at GTM.”




36. AN EIGHTEEN HOLE WARM-UP

The group at the tables stood, moving out to the sides where a staff member collected their forms. Moore worked his way among the attendees, resuming his personal welcome. He made his way over to where Robbie, John and Gloria were chatting as others began filtering out of the conference room—by then, they were alone.
Moore introduced himself to Gloria as he approached with his hand outstretched, having never met face-to-face.
“Mrs. Turner, Gerald Moore. It's wonderful to meet you in person.”
“Oh, Mr. Moore," her voice flowery as she took his hand, "please, call me Gloria. It's already a dream being here and I can’t thank you enough.”
His smile was beaming as he replied, “If you'll call me 'Gerrie', you'll have already thanked me more than enough.”
“Okay, Gerrie. It’s a deal.” She ended the hand shake with a last pump.
They began sauntering toward the exit and Robbie asked Gloria what she was doing that afternoon.
"A little sunning by the pool."
Robbie turned to John, “Are you working on your tan, too?"
"I have made exactly zero plans so far." John smiled.
"Great! Are you up for getting in eighteen holes this afternoon? I've convinced Gerrie that he could use some work on his putting, and I believe we have a fourth lined up.”
John turned to look at Gloria, who immediately piped in, “Go. I don’t want you blocking my sun.” They chuckled in unison.
Robbie continued, “Okay, great. Gerrie and I have a lunch meeting and we will meet you at the clubhouse at a little after one, if that works for you.” John agreed and the two pairs went their separate ways.
Outside, John and Gloria hopped onto the golf cart as they began chatting about some of the upcoming events. Gloria gushed about how nice Gerrie and Robbie were, and how fantastic the resort seemed to be. Still feeling full from their breakfast, they decided to return to the villa to change clothes. Once there, Gloria went into the bedroom to change into poolside attire, then grabbed her sunglasses, lotion and her book.
John opted to wear the same slacks but picked out one of his Hawaiian shirts, green palm trees on a light blue background. He went out to settle into a deck chair, over-looking the pool. A Golf Digest magazine ready, in hand.
Gloria emerged from the bedroom a bit later, decked out for the tanning circuit and with a cheery “Have a great afternoon. See ya later," she took off in a golf cart to head over to the resort’s main pool. John stayed for another twenty minutes, enjoying the view, scanning articles. He also enjoyed the thoughts swimming in his head about how good it was to be Senator Turner, and the CEO of JCT.




37. A ROUND OF GOLF, A STIFF DRINK

At 1:15, John had his cart parked along the side of the clubhouse and was checking out the Club Shop items for sale. Gerrie, Robbie and a third man came in, walked up behind John as he perused polo shirts on a rack.
Robbie greeted, “Hi John. This is a very good friend of mine who was hoping to join us this afternoon.” As he turned, John saw that it was his senate colleague.
"Here you are again, Andrew." John said as he chuckled, "Good to see you, and better here than in D.C.” He turned to Robbie, with the aside, “We know each other even though we haven’t worked on legislation together.”  Robbie nodded.
“It’s good to see you too, John. Do you mind if I join you guys this afternoon?”
“That'd be great, Andrew" John replied. "It'll be good to get to know you better, and besides, GTM was going to be a bit heavy-handed on the course. Now we can balance that out with some senatorial wisdom.” That brought smiles all around and John threw a wink at Andrew. The four walked out to begin their afternoon’s play.
The next few hours got swallowed up by great golfing and phenomenal vistas. They played under blue skies, surrounded by azure waters and lush green vegetation. Accompanying the view was a warm, steady breeze. An occasional gull kited overhead, crying a claim of ownership. What made the time sail by even more than the game and view was the fact that they got along as if they were long-lost brothers. They told jokes, talked about the resort, talked about women, children and even about politics and the world in general.
When they finished the round, Gerrie suggested that they join him for an afternoon cocktail, and they returned to the clubhouse. He led them through a hall to a stairway, and upstairs to a locked door. Withdrawing a keycard, he swiped it through the slot and the door opened to a small, private lounge. There were no staff members present, nor any other guests.
"How about if we sit there?" He indicated a table by the window, over-looking the course and an ocean view. "I happen to know that there's a very nice twenty-four year-old bottle of scotch here at the bar. Would that be okay for everyone?" 
As his guests settled into chairs, they all accepted his offered libation. He stepped behind the small bar as they chatted golf, setting up four glasses on a tray. He dropped a cube of ice into each and produced a bottle from below the bar. After pouring a generous amount into each tumbler, he returned to the table with the tray, set it down. 
"Please have one."
“What? No cocktail napkins?” Robbie teased.
They clinked glasses, sipped and shared "Mmm" around the table. A few more jokes and comments on the game went around. After a moment of silence, Gerrie’s countenance changed, turning more focused, serious. He looked at Turner.
“John, this was fun, and I'm planning for more of it, but I need, or we need to discuss something very important with you. When we're finished talking this afternoon, we only require your complete and total discretion. This conversation’s content must never leave this room.”




38. A PERSONAL INVITATION

John eyebrows bounced up in surprise at how quickly the tone had changed. He looked from face to face but could see nothing in those faces to hint at what this was about. 
“By all means, Gerrie, you have my word. I won't share what's discussed.” Gerrie nodded from across the table.
◆◆◆
 
“For a long time now John, you and your business organization have been under scrutiny by some influential and powerful entities.”
John’s face reflected confusion, his brows hugging his eyes. He scanned the other faces, looking for something, finding nothing but eyes upon him.
“Everything's fine." Gerrie continued, "This has been a good thing and I suspect that you'll come to the same conclusion. Believe it or not, eyes were on you way back when you were first elected as an assemblyman, and they never went far away. Throughout your political life, your associations have been the topics of study. When you took control of the Electronic Regulators business from your friend—'JCT' as it's now called, focus on you sharpened, and help came your way. Vital help, considering the services JCT provides to our nation."
◆◆◆
 
"What do you mean, 'help came my way'?" John's eyes had flared wide, his mouth going dry, doing his best to keep a poker face. He crossed his arms as his brain clicked... JCT was involved in classified projects. Was the company in danger? Was he? What help?
"JCT,” Gerrie eased placating hands toward John, “sits in a great position concerning government contracts. Getting there sometimes came with a little boost, that’s all. We're all well-aware of how vital JCT's electronic equipment is, the role it plays in weapons systems on our drones."
“The study of your activities has been conducted by individuals who are part of a select group that most people know nothing about. Most will never hear about it. Even some sitting presidents of the United States have been generally unaware of this group's influence. Have you ever heard mention of ‘The Alliance’ or a reference to an alliance of power?”
John thought about that for a moment. He might have heard one thing or another, in hushed, faceless voices, bounced off tiled walls in a congressional building’s restroom. That was as close as he could surmise.
◆◆◆
 
“Not really, no.”
"Alright, John. Think about this. The Alliance plays an integral and critical role in business and banking around the globe. The International Monetary Fund gets much of its direction from the Alliance. When the G20 meets, resolutions are often guided by the Alliance. Likewise, checks on political and social groups receive oversight. Militaries receive equipment from Alliance members." Gerry paused to let that soak in.
“Those militaries often receive training and other types of specialized support through good working relationships with others, and the Alliance assures that when in compliance, those militaries receive what they need to be successful."
"Success bring happiness. Wouldn't you agree?"
John acknowledge the question with a half shrug and nod.
"Sometimes,” Gerrie went on, “an Alliance member receives a generous donation from those who've benefitted from it. These gratuities are not required, but it helps when entities come back to us with further requests for support.”
There are very few large-scale shifts in global development that haven't been influenced by Alliance members. If an operation fails approval by the Alliance, the Alliance acts. Impediments become the gadfly to that progress." Gerry paused again, his eyes drilling into John's.
"Those acts might take many forms. Land acquisition, organized hydra protestations, and/or banking and investment difficulties. In extreme circumstances, when a difficult component has caused problems, there've been disappearances. Generally, it's found to be more profitable, less encumbering when the recommendations of the Alliance are adhered to."
Gerrie stared at his face. No clear reaction to what he'd just said—even this most delicate admission. Not buried between the lines, but skimmed over. John's eyes didn't flicker as Gerrie watched him digest information.
◆◆◆
 
For the next thirty minutes, the three men took turns speaking in general terms about the Alliance, and John kept his eyes on each speaker in turn. He was practiced at that. Any politician worth his weight knew how to look like he was listening. Inside his head, thoughts about the two biggest things in his life bounced around like a couple of coffee beans in the grinder...
Two-term senator...  good years...  gravy years. Is this about buying my vote?...  Justified Control Technology... booming business now... WHO you know, not what you know... non-competitive contracts...  did that get Alliance help? Partnering with colleagues had garnered that sweet legislation... more senatorial gravy... perks of office...  benefits for developing Justified Control...
John swam back out of the swirl in his head. They were winding up talk about the significance of membership and the discussion shifted once again to the secrecy of its existence.
◆◆◆
 
"Our jobs as legislators," Andrew piped in, "is challenging and important, and I know you believe that, too. The thing is John, our constituents might not understand some of our actions directed by the Alliance. Some of these things are too complicated for the average Joe to grasp. We need to protect them from this sort of confusion."
"It's also important," Robbie reminded him, "that when you act on the behalf of the Alliance, we've got your back. You won't have to worry about troubles from outsiders. Whenever you have problems, you'll have resources that will take care of you. Whether you need allies on a position, a media blitz or some creative discrediting of a problem, we're on it!"
"As you can see, John," Gerrie concluded, "it's vital that Alliance members remain steadfast in keeping inner-workings quiet. We don’t want to have any spills."
◆◆◆
 
"Yes, I can see that." John nodded, eyes on Gerrie, shifting to Robbie and Andrew in turn, then back to his host.
"So here it is, John. This offer comes through a very narrow window. The time to respond is equally slender. Should you accept it, you're accountable, adhering to all rules and directives. If you opt out, no penalties, no problems." 
Implicit, either way, the consequences of discussing the Alliance would not be a pleasant experience.  Gerrie continued, "I'll need your answer before you return to the mainland, okay John?" 
Gerrie nodded at him, then rose from his chair. The others followed suit, and they all shook hands.
Coming downstairs, John and Robbie walked side by side, and at the landing, they exchanged a glance. Robbie tipped his head toward John, with a wink, said under his breath, “We'll be waiting for ya.” 
"Okay."
◆◆◆
 
John stepped onto his golf cart, swung around the clubhouse, and returned to the villa. He thought about the Senate, about retirement from office, about having JCT be the ticket for whatever remained of his working life. Being a part of the Alliance didn't sound bad at all. He was certain he could slide through this last term, and following that, he'd be free to run JCT and really have those golden years to enjoy.
As he pulled up onto the drive that served the villa, he saw Gloria’s cart parked there. He went in, found her sitting at the pool deck on a chaise lounge, sipping on a wine cooler and reading.
“Hi, Honey.” His voice chirped mechanically at her through the screen door as he walked to the bar. He pulled an old-fashioned glass from the cabinet, dropped in four cubes from the freezer’s bin, then swirled them in a quick spin, chilling the vessel down.
◆◆◆
 
Gloria tore herself away from where she’d been floating over a bed—in a torrid, perspiration-glistened love scene in her novel. She gave a momentary glance above the pages to look at him through the screen, before her eyes dropped back to the disheveled coverings on the bed.
“How was your golf game, Dear?” was all she could manage before the shiny bodies on crumpled bed sheets re-entangled her imagination.
◆◆◆
 
The melting ice went into the sink, and a single fresh cube replaced it. He picked up the Balwenie 21, poured a couple ounces slowly, floating the rock up into an easy tumble. He gave the tawny liquid a gentle twirl, raised the glass up to his nose, and sniffed in the vapor.  That brought a smile to his face. He came out from behind the bar and walked to the pool, sat on a deck chair nearby where his wife lounged.
“Game was pretty good, regardless of my drive issues.” He pulled a slow sip, let it roll around, swallowed. “This place fits right into the picture of ‘heaven on earth’, don’t you think?”
◆◆◆
 
Gloria stepped out from the book's bedroom, keeping a finger in place to hold open the door. She lowered the book into her lap, began gushing—about the scenery, the service, the food and this villa in particular.
◆◆◆
 
Gloria said something about buying a condo or something, but John had already drifted away, thinking about the ramifications of a certain opportunity.




39. SENATORIAL HORIZON

Gloria knew that a critical time approached. If I don't flip the switch, I’ll end up spending this whole frickin' vacation laying around by the pool, or here in the villa, drinking wine. Meanwhile, John will be off somewhere on a golf course or in the clubhouse, conferencing with cocktails.
While those pastimes would get them both through the week, it wasn't the formula for headway in their relationship. Time together with minimal distractions was needed. If she could create some space just for the two of them, some easy, relaxing time without quibbles, she felt certain that John would be there, make some strides with her.
Friday evening, they attended a large dinner party and when they returned to the villa, Gloria stepped up.
"Dear, I'm going to have a glass of port. You want one?"
"Sounds good." John smiled with his reply.
When she brought the drinks over, handed one to John, she sat near him on the matching chair in the living room.
"You're not playing in a tournament tomorrow, are you?" She mentally crossed her fingers.
"No, Honey. The tourneys are on the weekdays. The courses are open on the weekends."
"Great! Do I get to keep you to myself tomorrow?  We could spend the whole day together."
"Well sure, I guess so," he answered. "What are you thinking about?"
"I dunno," she tried to sound casual, "nothing specific, John. It would be nice to have a quiet morning, maybe a nice lunch. I'd even go out on a boat or go horseback riding, if you wanted."
John turned to look at her with wide eyes. He'd  tried to interest her in boating, countless invitations to join him on their new boat, without much luck. He was certain neither was ready to climb on top of a horse.
"How about we start slow and see how the day goes?" he offered. "If we decide to go wild, we can put seat belts on later."
"That sounds wonderful, dear. I'm looking forward to the best day ever!" 
Gloria reached over, port glass extended for a light clink with his glass. She drained hers, set the glass down on the side table, and rose to her feet. "I'm going to get ready for bed." She leaned over and met his lips for a peck.
In the bathroom, Gloria brushed her teeth, primped and dabbed Shalimar behind her earlobes. She raised her arms over her head and dropped a black mid-thigh, sheer silk slip over her shoulders, let it slide down over her body. She checked herself in the mirror. While not the svelte form of thirty years ago, she still hoped that she carried some allure for her husband. She crawled into bed and waited.
◆◆◆
 
John finished his port, decided on a refill and perused another golf magazine, but only looking at the pictures. His mind was far from golfing, now absorbed in the ideas of being a part of this so-called alliance.  
After a half hour, he went down the hall, into the bathroom and brushed teeth, then climbed into bed. He was snoring inside of five minutes and had never even rolled in the direction of his wife, who was nearly asleep herself.
The next morning, over a light breakfast of fresh fruit and yogurt with coffee, dressed only in bathrobes, Gloria decided that they should lunch at the Beach Club and hit the casino that evening. When she made that suggestion to her husband, he was ambivalent.
"Whatever you'd like, dear." 
He flipped pages in another resort magazine. Gloria made a throat-clearing, "ahem" sound on deaf ears. Slightly exasperated, she stood, walked to the counter, returned with the coffee pot.
"You want more?" There was no sugar in the offer.
John looked up. "Sure," and passed his cup to her side of the table.
As she poured coffee into his cup, he dropped a bombshell. "What do you think about my retiring from office?"
Gloria did a double take and nearly dropped the coffee pot.
"Really?! Wow! To tell you the truth, I sometimes wish you would, but now that you're asking, I'm not sure what I think! Are you really considering it?" 
Even as she asked, she wondered... What would that mean?
Would they have more time together?
"I've been thinking about it over the last couple months. I've only got two more years in this term and rather than jump back into the stress of running again, it might be time to get out, put my full focus into JCT." He left the statement hanging.
Gloria didn't know what to say... When he leaves the Senate, what then? No more cares about his voter's ideas, support, or beliefs. Good! What about us? He's always been old-fashioned, believing that marriage and a stable home life were important. What's going to happen when he doesn't have to show that public face anymore? Will he still need me?
Barely a moment passed. Gloria felt a giant wave of heat. God! I'm past hot flashes by now, aren't I? It began down low in her belly, but then it moved in a surge, pushing upward until her whole torso was on fire. Her heart was pounding and she could feel beads of sweat popping out on her forehead, her upper lip, even her eyelids felt damp. An image she never wanted to think about, never wanted to see, loomed large before her mind's eye. Another woman was standing in a doorway, her face obscured by murky shadows.




40. CASINO DOMINICUS

John and Gloria paddled through a late-morning swim and when they arrived at the Beach Club for lunch, Gloria asked the host to have their names added to the casino shuttle list for an evening pick-up at their villa. They had a casual meal of sandwiches and coffee, and their matching conversation covered the swim, the weather, the staff, golf and mahjong. When they finished eating, they hopped onto their cart to return to the villa and upon arrival, found a familiar face. Naomi, their self-described concierge was waiting at their front door.
“Hi Naomi,” Gloria greeted, “We wondered when we might see you again.” 
“Well, Mrs. Turner,” Naomi replied, “I happen to know about everything that goes on here,” she continued with a smile. “For example, I know that you're planning on going to the casino tonight.” 
Both Gloria and John were surprised at this, considering they had just put their names on the shuttle’s list before lunch.
“I think you might have forgotten that I'm here for you. Rather than taking the shuttle, I've arranged for limo service. Isn’t that the way you are supposed to go to a casino, Senator Turner? Mrs. Turner?” Her smile grew large. 
John answered, “Well, that’s not necessary, Naomi, but very nice for you to offer.”
“Excellent. What time shall I pick you up?”
John and Gloria looked at each other, agreed on 8 p.m. and asked if that would work. 
“That will be fine. See you at eight then. Is there anything else I can do for you today, Senator Turner?”
“The only thing you can do for us," John replied, "is to call us John and Gloria. If you'll do that, we'll accept your offer for a ride.”
“Sir, I don’t want to get in trouble with my boss.”
“This is my request, or rather, my expectation, Naomi. If you get in any trouble, you let me know immediately. We’ll see you at eight.” and with that, he turned and taking Gloria’s arm, they entered the villa.
◆◆◆
 
That evening after an early dinner, they were dressed and ready to go and at 7:50, Gloria opened the door to take a look out front. Waiting in the drive, she saw the same Rolls Royce that had picked them up at the airport. Naomi was standing next to it with a cell phone at her ear, wearing a beautiful, pink form-hugging dress. John joined Gloria in exiting the house and Naomi turned, saw them, ended her call and provided her usual smile as they approached.
“Naomi," Gloria exclaimed, "you look stunning!”
“Thank you so much, Mrs. ah..., Gloria,” she responded, reflecting unease at using Mrs. Turner’s given name. 
They got into the Rolls and were soon exiting it at the entrance to Casino Dominicus. Naomi informed them she would be going into the casino as well, and after walking through the front doors with them, she excused herself.
While there were no real pots of gold being offered at Casino Dominicus, action and excitement were available. The dreamy prospect of winning provided the underlayment. The steady beat of music and ubiquitous casino sounds combined in mesmerizing waves. When free cocktails were added to the mix, the pain of reaching into pockets and purses for the lubrication necessary to tempt fate was eased. Time barely existed in a casino–a critical goal of the gambling machine. No clocks to be found and windows, through which a guest might notice the light of day or the dark of night, were limited in their placement to dining or drinking in a lounge on an upper floor.
The Turners stood just inside, taking in the interior views with sweeping looks. As they were adjusting to the cacophony, a concierge approached them and provided a brief casino layout description, pointing out areas for table games, cocktail and music lounges and restaurant options. As she was concluding her verbal tour, Naomi returned with an envelope that Mr. Hamilton handed her in a cocktail lounge on one side of the main floor.
“These are Player’s cards for your use,” she stated. “They each have fifteen hundred dollars in credit on them, compliments of GTM.”
“You've got to be kidding!” Gloria exclaimed.
“Have fun, good luck, and I’ll see you around," Naomi replied, her smile in place. "I'm going to visit with a friend who works here. When you are ready to leave, ask any of the staff to locate me, and I'll be there in a few moments,” and with that, she did another one of her disappearing acts.
Gloria was a bit numbed by the noise, the lights and a fat credit card representing free money in her hand. They ventured forward into the throng and soon were drinking, having fun, winning and losing, and not caring at all which occurred.




41. SUNGLASSES WITH A TWIST

Mid-morning Wednesday, Gloria had teamed up with other women at one of the poolside cabana lounges. They were wrapped in brightly-colored sarongs, sipping at wine coolers, playing mahjong and chatting amicably about whatever came up.
Meanwhile, in alignment with his own tropical spirit, John sported another island-styled shirt, shorts and a linen porkpie hat. At the moment, he slurped at a coffee, watched golfers teeing off by the clubhouse. He'd been putting his new sunglasses to use daily, having discovered a radio broadcast that featured jazz classics twenty-four-seven, and today was no exception in calling for eye shade. The earbuds and his tympanic membranes vibrated along with Scrapple From The Apple, featuring Charles Bird and Miles Davis.
He noticed three men huddled nearby, looking ready to hit the greens, and one turned a bit, caught John's eye, walked over.
"Hi. I'm Albert. Is there a chance you’re hoping to pick up a game today?”
"Hi Albert, I'm John," he said, standing up, sticking out his hand. They shook. "Id love it! You guys short-handed?"
"Yeah, our fourth fell into a bottle of rum last night." He smiled, shrugged. "Maybe he'll be swinging tomorrow...  T-time is just ten minutes from now. Does that work?"
"I only have to grab my bag."
"Okay. Get it and come on over. I'll introduce you to the guys."
John walked back to where he had parked, hooked his bag and then re-joined Albert who was talking with two others. After a few minutes and quick introductions around, they started off, John sharing Albert's golf cart. The two men exchanged small talk. Albert told him that he and his buddies were in an office supply business together, and John told Albert that his business was in electronics. That was much easier than being a senator. Mostly, they chatted about golf, as they moved along in the game. John opted to allow his glasses to continue playing music gently in the background.                             
On the twelfth tee, John sliced his stroke. At first, the Bridgestone B330 took off down the fairway, actually looking good for the briefest moments. Gotta admit, that's a pretty arc... if only it didn't mess up my average. The ball veered toward the swath of landscaped greenery that bordered the path. 
When their cart neared the area, John pointed his thumb, jabbed the air in a hitch-hike gesture.
"This looks about right...," shrugging his head and shoulders in a 'Hey! What can you do?' sort of way. Albert stopped so John could hop out, then moved on toward the twelfth green. John ventured up the slight grade, then along into flowering dwarf camellia shrubs and fan palms. The flowers sprayed pink and red color swatches, fan palms providing green slashes. He walked along the bushes, checking the bases for his errant ball, when he heard a voice.
"Good morning, Senator Turner."
John stood up, looked around but didn’t see anyone, didn’t recognize the voice. His eyes scanned along the shrubbery border, taking a second, better look around. It occurred to him that the music had stopped. Did that voice come from these earbuds?
“Hello?” he asked, and he immediately heard a reply.
“Good morning. How do you like your shades?”
He continued to look around, having trouble believing that this was all coming from the frames of these glasses. The realization that they also transmitted his voice had not yet struck home. He turned to face a palm, feigned at picking at his shoes, not wanting his fellow players to see him appear like he was talking to himself.
“Who's this? Have you been spying on me?"
“First, Senator Turner, let me assure you, while the glasses you are wearing do have transmission capabilities, the transmitter has not been activated until this very moment. I give you my word."
"And whose word is this?" he repeated.
"That's not critical at the moment," the voice replied, and before Turner could respond, it continued, "What is important is that you received an invitation a few days ago. We need your reply. You've had a few days to consider the offer. It's time for your decision.”
John had been giving the invitation serious consideration, and he'd made his decision, but he was totally caught off guard by this vocal invasion into his ear. Is someone with the Alliance broadcasting from this radio station? Where else do they go?
“Don’t say anything now," the voice continued, "but give any final thoughts to the subject as you complete the game you're playing. By the time you've returned to the clubhouse, we'll have your answer...” The voice paused for a moment, but his audience remained quiet.
“You’re going to find a green pennant flag in your golf bag’s bottom pocket. If you accept the offer, add it to the whip on the cart. Simply put under the flag already there. That's it. If you've decided to pass on the invitation, there's nothing more you need to do, but enjoy your game.”
“How'd the flag get into my bag? And why should I trust you? I don't even know who the fuck you are!”
There was no reply. 
“Hello?” met only silence, and after another moment he realized the voice was gone, or at least, not responding, but the music had returned, providing the same soft background.
John allowed it to percolate into his ear, an easy distraction. For the remainder of the game however, his mind wasn't on music, wasn't on golfing technique. While the round moved toward completion, the Senator stewed in his own private pot. 
He'd already decided to accept the offer. Ruminations on second thoughts jabbed at the foggy banks of his brain, as he wafted through the next few holes. The fog lifted with a vagary.  This form of contact's fucking discreet!
Minimum breadcrumbs...  clever.
When the four finished the seventeenth hole and approached the eighteenth tee, none of the other men appeared to notice that one of the carts had gained an extra flag on the whip.




42. IN THE LEATHER

Three thousand miles away, in an eight by twenty air-conditioned steel box without windows, Mr. Olson stood behind, looking over the heads of two private contractors at the control desk. He'd provided coordinates, coded as PB-RPA-DoRe-829-JCT13 to the pilot. The pilot's craft was loitering at about 26,000 feet, roughly five miles above the Atlantic. Two of its cameras were zoomed in on a golf course surrounded by beautiful waters of the Caribbean. As they approached six hours into the shift, the camera operator couldn’t help from commenting.
Olson had just let out a soft “Yes!” and all they'd been doing was watching some guys playing golf in paradise.
“You really enjoy golf that much, Mr. Olson? I’ve always found it kinda boring.” He kept his eyes on the monitor and a hand on the joystick.
“Yeah," Olson replied, "I do too, but this game is one I’ve got a little money on. I thought it'd be interesting to watch it finish up.”
“Really? Seriously? You’re betting on a golf game and you can just tune-in like this?”
He clammed up, shaking his head in amazement, thinking about what it must be costing the American taxpayer for this guy to get his morning wood on sports bet entertainment.
“Don’t you worry about it, Mr. Garcia. It still falls under the heading of national security." Olson turned back to a fold-down desk, grabbed his coffee mug.
"I'm going to get some coffee.” He stepped out of the conex with his cell phone in his other hand.
As the door closed, Garcia muttered, "Sure, okay.” 




43. RED HIBISCUS, WHITE SAND, BLUE WATER BALL

The Turners arrived at the El Flamboyan Conference Center to find the entry awash in red hibiscus. Clustered around in vases and strewn about on the floor, the bright red flowers painted the entrance in crimson hues. Directed to follow the flowers, they walked to the doorways leading into the main, large room. They found a lavish, undersea grotto. Walls reflected shimmering colors; jade greens, sky blues, aquamarine. Scattered about the surfaces, sparkles of silver and gold. The floor looked sugar-sand white. Diaphanous jellyfish-ribbon tendrils hung throughout the room, swaying, and ending just over the heads of the tallest of the guests.
"Oh-my-god, John!" Without intention, she stood motionless, her eyes moving in roughly circular, turret-like stop and go motion, looking at the scene as a chameleon would. 
"Do you believe this? It's fantastic!" Had she turned to look at her husband at that moment, rather than filling her eyes from the scene ahead of her, she would have seen his mouth agape. John was actually speechless. He had seen party decorations, but this was up there. Now he fully understood how, with the brilliant choreography of delivering costumes to GTM's guests, they were empowered to come together and contribute to a cooperative, artwork display of Neptune's realm.
That morning, a woman had come to the Turner's villa to deliver two garment bags and a couple of small boxes along with what looked like a pitchfork, with small, arrow-tipped tines. 
When Gloria opened the first garment bag, she found a beautiful pink and coral gown in her size. Along each side was a false appendage that hung loosely. In the box, a glitter-adorned mask rising up to a blunted point, in matching colors. The total effect was of a starfish. Her enthusiasm about the evening’s event ratcheted up ten-fold as she held it to her front and whirled about, watching John watch her.
She laid it down on the couch and opened the other bag, pulled out a man’s jacket and pants, but that was just the base on which this costume had been built. 
The clothing had been layered with dark and light green scales, and a matching mask that featured tube coral-shaped 'beard' coils. With the trident in hand, the wearer would be transformed into a regal 'Poseidon'. They found a note attached to each costume which recommended that they complete their costumes with flip-flops, or similar beach slipper attire. While John had not been as enthusiastic as Gloria at first, he finally had to admit that wearing these costumes was going to be fun.
◆◆◆
 
Now, standing at the door level, they looked down a couple steps to the main floor, onto the underwater kingdom before them, soft music floating into the crowd.  
"Is that actual sand on the floor?" Gloria asked John, as if he knew. Now she realized why it looked 'sugar-sand white'. The main floor was all sand. They were still looking, watching, when a man dressed in brown, a large white snail shell on his back, approached.
"Your Majesty," he bowed to Neptune, turned, "Lady Starfish, please allow me to show you to a table."
He walked them to a round table where others were seated around a centerpiece of exotic-looking shells. As he pulled chairs for them to sit, a second hermit crab appeared behind him carrying a tray.
"May I offer you champagne?" and with their nods, he lifted two flutes from the other's tray, set them on the table. "Have a wonderful evening." He drifted away, back toward the entry.
They were sharing the table with a pair of Angel fish, and a pair of sea turtles. Several couples danced and all sipped at sparkling wine, watched the dancers and exchanged pleasantries and laughter. They quickly learned that the hermit crabs handled the bubbly. Refills came along in a steady stream.
"Let's get something to eat, Dear." Neptune tilted his trident in the direction of the far side of the room, then reached under the table, slipped the trident onto the floor, out of the way. 
They found a variety of foods; seafood–finned fish and shellfish in chafing pans, layers of prawn and crab nestled over mounds of ice. Further along, a carving station offered ham and roasted beef, followed by trays of sautéed vegetables, rice, salads and fresh fruits. Finally reaching the sweet stuff, a table displayed chocolate-covered strawberries, petit fours, and pastries. At the far end, a mermaid lounged next to a giant clam. From within it, she daintily pulled scallop shell dishes of sorbets; pineapple, coconut and mango.
They ate (sans masks), drank and enjoyed the live music. John and Gloria danced more that evening than they had in years and Gloria beamed. Seeing her husband smiling, loosening up made her feel like it was all worthwhile. At one point in the evening, the band started to play a cover of "Under The Boardwalk," made famous by The Drifters.
Gloria grabbed John. "Let's go, Buster!" and they swirled gently in the waves. They sang along while they danced. As they were coming off the dance floor, clinging to the fading lyrics... "under the boardwalk, down by the sea-e-e-e-ya", a ‘man-sized’ squid slithered close, bumped John softly. From behind an opaque, translucent silvery-white face with large dark eyes, a slightly muffled voice said to Neptune, “Welcome to the Alliance. We’ll be in touch.” The squid wiggled off, John watching it slip its way into the throng.




PART THREE





44. JCT IN THE REAPER & PREDATOR

TWO YEARS LATER
Justified Control Technologies is represented in semi-conductor chips and micro-circuitry, composed of gold, silver, copper, silica and other elemental particles. Those electrical components travel above practically every square mile of the planet during the course of work, inside long-range, highly efficient drones.
The primary focus of their functions–camera operations and interconnected relays for various hardware components. These drones are used in analysis of weather conditions, playing a role in the determination of impact any given storm might have in a number of ways, including commercial air traffic at any time and on any day, which is gold to the FAA.
Other benefits of in-depth weather analysis are valuable to NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) and to the IMO (International Maritime Organization). These agencies are well aware of global climate changes and these eyes way up in the sky, with altitudes as high as fifty-thousand feet, or nine and a half miles, provide perspective unavailable at lower levels. NASA enjoys a longer look at weather conditions–not only in consideration of launch programs or splashdown issues, but in control of satellites that orbit, mostly unseen, around our globe.
The Department of Homeland Security, the ‘new kid on the block’ when it comes to giant security agencies, utilizes these technologies in domestic surveillance programs that can offer products to the Federal Bureau of Investigations, the U.S. Border Patrol, U.S. Marshalls Service, the NSA and other groups. The Department of Defense and Central Intelligence Agency also look at weather, but this is the friendly ‘tip of the iceberg’ when it comes to their military and intelligence use. One of the most dramatic applications of JCT technology is associated with high resolution imagery, in coordination with armament combinations and their respective aiming/firing functions.
The Predator and its cousins can dish out laser-guided, GPS-guided, heat and camera-guided missiles. There is ongoing research into the potential deployment of weaponry still under development, such as the utilization of VHF and VLF emitters, laser and particle beam applications, etc. Due to the high value placed on these types of applications, JCT has deep roots in a niche that would appear unshakeable.
In most circles, JCT is the golden boy who can do no wrong and the company received very handsome rewards and perks for their efforts and services. The primary reason that Turner was invited into Alliance membership was his firm's role in weapon technology. This was not, however, the only attention JCT garnered.




45. VETTING EMPLOYEES

Retired from public office, John's JCT headquarters were located on the fourteenth floor of the Chesapeake Building in downtown Santa Barbara, where Mary-Anne Wheeler ruled the roost over a dedicated staff. Dedication wasn't easy or cheap. The Senator (many continued to call him "Senator") required a high level of commitment, in the form of privacy and discretion, but he could justify the expense that this policy required. The price tag associated with these benefits was covered by billing customers. When contracts ranged in the tens of millions, no one paid much attention to a million, here or there.
When his company was in a position to hire someone, a tremendous amount of vetting occurred. Initial questionnaires could often spotlight a can of worms, problematic later on, and John did not want ‘sleeper’ radicals in the organization.
Anyone who managed to get past the questionnaire and submitted a formal job application was without knowing it, submitting their name, birthdate, social security number, addresses, email, phone numbers and any other useful tag to a security machine that would dig into their past way beyond the typical background check.
It would search for current and past personal relationships, associations, memberships, social groups, college clubs, and fraternities or sororities, along with transcription records. Mining social media sites brought significant characteristics to the forefront. There were times when, after hanging out in a neighborhood bar a few times for a few weeks under the guise of being "new in the neighborhood", an investigator might probe the bartender or waitress for hints about a person’s attitudes, their feelings about politics, terrorism, the President, the police, or any number of topics that might shed light on facets of personality.
Primarily, one reason for this amount of caution and security procedures existed when it came to human resources and JCT. Justified Control Technologies was certainly about control. The primary engine for this firm was some very small, but vital hardware components that were responsible for both arming and activating trigger systems in the latest high-tech and sophisticated weaponry. The components were cleverly designed in hardware profiles, and the software that managed them operated with a subset of language, buried within other programs. In essence, these processes could not be easily separated and identified from other programs in the bigger system. It was binary camouflage. All of this made the company's security paramount.
JCT’s predecessor, Electronic Regulators, had shoved a foot across the threshold at the Department of Defense, and contractual relationships had begun. Under Justified Control, the product lines were expanded and polished with the Senator at the helm. He acquired top software programmers and administrative staff and paid them handsomely to secure their dedication and diligence, and almost everyone was happy.




46. ALLIANCE ASSISTANCE

Mary-Anne knew the names of a few of John's friends in high places. No longer working in the public office realm, she still perused the occasional report left out on his desk. No big deal. Files about business mergers, IPO's and other stuff. Sometimes they related to JCT and new contract business. In the course of business a few days a week, she occasionally heard parts of his side of phone conversations. Sometimes politics, sometimes JCT business. It seemed like a Mr. Moore or Mr. Hamilton called often, and they received deferential treatment, but he didn’t share details about those calls, and always signaled her for privacy when they occurred.
‘Almost everyone was happy' with Justified Control took a turn when others wanted to enjoy a piece of the pie. Knocks on the door, phone calls that were not responded to with overtures of welcome. The typical staff reply to requests for certain products was either an apology for ‘items on back order’, a requested requirement for letters of agreement from one D.O.D office or another, or simply that JCT products were not available outside of current contracts.
The Senator received updates and alerts from Mary-Anne regarding these requests, especially when she felt pushed. His common reply: "I'll take care of it." Not knowing how he did that wasn’t important. She knew that there was one less knock on the door, one less phone call. It had been easy to move on and not worry about what transpired or how they lost interest in JCT.




47. CINDY 

Cindy wanted to be an actor but she didn't want to live in L.A. As a student at the University of California, Santa Barbara, she figured that living in Santa Barbara would be close enough to Hollywood to be in range, without having to actually live there. She met Patty in a drama class they shared, and like Patty, she wanted to live off campus. Together, they found an apartment. A few months later, it dawned on Cindy that landing a role that could get her noticed would take more time than expected and might be a long shot, at best. Both women shared frustrations with their acting dreams and spent evenings chatting about auditions, workshops, chances.
"Hey, Patty," Cindy suggested one evening, "let's dress up, go out for drink, maybe dinner. I know money's tight, but we can work it out. I want to see if we can get lucky, maybe meet some movers and shakers in the entertainment business."
"You're not kidding, money's tight!" Patty responded, "If my tips don't get better, I'm going to start bringing home doggy bags from customer's plates!"
"We're gonna be okay," Cindy shot back. "My folks are still committed to helping me. They just sent me a birthday check. I'll buy."
"Well hell, if you're buying, I'm in!" Patty grinned. "I could use a drink and some good food."
They called a cab, directed it to take them to the local yacht club lounge, and on the way, Cindy suggested that even if the place turned out to be less productive than expected, they could still ask around, maybe learn where the good fishing holes were located.
There were, in fact, some deep pockets in the yacht club membership's Bermuda shorts. The young women lucked into a window table in the lounge, sipped from a first glass of champagne, when two men in their thirties entered. The men veered to a table close by and after a friendly "Hi!" was returned by the gals, they invited Cindy and Patty to join them for a cocktail. 
They agreed, joining the two enthusiastic bachelors and had a second glass of wine, which led to dinner together. Cindy and Patty kept their stories simple and brief, focusing on campus life. When their dinner hosts suggested more evening activities, they put off an immediate response, created one of those team restroom breaks, and conferred.
"Music and dancing would be fun," Patty urged, "and Andy is cute!"
"He is..., and we agreed to go wading, Patty," Cindy said, touching up her lip gloss. "The pool feels good, but more drinking and we might finish in the deep end! Let's slow things down. We can always work to make that happen on another date."
"Yeah, Cin, you're right, I know, but whaddya think of Tom? Do you like him?"
"He seems a little too stuffy for me. Not as nice as Andy."
"Yeah, I think you're right. Okay. You ready?"
Cindy nodded and they left the restroom, returned to the table.
When Tom revisited the idea of music and dancing, they politely declined, but gladly accepted the idea of ‘another time’ and provided their phone numbers.
Back home, they were giddy. The evening didn't cost them any money after the price of their first drinks and the taxicabs. The only other investment was their time, and the dividends were fertile fishing grounds.
A week later, after soul-searching deliberations, Cindy returned to the yacht club for an interview appointment. Her intention, to secure a job in the lounge. She wore a modest amount of make-up and dressed nicely, with just enough cleavage to impress upon the manager that she would be a lovely asset to the place. This is a game that a woman sometimes needed to play, and considering her candid admission that she had no experience serving cocktails, it was her lucky day. She returned to the apartment with a new job.
Cindy's charm and honest sweetness was a glow that billowed around her. On her fourth evening shift, she drew the attention of one of the club's eminent members.
◆◆◆
 
John had spent the afternoon fiddling around on the Mantis, and planned on a relaxed, early evening in the lounge, having a drink, maybe an appetizer.
"May I bring you a cocktail, Sir?"
"Hey! You're new here. I'm John. What's your name?"
"I'm Cindy. It's a pleasure to meet you, sir."
"Well, let's start on the right foot, Cindy. Please call me John. Will you bring me a Basil Hayden, neat?"
"Certainly, John, anything else?"
"That's good for now, Cindy."
A couple minutes later, she returned to the table, "Here you are, John."
◆◆◆
 
"Thank you, Cindy. So, how do you like the job?"
"I'm loving it, John. Still learning, but I'm catching on. Please let me know if there is anything else I can do for you." She smiled, walked back toward the bar, thoughtful. John's quite a bit older than me, maybe sixty? He's certainly a charmer.
Before leaving the club and heading home, John asked Cindy if she'd join him for dinner sometime.
"I just barely started here. I don't want to lose my job!"
"You don't have to worry about that. I've got some pull around here."
"Well, in that case, I'd love to, John."
A few nights later, he arrived at her apartment, parked out front and rang the doorbell.




48. DINNER AT THE SAVOY

John held open the door of a dark SUV, and Cindy stepped in. He walked around, got into the driver's seat, and they drove out of the neighborhood.
"So why did you decide to leave Ohio, Cindy, and why pick Santa Barbara?"
"Well, I suppose this will sound cliché," she glanced over to watch John's expression. "I moved to Southern California to be an actor."
He only nodded, no look in her direction.
"I enjoyed growing up in Ohio," she continued, "but when I got the acting bug, I knew I had to move here or New York. California seemed like a friendlier direction."
"That makes perfect sense," he replied, "and I think you made the right decision. New York is a wonderful city, but it's a much harder place to move to without established connections.  Had any luck so far? Any auditions?"
"No luck yet," she said. "I've been checking for openings regularly but it's going to take longer than I thought.  I'm wondering if I should have moved directly to Los Angeles. I'm sort of scared to do that and thought Santa Barbara might be a good transition, but now I'm not sure."
"Don't give up," he replied in confidence. "If your heart is set on acting, you'll act."
After a few moments of silence, John asked what kinds of food she liked to eat and if she liked drinking wine. She informed him that she ate just about anything and enjoyed red wine. He responded by telling her that he’d take her to one of his favorite spots, and fifteen minutes later, they were parking downtown. A half block away, they entered The Savoy. Inside the door, they were greeted, informed that their table was ready, and shown to it by the maître'd. As Cindy was sitting, the host assisting with her chair, John placed a hand on his shoulder.
"Cindy," John asked, "would you mind if I ordered a couple things?"
"That would be wonderful."
◆◆◆
 
"Marco," John turned his head, "would you have the kitchen turn an order of stuffed mushrooms," he paused, "and the skewered filet mignon bites, I think."
"Very good, sir," Marco replied. "Something to drink?"
"Yes. Bring us a bottle of that vintage Chateauneuf-du-Pape. You know the one."
"Excellent, sir. We'll have the wine here in moments." Marco went toward the kitchen. John was as certain of the food he ordered as he was about the Rhone region's wine. Rich in bouquet and billowing with dark fruit and softer, peppery tones, he had never experienced a bad bottle. As for the hors d'oeuvres, he'd watch Cindy eating to know what she thought about them.
The meat was delicious and tender as expected, cooked just to medium rare, but came in second, compared to the stuffed mushrooms which were a house specialty for good reason. 
These just bite-sized white mushrooms were stuffed with shaved bits of bison steak that had been braised in a Madeira, tossed with a sprinkling of dried parmesan and roasted garlic, and delivered warm on a small platter. 
Barely had the plates hit the table when the intoxicating aroma called to them like sirens off a foggy bank. The flavor, a decadently rich blend of the wine-accented meat, brightened by the sharpened and salty marriage of the garlic and cheese. 
As they sipped and nibbled these heady introductions to the evening, mutual delight took root, and neither could easily recall later what else was consumed or discussed.
The night ended with the early morning hours, and John drove them back to the apartment building where she lived. They'd been laughing, talking about Kubrick's classic friend Dr. Strangelove, as he drove up to the building, pulled over to the curb in front.
"I want to thank you for your kindness to an old man."
◆◆◆
 
"John, I don't know how old you are, but that doesn't matter. This was the most wonderful evening I've had in a very long time! Thank you."
"Well," he replied, "if it was as good for you as it was for me, I'd suggest a follow up in the near future. Would you be up for the sequel?"
"Absolutely," Cindy laughed. "Sometimes sequels don't hold up to the original, but I think we'd have another hit on our hands!" With that, she reached over to squeeze his forearm where it rested on the center console, and he turned his arm to take her hand. A moment passed, their eyes locked on each other. Is he going to kiss me?
Come on, John! She smiled.
◆◆◆
 
Would she mind if I kissed her?
She has a radiant smile. He hesitated, bouncing a smile back. Cindy broke the spell, turned to look and reaching over, hooked the door handle. John turned, reached to opened his own door, but Cindy held his hand.
"Thank you, John. I know you're a gentleman, but I don't need you to walk me to the door. If you'll watch me get in, that will be great." 
"Alright." He smiled, nodded. "I'm going to call you tomorrow, if that's okay."
"I'd love that, John..." as she extended her arm to open the door. "We can talk about our evening, because to tell the truth, I'm not certain what happened tonight. It feels like a blur."
Cindy stepped out, turned back to look at him through the open door.
"G'night John. Thank you again!" She shut the door, walked to the building's entrance, entered the code to unlock the door. Just before she stepped over the threshold, she turned her head, smiled and waved, and as he reciprocated, she disappeared behind the closing door.
◆◆◆
 
"Well...? How was it?" The inquiry was accented by Patty's arched eyebrows, her head angled to the side, but Cindy couldn't see her, had barely stepped into the apartment from the common hall.
"Was he nice? I can't wait to hear about it!"
Cindy careened a little as she walked down the short hallway into the living room where Patty sat waiting on the sofa. Dressed in lounge pants and a t-shirt, she had the TV on, but was ready for bed, waiting for news.
"It was great!" Cindy spouted, plopping down into the over-stuffed chair. "We had the most amazing dinner. Oh-my-god! As soon as we got to our table, John ordered a bottle of wine and some hors d'oeuvres, and after that, I'm not sure what happened."
Patty watched Cindy's face, waiting for more, but Cindy's eyes seemed to lack focus.
"So, you drank some wine...  maybe a second bottle?" Those eyebrows again.
"Yup!" Cindy’s face cracked into a big grin.
"Sounds like fun. So, what's he do?" Patty continued the grilling.
"Well," Cindy's eyes found brief respite from the fog, "he used to be a Senator..."
"Wow!" Patty barged in, "Seriously?" Her mouth hung open, ready for another bite to chew.
"I'm pretty sure." Cindy paused, kicking off one, then another of her heels as she looked over at the TV. "I mean, I didn't ask to see his I.D. or anything... but he's certainly sophisticated."
"So, what'd you guys talk about? Is he married?"
"I'm not sure," Cindy replied, still turned to face the television. "He mentioned the name 'Gloria' a couple times, but didn't seem like he was hiding anything or slipped up, saying her name. I didn't ask who she was."
"What's he do now?" Patty's curiosity remained unabated.
"He owns some kind of electronics company," Cindy continued. "They make computer equipment for farming, engine controls, stuff like that." She turned back to look at Patty. "To tell you the truth, those things don't make much sense to me. All I know is, you push a button, things are supposed to do what you want." She rolled her eyes, returned them to the screen.
Patty sat still, waiting, hoping for more, looking over at her room-mate, but Cindy had stopped talking. Her focus had shifted to Johnny Depp, who at the moment, was in the midst of doing his best comedic pirate.
◆◆◆
 
That evening led to several sequels and their relationship soon included holding hands, walking arm in arm or around waists, and with occasional, affectionate kisses. John asked a few questions about Cindy's apartment living and about Patty, but Cindy explained that she and Patty were both protective of each other's personal privacy. When asked about it, she assured John that she had no current love interest, no boyfriend on the side, and that seemed to satisfy him.
Cindy asked a reciprocal question, asked about the "Gloria" he had mentioned. John made no attempt to hide anything. He replied that he was in fact married AND, he quickly added, while they owned the marital residence on paper, their relationship was no longer a sexual one. Cindy determined that this was something she could understand, and that it would take time to see how it might resolve. 
Over the course of several weeks, their evenings out began to include overnights in some of the city’s four-star hotels, and weeks turned into months.
One evening, the air was balmy and romantic, and Cindy was swept up in the soft lights, sumptuous food, wine seemingly produced by Bacchus himself, and of course, John's affection. It was that evening when instead of concluding their night at a hotel, he drove to a high-rise building and brought her to one of the upper floors.
When they arrived at the end of the corridor, John asked her to close her eyes, walked her in through the door there and instructed her to open them. Her eyes opened to an apartment, furnished tastefully and with a stunning view of the city. When she asked who had such an amazing apartment, he had simply replied, “You do,” as he held out the keys.




49. OFFICE CHIT-CHAT

Stephanie refreshed her coffee cup, went to the fridge to add creamer when Colleen came in. 
"Hey, Girl! You on lunch?" 
Colleen nodded, came to the open door, retrieved a glass bowl.
"Col, I told you that Ron had moved in, didn't I?" Stephanie's voice upturned.
"Yeah, about three weeks ago, haven't heard a word since." Colleen popped the lid, slid the container into the microwave, shut it and hit a button.
◆◆◆
 
"Probably 'cause it's not going so good..." Stephanie wanted to talk, let it out.
"Sorry to hear that, Steph." Colleen's voice was cool.
Stephanie changed tactics. "You know how the boss is always dropping all these cute little sayings, ya know..., like "Loose lips sink ships?"
"Yeah?"
"Well, I'm sorta worried about Ron an me, well...  really about Ron."
"What’d you do?" Colleen's head oscillated gently.
"Ron’s been pressuring me to get married. I thought we were pretty serious, but now I'm afraid."
"D'you mean," Colleen paused, "like he's hit you or something?" Colleen's hackles rose all the way to her eyes.
"No, no, it's not that... but, well, he drinks... and it's starting to look like way too much!"
"Shit, Stephanie," Colleen shot back, "you better get him the fuck outta there!"
"Well, that's the good news, Col. He moved out in a huff last night. The problem is, I probably said too much to him when we were fighting." Stephanie's first fingernail was at the corner of her lip, edging closer to trim work by teeth nearby.
"Geezus, what'd you say?"
"I try to avoid talking about work in general, you know, avoid talking about stuff... but last night he was swearing at me, saying I was screwing the boss or somebody.  He was really flippin' out! I told him the boss had a girlfriend, and it certainly wasn't me!”
“Oh, shit!” Colleen’s eyes saucered.
“He yelled more of the same shit, said since I don’t talk about work, I must be doin’ something. I just said that we do some stuff that’s sorta classified, or maybe I said top secret, but anyway, he slammed a big drink, yelled some more shit and split.”
"Geezus, Steph, you better just zip it," Colleen rolled her eyes, "and hope like hell that parasite keeps going. Did he take all his crap with him?"
"Yeah, and he shoved his key in my hand as he was heading out the door."
◆◆◆
 
Ron never understood the significance of his rambling and drunken diatribe while sloshing back rum and cokes at a neighborhood bar that night. The man who followed him into the bar, seating himself in the shadowed corner, did understand some significant issues that Ron only muttered about.




50. THE SLIPPERY SLOPE

John emerged from the Chesapeake Building for a sunny, 11:15 a.m. constitutional around the block, then returned via The Grinder. Linda, a blond bombshell, owned the kiosk just a few yards down from the building's entrance. He couldn't help the flirt he threw her way as she whipped him up and made him a cappuccino. As he approached the walk-up window, another customer came from the other direction to get in line.
"Hey there, Beautiful!" John stepped close, his forearm resting at the ledge.
"Hi Senator," Linda knew him by voice, turned from cleaning a countertop. "How's your Thursday going?"
"Absolutely splendid, Linda." He glanced at her black V-neck which made her mouth-watering cleavage pop. "Especially now!"
He noted that she shook her a head a little, just a small movement and suggestive of a negative slant to what she was thinking, but her smile and subtle twitch at the corner of her eye said she liked it, too.
In a lower voice now that his head was nearly inside, she asked, "Want your usual, John?"
"Yes, if you would please, Linda." He watched her and smiled as she nodded, then turned away to prepare his coffee. The customer behind him stepped in close, pressed something hard against his lumbar.
“Don’t turn!” was a low, whispered but throaty order. John didn't have time to react before the man pressed a bit harder, a poking repeat of his demand. John would never have expected a robbery on the street here, in broad daylight, for God's sake, but he was acutely aware of the tone of voice that told him to pay attention, not act out.
He turned his head just enough to cast a soft “Whaddaya want?” over his shoulder without looking.
“We need a chat,” the voice replied. “When you get your coffee, go left down the sidewalk. You dump that coffee in the trash can, for safety's sake, right? I'm going to come up next to ya. You can look at me if you want, it don't matter. You got all that?”
John nodded, and as Linda brought his coffee to the window, he handed her a five-dollar bill, said nothing to her. He turned to his left.
“Dump it!” the voice reminded him. John dropped the cup as he walked past a can at the corner of the small building, then continued on, and the man joined him on the right side, matching his pace.
◆◆◆
 
Linda leaned toward the glass enough to watch as the two men walked away, saw John drop his coffee. He didn't offer any more of his normal, flirty banter, and the usual ten-spot was replaced with a fiver. The man who walked off with him, now at his side looked like joe anybody. Khakis, tucked in long-sleeve shirt, ball cap and shades.
Something odd here. Linda had never been inside the Chesapeake. She remembered him speaking about a penthouse office. I have his card. I'm sure it's right here in a drawer. If I don't see him return in a bit, maybe I'll dig it out, call the office, or maybe when I lock up this afternoon.
◆◆◆
 
On the sidewalk, John glanced over as they walked. The man was about his age and build, and looked straight ahead. John slowed his pace a bit and the man turned his head.
“We'll sit at over there,” indicating with a nod of his head, a place halfway up the block, sidewalk tables and chairs.
John didn't appreciate this rude introduction in any way, shape, or form, and didn't feel as much in danger as he had during the first moments when something jabbed into his lower back. Out in public, on the sidewalk or at a table, he'd be able to handle things well enough.
“What the hell is this about?” John demanded, taking a chair so he could face the street. His back to the café's storefront window, cars drifted by anonymously before him, and the office building across the street stood, a blind, stone monolith. The stranger pulled a chair back from the table, sat scooting in and leaned forward.
“Mr. Turner, or Senator Turner, if you prefer," his voice kept low, "first of all, if it makes you feel better, I apologize for this bold intrusion on your day. May I see your cell phone?”
“I don’t accept your apology," John blurted, then withdrew his phone, tossed it on the table. "You better have a really good reason why I shouldn’t contact the police!” Before the conversation could continue, it was interrupted by a server who approached, placed two glasses of water on the table and asked if they were ready to order.
“Not yet!” came the terse reply, face remaining focused on John's phone as he popped the back, pulled the battery. The server turned away.
“Senator Turner, I'm Mr. Smith. I represent a powerful business conglomerate and we are extremely interested in you and JCT."
John started to shake his head, a ready-made deflection about to spout, when the man continued.  
"Don't interrupt me. I don't like that..." the man paused, deadpan, then continued, "We're in a position to offer you very generous compensation for helping us get JCT products.”
“Do you think," John angled his head, "you're the first person, Mister Smith," his words dripping acrid sauce, "to ask for a business relationship with me? I'll tell you this. You're the first to do it with a gun!” 
“You don't know I have a gun, Senator Turner," replied Smith, "but I wanted your attention in a hurry, and it worked.”
“Here's what's important, and remember, I’m just the messenger. We're impressed with JCT and some of it's cool stuff, specifically, the stuff that goes into Predator drones. We want those products, and we're going to make you very happy when we get them. You'll open an offshore account for our deposit arrangements, and five million dollars will be deposited right at the start. After that, one hundred thousand dollars monthly, as long as you live! You'll never need to contact us, and when we need to contact you, we'll use private and safe ways to get in touch. The products we want will be transferred in secure and discreet ways too."
John tried to stare into the ice-water glass in front of him, his vision obscured by the condensation that collected on the outside, as the warm Santa Barbara air cooled on the glass. His head pivoted slightly left, right, left.
“Now, it's possible you've had better offers," Smith continued, "but our offer does come with some sweet icing on the cake, as it were. We got friends all over the world who help us with, well, let’s call them the dirtier parts of business, and our friends have assured us that you are fond of your wife...  Gloria, isn't it?”
Upon hearing this, John’s eyes flashed up to look at Smith, his face feeling warm, but Mr. Smith was not finished.
“...and our friends also assure us that you are at least equally fond of another woman..." he paused for the briefest moment, a smile on his face, "Cindy."  John's face went warm to hot.
"We wouldn't want anything to happen to these lovely ladies. All in all, and considering what could be at stake, this is a very generous offer, and you'll see that it's the smart thing to do.”
John was speechless. He had always believed that Gloria was safe from nefarious activities, or at least, when he was in office. Security had been ubiquitous as a member of Congress, and he practiced common sense and precautionary behaviors since retirement. He still had friends, with the Capitol Police, the Secret Service, and some members of the FBI. 
He never thought he would need them these days, and he’d given zero consideration to the idea of danger for Cindy. What could happen? Would someone watch them, pick them off on a sidewalk?... in a restaurant? Hell, even approach them on the boat?
Resigning himself to the fact that he had just been raked over coals, could still feel the heat, John thought about trying to adapt. Maybe not knowing who was buying would ease the pain of losing a little bit of control over what JCT made, what was sold, and who was doing the buying.
“How much time do I have to think this over?” John asked.
"Well, Senator," Smith looked at his watch, "If we eat lunch together, you'll have enough time. I'll give you that.
“I’m NOT going to sit here, eating lunch with you!"
"Well then, okay. I'll be in touch so that you can give me your account information. I'm warning you though, don't put off that account setup. When you hear from me next time, if that's not all completed, I won't have any control about the actions that follow. Talk to you soon, Senator!"
With that, the man pushed back his chair, rose and walked back in the direction they had come. 
John was left staring at an empty chair, then his head turned to gaze after the diminishing back of this 'Mr. Smith'.




51. GUILT BY ASSOCIATION

A sunny downtown sidewalk in Santa Barbara received the focus of surveillance as two men met, walked to a sidewalk café and sat down. The drone had no ears to hear the exchange of words, but actual words weren't critical to the big picture. Far more important, that the meeting was taking place. One topic was the individual identified as 'JCT', and confirmed due to an electronic tag. The other target had only been identified as 'JD', for John Doe. The monitor showed the tops of their heads, the table where they sat, passers-by. The electronic blip on the monitor assured distinction between them.
Turner had been the unknowing recipient of a transponder, placed surreptitiously inside the heel of the dress shoes he wore that day. Clone transponders had been placed in all of his shoes, including deck shoes. Whatever he put on his feet, besides bedroom slippers and beach flips, would send out a tiny electronic signal blip. This ping was visible on the monitor, made identification a certainty, unless someone else was walking in the recipient's shoes.
◆◆◆
 
The point man directing this recon op was Bill Olson. The two men controlling the drone maneuvered it, or operated cameras. Neither of them knew Olson personally. Both presumed he was NSA or CIA.
Olson kept his cell phone ready, just a call button away from his ground team, Frank and Greg. These were the same two men who had performed breaking and entering in order to place the transponders six weeks earlier. 
When JCT and JD separated, JCT returned to a building in the immediate area. Olson directed the drone team to release the tagged ‘blip’ and remain on track with the other subject. JD was tracked to a location two blocks away, where he entered a vehicle on the passenger side, and it pulled from the curb, drove away.
As it did, Olson spoke with Frank on the phone, providing him make, model and color of the vehicle, and update feeds about turns, streets, and direction of travel. The subject vehicle drove 6.3 miles away from the meeting location, pulled into a motel parking lot, and the occupants got out of the vehicle and enter the building.
Within twenty minutes, the ground team had eyes on the vehicle. Frank drove the Ford into the parking lot, pulled it in close, next to the car. Greg slipped out, dropped to the ground and wriggled underneath it, then placed the strong magnet up onto the car's frame. The transponder was already activated.
The investigation that followed provided enough information to establish that the driver and his partner had tourist visas. Their tourism activity remained the target of a finely-tuned surveillance over the next few days. Just shortly before their lives were terminated, the vacation was over.




52. CONFERENCE CALL

TWO WEEKS LATER
Moore clicked an icon, activating a re-routing program which in turn, connected to one of his private servers. This server's secure, dedicated links would connect to cellular providers world-wide, and those providers prioritized and boosted those signals in any way possible. That was part of the understanding, part of the service on their lucrative contract.
He entered cell numbers for three phones: two were for his man in the Pentagon, Colonel Faulkner and Robbie Hamilton, both listed as parties to the conference call. The third number programmed in wasn’t revealed to the other participants. They'll never know her name, and she won't speak. When the respective phones rang, each knew who had initiated the call. In nearly mirror-like fashion, individuals stopped what they were doing.
When all parties were online, waiting, Moore began. He laid out a summary of incidents that had occurred over the course of the last few months involving Turner and JCT, LLC. Based on a new report, he paid particular attention to the facts regarding probable extortion that had taken place on a downtown sidewalk. 
JCT was now poised to release software and hardware to entities that the Alliance did not consider part of the family. Two individuals involved with that extortion activity had been identified, and their roles in the current problem wasn’t an issue anymore. Others would step in to fill the void. Most important was that a door had opened that needed to be closed. This was an issue of vital national security and more importantly, Alliance security. All concurred, one silently.
"Colonel Faulkner," Moore's finger pushed a figurative switch, "thank you for your diligence in uncovering this issue. It's time for you to take the necessary steps in order to secure this closure. Do you understand?"
"Yes, Mr. Moore," the colonel responded. "Has there been any distribution of materials yet?" Moore assured him and the others that nothing had exchanged hands so far.
"That's good to hear, Sir. My teams are stretched thin right now. I'll need to use civilian work on this, but we'll monitor the exercise thoroughly."
"Excellent, Colonel. Thank you." 
Moore was not done. A path had to be created. It would only lead to a dead end, but the suggestion of a trail, speculation on potentials would help fray an investigation's rope. Just possibilities, that's all he wanted. He turned his attention to Hamilton.
"Robbie? I'm going to have you take a trip to the coast. When can you arrange that?"
“Anything you need, Sir. I could be there as early as tomorrow.” Robbie responded without hesitation.
“Great! I want you to drop by the Senator’s apartment," Moore continued, "and have a chat with his girlfriend. You'll be representing an insurance company that carries a life insurance policy on the Senator, lists our Cindy as the single beneficiary of the policy.”
“No big revelations," he continued, "we just want Cindy to know that if anything happens to the Senator, she'll be looking at becoming a millionaire. Tell her you need identification for your forms, have her sign a non-disclosure agreement. Perhaps you can suggest that she would void the policy, should she discuss it with anyone, including the policy holder. That might cause her to squirm, but that’s okay. We don’t really care about her. Will you let me know when you have materials and are ready to act?”
"I'm on it.”
Moore knew a few things would follow. Robbie would have some realistic documents created and after this news was delivered to Cindy, she'd be delivering tender demonstrations of love with heightened enthusiasm. That would bring short-term luck to the Senator. Cindy would experience a disappointing lack of monetary gain, alas. After her benefactor’s disappearance, she would make inquiries about a life insurance policy, but that would be another dead end.




53. A BIRD’S EYE VIEW

Faulkner's familiarity with the report’s topic was an understatement. He’d spent hours over the last few days, had given long, hard thought and consideration to the possible outcomes regarding this particular issue on his desk. The potential ramifications of action he was now called to do could be long-reaching. How would the ripples come to shore? Delaying action would be easy, if only that luxury of time was his to spend.
The report, summarized by Moore, determined what must take place. The activities as described offered no alternative. Similar actions he’d taken in the past had been easier, when those activities occurred on foreign soil. It was merely business in the ongoing effort to stay ahead of the curve on war, on global economies, and on securing the fragile hold of freedom and democracy.
When decisions and actions were made effecting the lives of our citizens in the homeland, there was a different flavor to those decisions, and it was not a pleasant taste. He found himself questioning how far he’d be willing to go. The next moment brought realization that he had already crossed that threshold. He clung to the concept of protecting our nation from enemies, both foreign and domestic. Yeah, that
still
worked.
The colonel retrieved a phone from his desk’s secured compartment, turned it on, made the call that would connect it to an Alliance team member's cell.
When the call connected, the voice on the other end answered, “Yes?”
“This is Hooded Vulture. You are directed to go green on ‘Eye Pluck’.”
The response followed, “Confirmation, please. Go green on ‘Eye Pluck’?”
“Affirmative.” He disconnected the call, opened the phone’s case and withdrew the battery and sim card. He dropped the phone and battery into his desk drawer, then dropped the sim card into the shredder. Plenty where that came from. It barely made a hiccup.
He walked out into the main office after changing into civvies, informing the duty officer that he was done for the day, and left the building. A drink was in order. He needed to slip into a different skin. Understanding the necessity for these types of actions didn't completely armor him from an impact. In the parking lot, he got into his private vehicle, left the federal facility.
A half hour commute brought him to the perimeter of the neighborhood where he lived with his wife and two children. He wasn’t ready for them yet. He veered northeast into a suburb where he sometimes visited a local bowling alley lounge he’d discovered while driving around. He felt anonymity inside the two-beer bar with juke-box noise in the background. The bartender had no interest in small talk, other than with the cocktail waitress he hoped to bang. The colonel could use some of that beer as a lavage to rinse down what certainly tasted like bile.




PART FOUR





54. SURGICAL PREP

The 'Eye Pluck' moniker came up from the catacombs. An operation's name usually made sense if one knew the particulars. The 'eye' in this case was figurative. 'Pluck', not so much. Procedures are typically conducted using resources within. Occasionally, when a clean separation is paramount, delegation to a trusted partner takes place.
Francine Natchez, who'd been around the block, received the file by courier. As the designated in-house handler, she had broad freedom as long as she produced the desired results. She set up a contractual proposal for a man with whom she’d conducted business before.
At her work station, she performed a subroutine that activated a connection to an 'L.B.', currently established in Los Angeles.
“Yes?”
“Is this Lyle Bandahl?”
"Yes...," he waited for more.
"I have a message from your uncle. Your secure access, please?”
Lyle replied, "Seven," then pressed the '2' on his keypad, said "Four," and pressed '1', and finally, "Three" and double tapped '0'.  
"Thank you, Mr. Bandahl," she continued. “This is Frieda Nathan. I have a package delivery pending. Please take a moment to consider your availability.”  In the customary silence that followed, Francine allowed her mind to drift. I sure like that alias...  does anybody even get it?... it's duty with a fucking lisp!
◆◆◆
 
    Life might bring you a second chance, but not here...  He looked up, stared at the ceiling. I accept the package, it's mine... Refuse it, it's fuckin' gone! There's no going back either way... His head gently turning side to side.  I gotta own it...  my choice...  Is Palermo ever gonna happen?
Then, a slight nod. This could be the ticket!
“Uh, Ms. Nathan?" Bandahl broke the silence.
"Yes..."
"Okay, it's 9:30 in the morning. If you'll text me the location, I'll pick it up tomorrow."
"You should have it by noon."
"Okay. When I get it, I'll text you, and unless I need clarifications, it's done. Does that work?”
"That's fine. Hold, while I check on the location...   mmm...   okay. Here's the text."
Bandahl's cell beeped, he saw the number/letter code, knew where to go.




55. MAIL CALL

Lyle stepped up, out of the Taurus rental, locking it, and left the parking lot, entered the mail service business across the street. He turned down the corridor to the right, could see the static security camera mounted on the wall at the far end. On his left, a floor to ceiling metal wall, the face of it, pigeon-holed with mailbox doors. His door lived at the far end and he walked to it, used his key to open it. A notice slip there informed him of a package awaiting his signature at the counter. 
Whether by his design or not, nobody paid much attention to him. The sunny day had him wearing wrap-around sunglasses that shaded a wide band on his face, sideburn to sideburn. Today, a panama snugged down to the brow, and a few days scruff on the cheeks allowed it to lay dormant. The scar. A jagged bolt, as far as he would allow.
The clerk on duty handed out packages all day, every day. She barely looked at the people who came up, shoved parcel slips her way. It told her what she needed to know–which shelf a package sat on, under what number designation.
Acquiring the services of these mom-and-pop office and mail handling stores was easy. Clients often paid by credit card, but some customers chose to pay with cash. Painless, only requiring the generation of a cash receipt. The business accountant didn’t care. The owners loved it, as long as the customers kept coming.
This particular mail location was a new arrangement, looked like it would serve him well. Easy access, no questions, and the promise of privacy in the way it was laid out. The chevron-shaped interior had mounted security cameras. One situated at both corridor ends would see those coming, two waited above the front entry to see those on the way out. The business counter had two of its own. These electronic eyes couldn't see much past a hat and dark glasses, so Lyle felt at ease.
There were no cameras on the outside corners of the building. During that morning’s run to pick up the package, his glances around didn’t reveal anything new. If he had an eagle’s visual acuity, he might have spotted a bird circling a few miles above him, but he never even looked in that direction.
◆◆◆
 
The RPA loitered at fifteen thousand feet above the city. Below cruising altitudes and above any local air traffic taking off or coming in. The assignment came by cell from Francine, delivered to Bill Olson. He double checked his info, snapped data to the airman at the controls. The coordinates brought it on location and its cameras trained on the entrance of a building situated on a Santa Barbara street corner. The specific identifier for the action was an alpha-numeric attachment: CA-310-JCT14-LB1. This assignment only lasted ninety minutes before word came back that it could be terminated.
"Done already, Francine?" he asked.
"Just being thorough, Bill. Gotta keep the boss happy."




56. THE PARTICULARS

Metro Business Space rented office environments—cubbyhole closets to entire buildings. Lyle insisted on a quiet, private nook. This current, dead-bolt secured corner space provided a desk and chair, phone/printer, a cross-cut shredder, and a desk lamp.  The rental ad's hook, 'free office supplies', sat in a diminutive cabinet at the back wall. A meagre hodgepodge of paper clips, generic pens and pencils, stapler, and a ream of paper.
The building's front door pass code granted access to the lobby and from there, the elevator or stairway to the second floor. His office was at the end of the hall on the left. He disengaged the deadbolt, entered the room, closed and locked the door. The place had overhead lights, but Lyle never turned them on. He didn't expect, nor want any drop-ins or knocks on the door. He sat at the desk, his back positioned against the wall, switched on the desk lamp. Reaching into his front pocket, he withdrew and activated an open-assisted blade, sliced through the nylon-reinforced security tape that sealed the package. When he turned it upside down, the contents slid out onto the desk.
A smaller, rubber-banded manila envelope rode out, on top of a stack of paper and he put that off to the side. The cover sheet headlined, JOHN CONRAD TURNER, provided general info: birth statistics, home address, physical identifiers—height 5’11’’, weight 185#, brown eyes, grey hair. Only family listed spouse, deceased younger brother. That's good...  probable mistress... Uh, huh!...  It said he was an early riser... might be able to use that.
The fact disclosed here, a retired U.S. Senator, would be more than enough for Lyle to know that this wet work would pay well. Some rubes put a higher value on the lives of politicians, executives, assholes like that. It identified him as the CEO of JCT, LLC, a physical address for the company, and described this business as an electronics firm that developed both hardware and software. No other specifics were identified.
Under the cover sheet, eight by ten photographs. The first three displayed the primary, with head shots. One taken while nearby the subject, the other two from a distance, with a zoom lens that brought the subject into sharp focus. There were two additional photos of him, one in the driver’s seat of a red corvette and the other while standing on the aft deck of a motorboat.
Beneath the primary’s photos, individual photos of three adult women, all identified with brief profiles on sticky notes attached. He picked up the first of them, identified as the spouse, 'Gloria Turner'. A complimentary photo of a woman sixty-one years old. She didn't work, had a housekeeper. Involved in a few social circles, fund-raising dinners, performing arts functions, with or without her husband. She could be good bait... have to think more on that.
The next photo, 'Cindy Alexander': short, wavy auburn hair, five feet two, athletic build. Resident of an apartment in a downtown high-rise, listed a 'J. Turner' as the lease holder. Ah-ha...  juicier bait! Thirty-two years old, from Columbus, Ohio, registered as a student at UCSB. Parents still living (Ohio), and little else about her.
'Linda Hansen'–the last of the women in photographs. Her note said twenty-four years old, part-time college student, barista at 'The Grinder' coffee kiosk. The coffee bar in close proximity to the Primary’s business address, possibility of deeper relationship with the primary. Hmm... is he doing even more grinding on the side? I'd do that. She's a looker! Her
home listed as a small apartment in the suburbs, shared with a boyfriend working as a grease monkey in a local shop. Mother deceased, retired father’s address in a suburb of Houston, Texas.
Next in the stack, a photo of what looked like the same red Corvette, a black Lincoln Navigator, and the boat again, labeled as a Beneteau Gran Turismo 44. Notes on this photo described a ‘pleasure craft’, a fair-weather vessel, Santa Barbara Yacht Club. All vehicles owned by the Primary, all registered, no liens. The last photograph showed the entrance to a private parking garage, the 'Circle Self-Park', indicated as common location of the Navigator. Too bad, Senator! No toys goin' where you're goin'.
Completing the review with no need for clarifications, he slipped the bands off the smaller manila envelope. Inside, packets of bills, neatly stacked and banded. His retainer for high-profile sanctions, a hundred thousand dollars, representing a third of the final cost of doing business. Here, an extra fifty large, considering the Primary’s position on the social ladder. This job has a nice bonus—I'm good with that!
◆◆◆
 
Bandahl didn't receive all the significant background information about Senator Turner, nor did he really expect all information. No questions, no qualms about his role. His job focused less about the knowing how someone came to his attention, and more about the arrangements for the going.
His assignments were studied for hidden or muddled relationships that could bubble up during the course of doing business. Murky situations had come back to nip at his ass in times gone by. Done with that.

I'll never forget the fuck-up with that rancher. If the girlfriend they didn't know about hadn't driven up at the wrong fuckin' time, she'd be alive. If Ernie hadn't made a mess of things, he'd still be alive! 
Complications had forced his hand. Having to eliminate his partner back then had been a big loss. Not in dollars, but in irritation, anger, frustration. Ever since, he dove into the details, did his own investigations.
Lyle would need a partner again. He'd bring Mike in for this. A tight rein, he'll be fine. If there were bumps along the way, Mike had proven his skills at handling the unexpected. He'd appreciate the work, the extra pay. This job represented nearly half a million. After costs and Mike’s share, he'd pocket about three hundred large, all free of any burden to good ol’ Uncle Sam.




57. DOUBLE TROUBLE

LYLE AND MIKE
Lyle finished perusing the contract, turned off the lamp, allowed thoughts to drift. They took him back nearly two decades...
I started workin' with Tom when?... Was I twenty?... Shit! Had I been on the street for four fuckin' years? Yeah, that's about right... he was good to me... better than the sisters were!... yeah, okay... they did feed me, gimme a bed... but he brought me in... treated me like..., hell, called me 'Uncle Lyle'..., so did Maria. Mike and the little ones too!
When did I first bring Mike in?...  musta been thirty by then, collectin' on overdue bills... muscle for four or five bookies... That's right! Tom got hit about that time...  brought Mike in on some jobs when I needed an extra set of hands, eyes, helped support Maria, him and the kids... Only way they were keepin' heads above water... my donations, Mike’s hustles.
Mike dropped out by ninth grade... ready to move on, already had a sheet, petty and not so petty crimes... I could at least give him support like Tom did for me... otherwise he was gonna end up doing hard time or dead...  and I needed someone I could trust.
Lyle's memory playback continued, to the time when his lights were switched off... We'd been workin'...  maybe two years...  tailin' that asshole, had Mike shadowin' from across the street... scumbag skimmin' off the top...  got the go-ahead to clip him... maybe twenty yards back when he cut into that alley... saw him lookin' back, goin' faster... started runnin'... heard footsteps... something sent me flyin'...  doin' a slo-mo superman... tumblin' into darkness...
◆◆◆
 
Mike's Story
Mike never shared personal thoughts or feelings, as long as he'd known Lyle. The only exception to this, the several days following that alley encounter, when he'd unloaded his entire experience in detail to a curious, willing and motivated listener in Lyle.
From Mike's view across the street, he'd seen the guy pop out from the shadows, arm raised, just as Lyle went by. The pipe hitter's second swing opened Lyle's forehead in a split of the skin across the length. The hitter brought his arm up for a third swing but as he did, the distraction of Mike's loud shout probably saved Lyle's life. The thug had connected, but a base hit rather than a home run coup de grâce.

The forehead's bloody laceration extended, sending it streaking down between Lyle's eye and ear, then across the cheekbone to point toward his jaw. From what Mike had heard at the hospital, that third strike, delivered with force like the previous one, would have crushed the eye socket and temple, finishing Lyle. Instead, it merely fractured the maxilla, pulverized two teeth formerly anchored there.
Mike told Lyle he'd been scared shitless when he saw the bloody mess that used to be a forehead and face. He'd found Lyle's blood flowing out, painting the broken asphalt in a pool of crimson, heard gurgled breathing, the only obvious sign of life on a tether. Dropping to his knees, he'd rolled Lyle toward his lap, hoping to ebb the flow of blood running into his mouth.
As he cradled head and neck, he fumbled his new flip phone out, dialed 9-1-1, dropped the open phone at his side. He relayed to Lyle that it seemed like he could hear the phone ringing far away and forever before he remembered to enable the featured hands-free speaker. Then he'd ripped his top shirt off, wrapped it around Lyle’s head.
Somehow, everything worked out like in the movies. An ambulance had showed up before long, and in the following blur, Lyle got to the emergency room. He spent a couple hours in the E.R., and by the time Mike got there by cab, IV lines had been established, fluids started, x-rays taken. No signs of brain damage (somebody had said that), but the skull had sustained fractures in doing its job to protect the contents. Emergency surgery stabilized the skull, returned Lyle's face to roughly its original contours, from what had looked to Mike, when in the ER, more like "a deflated soccer ball" than a human head.
◆◆◆
 
Mike’s ICU Memories


"My uncle came in yesterday for emergency surgery. I'm here to see him. Can you tell me how he's doing?"
"Are you related to the patient?" someone had asked.
"He's my uncle."
"Does he have a wife? Brothers or sisters?"
"No. Just me."
"They mumbled questions about your insurance coverage, but all I noticed was the smell. Some blend–disinfectant, bile, blood, maybe shit and piss.  I just about puked... almost ran out."
She’d said something about someone from billing coming upstairs to talk to him, and his focus snapped back. "Someone from billing..." had pissed him off, he snarled later, as he unloaded the still-swirling storm on Lyle. That chic finally got a nurse who came to the desk, provided Mike a summary of care–Lyle'd received over two hundred and fifty stiches and staples, and the previous night they were cleaned up, re-dressed. She said he was stable, that Mike could go in to see him, directed him to a glass-walled room among several behind her desk.
Mike had been so nervous as he stood outside of Lyle's room. He needed to go in, was afraid to go in. He saw machines lined up along the back wall. Most were blinking green and yellow lights. One of them reminded him of ones he'd seen on TV, with jagged lines moving across from one side to the other–"fuckin' hiccups skittering across the screen", he'd said. 
He heard at least two different sounds coming out of the room as well. One, a steady beep-beep-beep. It had given Mike a sense of calm, reminded him of an old clock ticking on a wall. Another sound he'd described as a hi-low tone. Its pace was slower than the beep, and it had creeped him out. He told Lyle it reminded him of foreign police sirens on TV. He also said he'd avoided looking directly at the form on the bed... just glances.
"You can go in if you'd like." A voice had snapped him out of his staring at nothing, lost. He turned his head to see a nurse standing next to him.
"You sure he's alright?" He remembered his voice croaking, guessed she could hear he was scared. 
"It looks like he's going to be okay," she'd replied. "He took a bad beating, but his vital signs are strong, and physically, he's in pretty good shape, so I think he'll recover. Why don't you go in, say hello."
"Okay..., but what if I wake him up?" Mike had asked.
"He was awake, talked to me earlier, might still be. Go on in, talk to him." 
Her voice had soothed him, and Mike allowed his eyes to settle on the bed's occupant. Bridging that body, the tubes and wires, to his uncle, remained a hurdle.
"Uh..., alright." He moved forward, stepped into the room. The smell soup hit his nostrils again, stronger. He huffed out air, started breathing through his mouth, pushed back against his gut's spasm. Crossing over to the bedside, he’d looked down at his only family. 
Lyle's head had been wrapped in mummy fashion, from eyebrows up and somehow, wrapping extended down the left side of his head as if glued in place. Mike stared at the face, watching closed eyelids and as he watched, they fluttered open. Mike didn't tell Lyle that his eyes had flooded or that he had to choke back the sob that threatened to explode from his throat, his chest.
◆◆◆
 
Lyle appeared to focus on Mike, made a slight nod. Mike hands were shaking, even as he gripped the rail and Lyle had raised his hand, touched Mike's fingers where they fidgeted. That small gesture let the air out of an overinflated bubble, and Mike had been able to exhale a staccato sigh of relief.
"I've got the biggest fucking headache," Lyle had whispered.
Mike needed to refill lungs and completely let go of the suppressed sob, replaced it with a small, explosive laugh. They spent the next several minutes quietly talking, and before Lyle drifted back to sleep, he directed Mike to prepare the current apartment for his homecoming. Mike did as instructed, tactfully inquiring about what he'd need for home care. The nurse expressed concern about Lyle going home too early, but Mike managed to get the information he needed.
◆◆◆
 
Two days later, Lyle insisted on leaving the facility AMA, or 'against medical advice', but had to lay up at home for another eight days before starting to move around again. His concussion had no long-lasting effects, but the scars were his to keep. 
He'd never be a poster boy in Hollywood, as he had joked, but he'd always wear a large horizontal railroad track across his forehead, and where it neared the end of his eyebrow, it intersected with a jagged diagonal track that descended his cheek like a lightning bolt. Mike brought him pain meds, made him eat and drink, helped him negotiate the bathroom. He played a vital role in getting Lyle back on his feet, and Lyle never forgot how well Mike had done in those caregiving days and nights.
By the end of the week, Lyle gingerly moved around the apartment, on the way to feeling "a hundred percent". Mike brought him take-out meals. Lyle's appetite had improved, no problems with solid food. On a Thursday afternoon, they both scarfed down some reasonably good lasagna and garlic bread.
As Lyle finished eating, Mike presented him with dessert. It came in the form of the local newspaper with a small article circled, describing the 'tragic death of a local business man' who had been working on the car in his driveway. 
Lyle read further as the article continued, intimating that these things can happen, and from what they could determine, the jack had slipped out from under the car, pinning the victim. While suffering crushing injuries, asphyxiation was the official cause of death. According to the article, there were no jack stands or wheel blocks at the scene, and finding no evidence of foul play, officials had ruled it a tragic and unnecessary accident. 
Lyle finished reading, set the paper down, turned to look at Mike who standing next to him, grinning.
“Hey Lyle, you wanna see my new jack stands?” 
Lyle cracked a half smile, shaking his head. Over the next couple of days, he thought about this go it alone activity. Could he be linked to it? Privately, he harbored concerns and conflicted feelings about the use or
lack of use of reasonable judgment.
◆◆◆
 
Lyle snapped back from his long reverie, returned attention to the task at hand, before him on the desk. His relationship with Mike had developed into a complicated co-dependence. "Uncle/Nephew" often felt like father/son and over time, their working relationship added the complexities of what could be roughly described as employer/employee, though that never felt exactly right.
These high-end jobs carried much more risk, more concern for the breadcrumb trails that might lead backward. The people at the end of those trails would experience sudden weight loss, as collateral heads rolled. Lyle knew all this like breathing. He would be damned if his life would be forfeit due to carelessness on his part, or revenge made possible by stupid blunders. Even after all these years, there were times when Mike slipped up, acting impulsively and from Lyle's perspective, out of control.
How should I rein in my partner?




58. A TWO-MAN OPERATION

Subterfuge is a layered cake. Cash is always best, but sometimes business needs a credit layer. In that case, good paper and plastic are used, in leasing office space, creating a front. A business card, letterhead and mail services all play a part in making the frosting, adding to the flavor of deception.
The disappearance of a high-profile target involved those sorts of duplicities and support. Early arrangements were already in place. An apartment rented, as well as a commercial-looking van, with realistic-looking handy-man service ads affixed to the sides. A ladder strapped to the roof added more realism. The cab had a pass-thru to the interior.
When he brought Mike into play, Lyle informed him that their primary was referred to as J.T. This would assure that in any discussion they had, anyone overhearing it would not hear the primary's real name. He provided his protégé with an outline of J.T.'s routine behaviors. They'd focus on those behaviors
as they shared the job of tailing him, using the van to facilitate changing clothes and basic appearances as needed.
J.T.'s Business

JCT, LLC. — Tuesdays through Thursdays- software/hardware controls- automobile, agriculture, aeronautic systems-

J.T.'s Home

Gloria, spouse- stay-at-home type, social activities-

Mistress- Cindy Alexander

Living in apartment-The Marc (below)- owner listed as J.T.-

The Yacht Club

S.B.Y.C.-any day/evening poss.-keeps '63 'vette, Turismo 44 sport boat here- premium parking, slip space at the harbor-

Social Evenings

The Savoy- favored restaurant- Options: Bella Vista, Stonehouse, Harry's Plaza-
bourbon, neat, back wall (not well). Rhone (Chateauneuf-du-Pape), Pinot, soft jazz, blues-

Morning Coffee

The Grinder-sidewalk coffee kiosk-outside Chesapeake bldg.- Flirts with Linda, deeper relationship?-

Transportation

Linc. Navigator, primary- (Corvette, sport boat/Beneteau Turismo, stay at yacht club)-

Apartment-second home

The Marc- 3885 State St. Apt #1012- Cindy's home, J.T. on lease-

◆◆◆
 
Mike looked over the outline, tsk-ing his tongue as he read some of the details.
"This J.T. sounds like a fuckin' dickhead, Lyle. Wife and mistress, fuckin' yacht club, Corvette, ... what's this Turismo look like?"  He asked rhetorically, affecting a snide accent. "I bet it's a fancy-ass boat, isn't it?"
Lyle nodded, waited for more, which didn't take long...
"I say good-fuckin' riddance. Let's do this!"




59. ALCOHOL'S ASSIST

Three nights later, Lyle and Mike sat at the far end of a bar where it curved back to the wall. Behind them, a lonely coin-op pool table hunched in the barely lit corner. Lyle nursed the last half of his first rum and coke. Mike swallowed big gulps of his fresh, third beer.
They'd followed J.T. and Cindy to the place, waited ten minutes, then came in, found the empty bar stools. They couldn't have planned the seating better. It put them on the far side of the lounge. A combo played blues on a raised platform. J.T.'s table sat in perfect location for privacy in whispers, music in louder vibrations. The band was deep into the set and a waitress just brought J.T. a fresh drink.
"What do you think, Mike? Does he drink too much?" Lyle had been surreptitiously watching Mike's drinking level, on the rise.
"Naw. Hell, I ain't never seen him even stumble!"
"Well, maybe not. But we've seen him pouring it in since this afternoon. It's getting late, and he's still at it."
"Now, that's true. Yeah..., when you add it all up..., he definitely does some drinking!"
"I'd say you're giving him a run for the money tonight." 
Lyle was looking at Mike and when Mike turned to look back, it was a glare, with no words.
After several long seconds, Lyle added, "Hey, I'm just saying, I've noticed you've been hitting it hard lately."
"Yeah, well..., sometimes it helps…   Dad." The sarcasm dripped like molten wax.
Lyle turned his head to neutral. In his mind, thoughts bubbled. Is this getting worse? Can I keep him in control? Lyle
nodded in a slow bob that didn't quite match the background tempo.




60. THE NIGHT BEFORE

“Mike, how’s it going?” He placed a friendly hand on the shoulder.  Mike mumbled something, didn't look up, and Lyle couldn't make out what he'd said.
“You going to come back, join me at the table?” He offered his partner an easy return to the patio.
That Tuesday evening, they'd tailed J.T. to the patio at the Bella Vista of the Four Seasons, where he'd joined a small, social gathering, including Cindy. As usual, he commanded center stage. 
Lyle and Mike needed to pace themselves in these environments. They couldn’t do sit-down dinners. Sometimes they needed to get up, leave in a hurry, not always easy to do delicately. They'd nurse a cocktail, maybe an appetizer or bar snack, try to blend in. They always paid in cash, no running tabs.
They'd been sitting at an edge of the patio about twenty minutes. Mike had finished a beer when he had excused himself from the table, headed to the restroom. Lyle held down the fort, enjoying the general view, occasionally glancing toward their friend’s dinner party. He realized Mike hadn't returned to the table after several minutes. 
Lyle glanced at the group, and satisfied they were not going anywhere in a hurry, got up, walked into the building. He'd spotted Mike sitting at the bar. Looked like a margarita in front of him.
“I’ll be there in a minute.” He took a long draw on the drink. Lyle didn’t respond, turned and walked back to the table outside. Five minutes later, Mike came out, pulled his chair back and plopped down, a fresh drink in his hand. Lyle looked at the glass, then up at Mike, who was staring back at him.
“What?” The word was drawn out, laced with sarcasm. His stare appeared to be focused at the back of Lyle’s head, rather than on his eyes.
“What’s eating at you? Wanna talk about it?”  Lyle thought this sounded way too much like a father talking to his son, but it came out that way. Something had changed. Lyle didn’t know what. It didn’t feel right. As he watched, Mike turned his head in a sneer, then suppressed whatever was lurking beneath the surface.
“Did I do something, or say...?”
“It ain't you. It’s him." Mike interrupted, voice a little too loud, and he actually pointed over toward where J.T. sat.
“Okay. Time to get outta here.” Lyle rose, put ten bucks on the table. “You ready?” Mike chugged his drink in two swallows, then, with hands on the table, shoved his chair back. It looked like the table helped him when he stood up, a wobble that might have been more without it. Obviously, he'd downed a couple drinks while at the bar. 
Lyle turned and walked toward the parking lot, hoping that his protégé followed, minus stumbles. When he got to the far end of the lot, standing next to the driver’s door, he looked at Mike, just approaching.
“Tha guy makes me sick!”
Lyle opened his door and slid into the seat and Mike dragged himself onto the other. As soon as he'd slammed his door shut, he turned to look at Lyle.
“Shut your god-damned mouth!"  Lyle pointed at him. "You're pissing me off.”
Mike turned to stare ahead, a sullen look mixing with his scowl.
Fifteen minutes later, they walked up to the apartment and neither had said more. Lyle walked inside ahead of Mike, entered the bathroom, where he soaked a washcloth in cool water, then used it to wipe off his face, rub across the back of his neck. He returned to the living room where Mike sat, staring off in the direction of the television. He didn't appear to be watching it but rather, something unseen, beyond the walls.
"You gonna be ready tomorrow?" Lyle asked as he opened the bag sitting on the table. He checked to see if there was anything else they'd need.
Mike rose, went into the kitchen, came back out with a store bag.
“Put this in there, too.”
Lyle looked up, took the bag, opened it to find a small hatchet and a machete, still in their cardboard sleeves.
“You think we're gonna need these?”
Mike nodded. Lyle didn’t respond, dropped it into the duffel. He zipped it closed, looked at Mike.
“I'm going to hack that fucker to pieces.”
Lyle didn’t know when the switch flipped, but it was clear in that moment that Mike was no longer the cool, calm partner he'd been over most of the past several years. He wanted to suggest that Mike go to bed, but being unsure where it might go, he opted to make it his own action instead.
“I’m going to get some sleep. It’s going to be an early start tomorrow.” 
He walked out of the main room. As he lay on his bed, thoughts returned... Can I keep him in control... what's going on in his head? but that ponder stopped, distracted when he heard Mike shuffle down the hall, walk into his room, then drop onto the bed.
As sleep approached, Lyle reviewed the decision process for the how, where, when.




61. LET’S TAKE A RIDE

          Predictability would be the main factor in J.T.'s near future demise. Lyle didn't know why J.T. wore a bull's eye, did his best not to know those things. All he knew for sure—the money was right and everybody dies.
          They'd explored ways and places where the job could be done. At home, they'd likely be forced to eliminate the spouse. Home break-ins happen, but home alarms, security services and neighborhood watch programs were big monkey wrenches. When he didn't always come home, it became a crap shoot. They ruled that out. Similar issues eliminated the office.
          "What if we grab him when he comes out of a restaurant?" Mike tossed on the table. "He'd be relaxed, maybe drunk. I could wait in the van. You walk him over, I'll pull him into the back."
          "That might work if he's alone," Lyle replied, "but it seems like eighty percent of the time, he's got company."
It became clear that the best way to complete the job would be to get J.T. out on his boat, away from the harbor. At least in that way, they could prevent most opportunities for witnesses. Away from the harbor, away from other boaters, and away from people fishing.
They’d watched J.T.’s practices when he took the boat out and returned to harbor. He'd fill his fuel tanks when he returned. They surmised that this served J.T.'s impulsiveness. It would serve them, too. Neither were experienced boaters, but Lyle had watched guys operating boats. Didn't seem that difficult.
The biggest problem they might face was the hotbed of activity at the harbor, with motorized and sailing vessels coming and going all the time. They would need to have a well-behaved ‘host’ on board, or assure that their host had busywork below deck, unavailable as they exited the harbor.
Lyle considered a couple different approaches for getting on board. An ‘interested buyer’ would work, but only if they had an interested seller. That didn't work out. A request for a chartered boat ride would only work with someone who did this routinely, so he ruled that out. Another option could be using a little persuasive enticement. The suggestion that Gloria or Cindy might be in danger, should he not go along. Lyle figured J.T. could conclude that this ride would be a one-way trip and therefore, decide not to cooperate.
             Finally, Lyle decided on a more direct approach. He'd come down to the harbor, and if J.T. was there, approach the boat. He'd start a casual conversation about it, possibly get invited to come aboard to check it out. If an invitation did not happen spontaneously, Lyle would find the right moment. When preoccupied, distracted with something, he would get J.T. below and out of sight.




62. THAT MORNING

04:45. Eyes fluttered open. No need for a wake-up alarm. Lyle rarely set one. He usually set the notion in his mind of when to rise. It worked out.
The dotted, circular ceiling pattern in the room stared back at him like a thousand eyes. Why the fuck would anyone put that on a ceiling? 
He rolled to his side, swung his legs out of bed, his feet to the thin carpet. Sitting for a few moments on the edge of the bed helped the cobwebs to clear. He shuffled to the bathroom to sit on the toilet and piss. After draining his bladder, he went to the kitchen and hit the button to start the coffee pot, then returned to the hallway.  Sticking his head into the other bedroom, he watched for signs of stirring.
“Mike!" Lyle looked at hip and shoulder high points of a blanket on the bed. He saw a shoulder shrug. "I'm getting into the shower... coffee's on." He watched for more movement.  "Headin' out, less than an hour.”
Mike half-way rolled a shoulder, trying to slough off the unwelcome intrusion into his dark place. Lyle didn't wait for a reply, went back through his room to the bathroom, blasted the water on hot. He wanted a rough, grizzled appearance, passed on the idea of shaving. People were predictable, not very observant. A little facial fuzz helped obscure details and features.
After showering, he emerged from the bathroom, walked to the cheap, supplied dresser. He pulled a set of clothes, put it on. Now dressed except for shoes. Almost he thought, kneeling down at the front of the dresser.
He reached one hand and fingers up, underneath the dresser's bottom edge at the corner. From there, he retrieved his slim twenty-five auto from its little bird nest. It wasn't his first choice, but it had saved his ass once or twice. A pocket sleeve smoothed its profile and it slipped into his back pocket.
Back in the kitchen, Mike sat at the table, drinking a cup of coffee. In the silence, Lyle poured one for himself. He walked out to the living room, sat on the edge of the sofa to drink his black java. The duffel waited on the table where he'd left it the night before. He pulled out his windbreaker, looked over at Mike, still nursing his coffee at the kitchen table.
“Are you ready to roll, Mike?”
“Yeah.” Mike swigged down the rest of his coffee, pushed back from the table, got up and turned toward the living room. His face lacked any expression. He drifted past his partner, walked over to the chair by the coffee table, picked up his jacket, put it on. Lyle grabbed the duffle as he stood, lifted his cap, and stepped out of the apartment. He turned to lock the door behind him, checked his watch, five-thirty.
They did a drive thru, coffee and six breakfast sandwiches. Two now, others for the road. Might need more chow before the day's end. By the time they pulled back into the street, Mike had wolfed his biscuit down, in four bites. He crushed and tossed the wrapper down at his feet, looked at Lyle, who looked back. Mike gave him a double, raised-eyebrow flick.
He reached down, picked up the duffel, dropping it on his lap. Unzipping it part way, he shoved the bag of remaining sandwiches down into the duffle, then poked around in the bottom, searching. He produced a hand-held sharpening stone, then withdrew the machete and laid it across the top of the bag. He started stroking the blade's edge, humming softly to himself.
By five-fifty, they were approaching the long-term parking. "Okay Mike, quick review," he looked over, wondered if the coffee had helped. "I'll walk down the dock, see if he's there. You hang back with the bag, look at the boats, take your time. If he's there, I'll get onboard, get him out of sight. You should give me ten or fifteen minutes. Sound good?"
"What if he ain't there?"
"If he's not there, we'll try later. No biggee." They stopped in a spot near the back.
"Okay."
"Alright. I'm going to pay for parking. Be right back." Lyle walked to the parking lot's pedestal, got the fee taken care of for a 24-hour day of parking. When he returned, he was zipping his windbreaker. "Breezy. Don't forget your ja...  Shit, sounding just like a dad!  A feint head shake. Mike didn't look up, preoccupied. "Alright Mike, see ya down there. Main dock, space A-six-fifteen. Lock the door when you leave."
"See ya." Mike nodded.




63. NICE BOAT

Lyle walked from the lot and headed straight down to the harbor. By the time he'd come up to the slip where the Mantis was moored, he could see J.T. puttering around at the captain’s chair, fiddling with electronic equipment... Yes! He is an early riser... He looked back up the dock, could see Mike at the bottom of the ramp, taking his time, eye-balling boats.
The Mantis floated, stern in, and Lyle stopped there, watching the man. A few moments later, he turned, saw Lyle standing there and nodded. No question, that's him....
“Good morning, Sir! This has got to be the best-looking boat at the marina.” It got the expected grin and warming return look.
“Thanks. You've got a good eye.”
“Would you tell me about her? I mean, she must be fast, huh?” That opened the gate, and J.T. started gushing about what the Mantis was capable of doing. He added that she could sleep six.
Lyle blurted, “What? No way!”
“Come aboard, I’ll give you a quick tour.”
“Are you sure?" Lyle was coy. "I don’t want to interrupt what you’re doing. You heading out this morning?”
“I'm just dinkin’ around," J.T. offered, looking up at the sky. "I’m not even sure about going out today.”
Music to my ears... Lyle stepped aboard. “How do you keep her so clean?” Not so much a compliment. More about what they'd be doing soon.
“Oh, it’s not bad at all," the man replied, "Look at this.” He turned a small, recessed knob on one of the aft storage cabinet panels. When it tilted open, he withdrew a coiled high-pressure hose with a gun nozzle.
“Wow, that’s cool.” The hose returned to storage, and J.T. moved back into the cockpit. He pointed out some of the display highlights of the control panel, and Lyle noted the keys in the ignition.
“Come down here.” J.T. added a 'come here' finger wiggle, walked down the steps into the galley. Lyle followed close behind. When they were below view from topside, Lyle didn’t hesitate.
Grabbing J.T. from behind, he applied a rear choke, closed off blood flow to the brain. J.T.'s arms reached up, flailing, without luck. Within eight seconds and a fading struggle, he dropped to the floor. Lyle grabbed cordage he found tucked into a storage nook, secured hands and feet. A hand towel pushed into J.T.’s open mouth made an effective gag as he started to stir.
Lyle returned topside, securing the privacy door. He went forward to untie the bowline, tossed it in a pile on the bow's deck. Walking back to the main cabin, he saw Mike approaching.
Lyle directed him to untie and hold the rope while Lyle went to the console to start the boat’s twin diesels. The engines started in a throaty growl, a puff of exhaust smoke wafting up, across the dock. The sound changed, purring in a smooth idle. Lyle turned to look at Mike with a nod, and Mike stepped off the dock, onto the aft deck, dropped the line in a mound. He stepped under the thin roof line to stand near the console. Under idling power, they left the marina at six-thirty-five, heading west.




64. SADISM AND MURDER OFFSHORE

Onshore wind swiped the ocean's chop, throwing saltwater spray. It forced Lyle to stay more focused than he'd thought would be necessary. Motoring out past the breakwater had been easy enough, but then things changed. Through research, Lyle had discovered an important issue. They needed to get three miles offshore to avoid interest from Vandenberg Airbase. He'd have preferred to finish their work sooner, but there was too much traffic for his comfort.
I've been on plenty of boats before... watched guys drivin' 'em around...   never looked like this much work! Lyle told Mike to stay below, keep an eye on their host. Meanwhile, he kept the boat moving away from the coast, but the constant slamming up and down on the waves wasn't any fun as they fought the water west, northwest. That much he could figure out, due to the compass on the panel.
Mike emerged about thirty minutes later, pale, a bit wide-eyed. At the top step, he veered left, took hold of the grab bar. He sidled along until he neared the seat, then plopped down on the bench.
"You doing okay?"
"A little better now... needed some air." He leaned forward, hands white-knuckled on the grab bar.
"What's going on with him? Been quiet down there?"
"Yeah, he's quiet now. He was bitchin' before, but I convinced him to shut up."
"Okay." 
Lyle looked around, and after studying the coast for a few moments, continued. "I think we're out about far enough, gonna head north, get up the coast. Hopefully, the ride will be smoother."  Wonder if any of these controls is for an auto pilot... for the fuckin' money these things cost, there should be one...
didn't think to ask.
He didn't have the time or patience to start learning about that now. He made quick glances over at Mike. His color had improved, but he was still holding on. The boat's movement on the water had changed. Before, it slapped up and down in a more or less vertical, jarring action.  Now, it still moved up and down, but in a sliding forward way—surfing off waves into troughs, then up the next, then down. Mike needs some distraction.
"You want to check on him, make sure he's still secure?"
"Yeah, okay." Mike stood, hands remaining on the bar. He paused, taking a few extra breaths, then went below.
Lyle could relate to Mike's distress, feeling his own uneasiness with the motion. He tried to think his stomach calmer. He flipped down a footrest, settled back in the captain's chair, took some of his own deep breaths.  Okay... this is alright... I can chill out a bit. The engine’s rhythmic pulse joined the hull's slap and shimmy across the water. Not quite hypnotic, still jarring bones.
Just when he started to think he had it under control, nausea took over. A sudden revolt in his gut forced him to drop the throttle. He raced to an open edge, leaned over the side, spewed remnants of coffee and egg sandwich into the water. As he wiped away spittle from his chin, he heard a muffled scream coming from below.
Rocking back and forth, he descended the steps, slid open the door. He found Mike straddled across J.T., who was on his back, the hand towel gag still stuffed in his mouth. Lyle could see cuts and contusions on his face. One eye swollen shut, nose looking broken. There were two large, fresh splatter drops on his forehead. Mike held a severed finger in his left hand, over J.T.’s face, dripping blood down. J.T.'s one open eye projected a "Fuck you!" glare.
“What the fuck are you doing, Mike?”
“I'm just screwin’ with him. We're gonna be cuttin' off his fingers anyway. I wanted to get started.”
“It'd be much easier after he’s dead.” Lyle quickly realized his mistake, but too late. Mike grabbed the machete by his right hip. Before Lyle could say anything else, the blade arced through the cabin’s air, struck the side of J.T.’s neck. The sharp edge didn't kill him on impact. It sliced through skin, severing neck muscles which retracted from the gash. The momentum brought it cutting through large blood vessels, tendons. The blade finally stopped, probably wedging into one of the neck bones.
Blood geyser’d in a spray, deflecting off the blade, painting Mike into his own version of a bloody, Tarantino-like visage. He stared down at the body bucking against the bindings. 
As the drama played out, J.T.’s one visible eye stared up into the galley. Blood gurgled up into, then out of his mouth in percolating splashes. Drizzling down his cheeks, it saturated the plush, no longer butter-creamy-colored carpet. It took less than a minute for J.T. to stop moving. Those fading motions were involuntary spasms—a body’s protestations in the last act of muscle and nerve.
“Fuck!" Lyle gasped. "Did you forget we brought plastic and a tarp? Cleaning up a little blood would've been easy." He looked around, gawking, then returned his eyes to Mike. "This is fucking mess!”
“Torch this fucking boat! Problem solved.” Mike shrugged at the no-brainer.
"Yeah, great... and drown trying to get to shore. Swimming ain't our strong suit, Mike! Well, fuck! Get him on that plastic! You might as well keep going now. Use those snips to get the rest of his fingers. I have to get us further up the coast.” Lyle turned away to go topside, shaking his head. He was feeling less in control than he ever felt in his life.
He brought the Mantis closer to shore, looking for a stretch of coast, in-between beach areas and piers. Less chance of witnesses. If I knew more about boating, I'd just head straight back out, but I'm feeling as fuckin' sick as Mike looks!
He picked a spot after passing a small pier jutting out from the coast a couple miles back. Further north, he could see a long stretch of beach. Pulling back the throttle, he stopped the boat, then scrambled forward to hang the anchor over the bow. He returned to the controls, toggled the drop anchor switch, then went below. Mike still worked on the body. He'd managed to get it onto the tarp, some blood contained, but the galley was a disaster. Mike had separated the arms and head from the torso. With sloppy butchering technique, he hacked with the machete to detach one of the legs.
Lyle pulled a trash bag from the duffle, shook it open. He stooped over, ready to pick up severed parts. Clutching at what remained of an arm and hand, he lowered it into the heavy-duty bag, then repeated this for the other one. Then he grasped the head’s hair, now a charcoal/brick-red, matted cluster, and eased it into the bag.
“Where're the fingers?”
Mike kept chopping, nodded at the hand towel, now off to the side, darkly wet in a clump. Lyle picked it up, felt the shifting cargo inside.  No point in crossing fingers now, your luck's run out! He held the towel closed in one hand and grasped the bag in the other. Turning, he exited up the stairs.
Back at the stern, setting the bag down, he extended the towel over the gunwale, pinched an edge and allowed the bundle to open. The fingers flip-flopped into the water below. He didn’t bother to count them. It might have added to his stress. He would have counted nine digits, rather than the expected ten.
Mike's machete swing distracted him from the finger that had occupied his other hand. In the moment of the machete’s impact, the finger slipped free and tumbled through the air. Its flight took it to a landing spot on the back edge of the galley's bench. From there, it dropped behind a small throw cushion, propped into the corner.
After dumping fingers, Lyle bent over the bag, peering in. He found the stub of a hand, gripped it and held firm, slipping it out and over the edge to the water, relaxing his hand to let it drop away. As he repeated the action with the second arm, he saw dark tips ripping through the uneven surface of the water nearby.
Sharks!  This had been his plan, at least his hope. He reached into the bag to grab the head by the hair. Bloody fluid coated the bag's inside surface. The bag stuck in a soppy wet cling to the decapitated globe. Lyle had to peel the bag away and as he did so, the peeled edge was a grotesque curtain call across J.T.’s death mask. Its good eye stared at him. Wasting no time, he dropped the head over into the swirling water. He held onto the plastic bag, turned back.
In the cabin for a second load, he picked up a now freed leg by the ankle, a clinging deck shoe providing a little bit of grip. He slid it into the bag, avoided looking at Mike, who was hacking down on the torso’s hip joint with the machete to separate the other leg. While he chose not to watch, Lyle couldn't help but hear heavy breathing of fatigue and creepy, guttural mewling.
Lyle returned topside, noting that the bag had kept the stairway and deck reasonably clean. It was a different story below. There, a twisted peppermint swirl of off white and scarlet. Standing on the aft deck again, Lyle lowered the leg into the water, released his grip. He watched as light bounced off the thigh, the shoe's sole blurred—blending into shimmers of shifting water and shadows below the surface.
The biggest and worst was yet to come, in the bulky, slick torso. As Lyle stepped down into the galley, Mike was drawing up the corners of the tarp. The remaining leg lay off to one side.
"Here. Give me two corners." Lyle reached, took them, backed up a step. Mike raised the other corners, then bent down, grabbed the leg, laid it on top of the bundle. They moved together, waddling up the stairway. The load made a pendular swing, between their shuffle and the boat's ocean sway. As they cleared the cockpit and turned to approach the stern, the leg slid off, thumping down onto the walkway. Mike stepped over it as they continued, and they turned so that each was standing at the edge. Once there, they coordinated a shift of their tenuous grip, preparing to dump the heavy torso.
"Ready?" Lyle asked, and when Mike nodded, they released the far edge. The body dropped away, and a large backwash splashed pink-tinted saltwater onto the deck.
"Take my corners, raise it high." Lyle took the hose nozzle, sprayed down the tarpaulin. He considered offering Mike a shower—his face a grotesquerie of splatter. But through the paint, a deadpan face and vacant eyes that water wouldn't rinse away.  The spray down was fast, followed by a rough fold of the tarp into quarters.
Mike continued folding the rest, heading back toward the galley, stepping over the second leg where it rested. As he moved through the cockpit and down the stairway, Lyle heard the rough, crumpling sound of the tarp. That noise changed in Lyle’s ears to a faint buzzing sound. It took a moment for his shift in focus to zero in, find where the sound was coming from, and he looked up into the sky.
As he listened, he searched with eyes that strained against the brightness above. He found a dark clump against the blue, almost straight above them. He turned, shouted to Mike to bring the rifle, and a half minute later, Mike emerged from under the canopy. He was holding the take-down weapon, looking at Lyle.
◆◆◆
 
When Mike saw Lyle pointing, he looked up, searched, saw the drone. He switched on the laser sight and scoped immediately onto it. It tipped a fraction, then returned to level and a half second later, Mike pulled the trigger. He hit it, saw a piece break off, and the drone angled, wobbled. He watched it tumble, enter the water.
He glanced over at Lyle, then using the scope of the rifle, looked north, toward the shoreline's beach. Lyle was looking toward areas of the shore, too.
“There!”
Mike looked to see where Lyle was pointing. He could make out a figure way over on the top of the tallest dune near where the shore's rocks thinned out. He brought up the rifle and through the scope, could see a man standing there, looked like binoculars in hand.
Mike fired once, then again. From this distance, and the bob of the boat on the water, he couldn’t tell where he was hitting. It must have been close, if he didn't hit him. The guy dropped to the surface, disappeared.
“Let’s get moving,” Lyle directed, “there's a pail in the shitter. Rinse down along there." He pointed at obvious blood smears that wouldn't be good for anybody's eyes.  
Mike retrieved the leg from the walkway, picking it up by the ankle with his free hand, brought it aft, dropped it overboard.  
Lyle manned the hose, sweeping a slurried tide of bloody water down, off the deck. Another flash of movement caught his eye.
The clear image of a large shark emerged from the right, crossed next to another from the left, right off the deck. They submerged as fast as they appeared, in a swirl past each other with forceful thrusts of their tails.




65. ROCKING THE CRADLE

Lyle toggled the switch to raise the anchor. The electric motor strained as it worked, pulling the boat toward the drop site. Lyle had an ah-ha moment—starting the engines brought some reduction to the electric motor's whine. The waves continued pushing hard against the Mantis, and when Lyle eased the throttle controls forward, the sound improved. The anchor was soon jangling, up against the bow and he released the switch. He hurried forward, pulled the anchor up onto the deck.
The cabin walkway was clean enough, but they'd never fix the galley. Lyle struggled with this turn of events, concluding that they'd have to torch the boat after all. He seethed. Mike's torturous mess of things, the drone, shooting at someone on shore. Fucking hell!

He'd complimented Mike on that ‘shot out of the air’, but he wasn't happy about how it all went down. One would not, could not survive in this business if things got sloppy.
This operation had started nice, stayed pretty clean all the way through to the disposal phase. ...doesn't matter how much you prepare, plans can go to shit! An uninvited set of eyeballs might have seen, probably saw something. Best-case scenario, the drone operator was some kid who shit his pants, raced home with an unbelievable story. Worst-case scenario, the drone had a camera, the operator might have video to back up his story. Fuck!

Lyle considered sinking the Mantis, but he didn't even know how to do that. It also brought more complications, including an unplanned swim to shore, and neither of them were good swimmers.
Lyle’s brain rolled these around as he turned the boat south. It was getting later in the day than he liked. The sun hadn't set, but it reached closer to the horizon. Can I get us back before dark? Coming into the harbor
after that'd be another clusterfuck! He decided they'd shelter for the night, get back in the morning.
A few minutes later he spotted that same protected area with a pier that he had noticed before. That'll work. 
He steered in that direction, sighing with relief as the boat's movement became smoother. The boat fought less against the waves, riding with them in surges forward. As the Mantis came into the bay, he backed off the throttle too much and it settled down into the water. He pushed forward again, speeding it up, then realized he was coming in too fast. Afraid he'd have issues with other boats around the bay, had to throttle back again. 
Finally, deep enough into the bay, he decided he could stop. He throttled back to idle, killed the engine, dropped the anchor.
Lyle went below, looked at his partner sitting on the bench seat. 
"We're gonna stay here tonight, Mike. I don't want to continue after dark. We'll sleep on the boat, get back to Santa Barbara in the morning, 'kay?" 
Mike looked at him, at least in his direction, nodding, but Lyle couldn't see anything of the old Mike in the face looking back.




66. SANTA BARBARA BOUND

Searching for a particular
boat paralleling shore was a longshot, but once in a while, longshots paid off. Dan's eyes focused on the highway ahead, with glances stolen to the west, snatching through the afternoon sunlight
at what the horizon presented along the way. The afternoon light would soon cool to a darkening, blue shadow. Dan had to accept that if the Mantis made it back to Santa Barbara, he'd be out of luck in facing the men onboard.
He followed a hunch and detoured to San Luis Obispo. There were a few places he knew where a boat might lay low, worth a look. In the Avila beach area, he walked out on a pier and looked around. Part way out, the skipper of a sloop finished tying a stern line and was positioning a fender as Dan neared.
“Hey!” He nodded, smiling as the man stood up, done. “Rough out there today. You just getting in?"
The guy nodded.
"Maybe you could help me. Did you see any fancy powerboats come into the bay this afternoon? Maybe with a skipper that, I dunno…, didn't really fit?" The sailor looked up at Dan again, studying him. He saw a man roughly his age, physically fit, capable.
“Might of. What exactly you looking for?” 
"Well, I saw a couple guys on a boat up north a few hours ago. They had me worried... couldn't get on step, not looking very safe... maybe dangerous for other boaters."
“I probably saw the same boat. Was it a Beneteau? The boat I saw was strictly weekenders.”
“Oh, yeah?"  Could it be them?  Why's that?” 
“Well, like you said," he offered, "the guy's running his throttle all over the place... not a good idea with other vessels around. He didn't know what he was doing.” The sailor squatted, coiling line by the tiller.
“Yup. Sounds like him. He keep heading south?”
He paused, looking up. "Actually, I think he anchored over there closer to Port San Luis Pier." He indicated with a nod to the west.
“Oh, hey, okay. Thanks! Well, I better get going, but I appreciate your time. Take it easy out there."
He turned around, walked off the pier. Back in the car, he drove further along the bay. There were many boats anchored out there. He thought one or two might be the Mantis, but his view through binoculars was blocked by other vessels. He parked in the boatyard, determined to keep a watch, and settled in.
The next morning, Dan was watching the boats in the bay as the sun came up. One of the large sports boats he had spotted fired up a half hour later, pulled away from other boats around it. He was able to pick out "Mantis" on the stern.
Presuming it would return to its home berth, he swigged some water, splashed a bit on his face and started the car.  Driving back to the highway, he turned south. He had to get there first. This was going to be necessary if he had any chance of locating where the Mantis berthed.
◆◆◆
 
    When Dan arrived in Santa Barbara, he was lucky, hit the jackpot right away. There were a small number of boat harbors to choose from. His first pick, the Santa Barbara Yacht Club Marina, turned out to be the right one. He found a public parking spot along Harbor Drive. It was close enough to the Harbor Master’s office, so he walked to the building.
“Can I help you, sir?”
“Well yes, Ma'am, thank you." He gave his best, casual reply. "I was chatting with someone on the dock here the other day and we were talking boats. When I mentioned a Beneteau, he said there was a nice one that berthed here. I was hoping I could find out where it tied up so I could check it out.”
The woman behind the desk confirmed that there were at least few Beneteau models there. As far as she knew, none of them were for sale.
“Oh, I’m not looking to buy one. Hells bells, I doubt I could ever afford one of them,” and he chuckled, kept looking at her, smiling.
“You know you can’t go onto the boats without permission, right?” 
“Oh yes, Ma'am. I only want to look at them from the outside.” 
She said okay and wrote down three slip numbers on a post-it, underlining one of them, and handed it to him.
“That one,” she pointed to the underline, “is one of the best-looking boats here.”
He took a shot, asking, “Can you tell me who owns it?”
She shook her head No, but replied in a low whisper, “Senator Turner.”
"Well, thank you, Ma'am. Have a great day!"
Dan hustled back to the Subaru, collected his small satchel. He returned to the marina and walked out onto the primary dock. Soon he had located the premiere slip that the clerk had indicated belonged to ‘the Senator’. It was currently empty, at mid-morning. He decided to settle in, be patient, wait to see what happened next.
Hanging out in a boat harbor was nearly the best thing Dan could do, second only to being under water. He never tired of the sights, sounds, smells. Boats bobbing, masts waving on the current, flags fluttering. Gulls screeching above, jockeying for position to swoop. Ship bells, and the clank of hardware on masts. The rich aroma of the ocean—-a blend of briny-fresh and rotting detritus.
Dan spent a couple hours wandering along the slips, but always keeping an eye out for boats coming in. Finally, he settled onto a bench that provided a view of traffic entering the harbor, and a bit of a view of the empty slip. About an hour later, he spotted the boat he'd seen earlier that morning. It motored around the breakwater and entered the harbor.




67. MEETING THE MANTIS

His stomach flip-flopped. It didn't make a difference what prep work, what sort of mental exercise took place. Dan took a few deep breaths and eased the sensation, then picked up his bag. He started up the dock, looking out over the area in broad, sweeping glances. He avoided more than what his eyes could take while turning his face, passing across the boat, on to other views. He didn't want to be seen looking at it, as it approached the slip.
He moved one slip away, turned onto the far float that served the boat there. He pretended to check lines in preparation to board it. Critical here, he could have the cover of the boat to sneak peeks at the arrival as the Beneteau tied up. There were a few people visible out on this long dock. They worked among the floating slip arms, loading and unloading gear, doing chores. Everyone seemed well occupied with their own agendas.
Dan squatted down as the boat approached the mouth of the slip, coming in too fast. He felt the bump as it contacted one side of the slip’s decking and could hear a voice call out.
“Grab the front rope!”
Any mariner worth his salt would have said “secure the bow line” or something similar. Maybe Dan was being critical of someone already guilty as charged. He stood close to the boat in front of him, peeking over to watch, as a man clambered up onto the bow. He picked up the line, then jumped off the bow to land on the dock. He wrapped the line around the cleat in naïve, circular loops. Another demonstration that he was no seaman.
Dan's switch went from orange to red. The first mate returned to enter the cabin. Dan could hear them moving about. He'd need to have eyes on both men. Bending down, placing his duffel on the deck, he opened it, grabbed several zip-ties which he stuffed into his back pocket. Next, he removed his suppressed .22 pistol. He chambered a round, flipped off the safety. He closed the bag, picked it up in his left, held his pistol in his right. His trigger finger, lightly on the guard. He stood, holding the pistol low, against the back of his thigh, and with a glance to make certain nobody was approaching on the dock, he moved off the float, turned toward the Mantis.
He moved down the dock rapidly, stepped onto float that served the Beneteau. Lowering his profile as much as he could, he crept forward. Halfway to the boat’s aft deck, he could see one man's back, shoulders as he bent down near the captain’s seat. The second man was below, out of sight. Dan could only hope he wasn't spotted through the vessel's galley window. He passed the window, scurried to the aft deck. Squatted, waiting.
After a few moments, the man below returned topside. Dan heard him finish a sentence...
“...got the lighter fluid.”




68. SURPRISE PARTY

Dan squatted at the starboard stern. From there, he peeked over the edge. Both men were in sight. One sat in the captain's chair, fiddling with controls. The other stood at the top of the steps, looking toward the galley. He squirted a spaghetti-noodle stream of clear fluid from a yellow bottle. As Dan watched, he lowered his arm, walking the stream up the steps toward his feet. Got to get him first…  gotta end it now!  Dan tucked his bag into a corner on the aft deck. He raised up, whisper-quiet, pistol aimed at a point, back of the head where it met the neck.
“Don't move!" His command was firm, but ineffective.  Both heads swiveled, startled faces. Dan’s eyes shifted between the two. The next second, the man who'd been below, tossed the fuel can toward Dan, turned to run down the steps. His left foot landed on the first step. Before it came up, his lights went out. The .22 hollow point entered behind his right ear. The mushrooming clump puréed a widening track of gray matter inside his skull.
Dan eyes drilled into the other’s face.  Impressive!  Pretty fucking calm, with what just happened.  The orbits looking back were ice cold, zeroed in, calculating. Dan imagined the brain behind those eyeballs thinking, Any fast move, a last move.  If so, he'd be right.
“Keep those hands on that wheel."
The lighter fluid’s pungent aroma was working, even in this open-air cockpit. It smelled like white gas, but oily, too. A small track of it had dribbled out as the bottle came flying at Dan and he could see where it'd splashed across the deck. His eyes turned back to the man at the chair. He hadn't moved, silent, eyes locked. Dan knew the guy below was dead, but a second look would confirm it. His rapid response pistol control served him many times, under adverse conditions. Another part of his brain whispered...  like riding a bicycle.
He came forward, tipped left enough to see down the steps, feet and legs, no movement. Dan turned his head.
“Who are you?” He stared hard at the man seated. He received the same blank look. Dan remained intent, watching for tells. Bits of information coming in. This guy's calm as ice. He suspected that the dead man was apprentice in all this. The man sitting here looked like he'd just ordered pizza.
Dan did a quick set of snapshot glances around, always returning to his companion for sign of changes. The cockpit looked orderly. The control panel still powered up, engine idling. This fume-heavy lighter fluid wasn’t pleasant. It reminded him of kerosene, ready to burn. Another quick glance down the steps. Legs of prone number two, bisecting a strawberries and cream splashed palette of color beyond.
“Who are you?” Twice as much heat on the words, still no response. He moved two steps toward the captain's chair. “Stand up, keep hands on the wheel.” The man stood, facing forward. In a split second, the muzzle of his pistol pressed to the man’s neck at the jaw. “Twitch, you're dead.” This, in an icy tone. It wasn’t meant for effect. Simply stating a fact.
“Very slowly now, hands behind your back, lace your fingers tight.”
As soon as that happened, Dan pushed him roughly, forcing him hard against the wheel. "Don't move." He put his left hand on top, laced his own fingers into the others, squeezed them hard, locking the man’s hands together. Now, pulling up on those arms, he commanded, “Turn to your left, drop to your knees!” Dan followed him down, forced him to lay on his belly. “I’m going to let go of your hands. Keep those fingers laced.”
Dan tucked his pistol into his waistband, pulled a zip-tie from his back pocket and secured it around one wrist, then repeated the action for the other wrist, this time looping into the first tie, zipping it tight.
"Stay there."
Dan stood, returned to the top of the steps, descended to the galley, stepping over, around the legs taking up space on the stairway. He could see dried blood residue fountains in many directions. No longer shiny bright—they reflected back darkly on the scene. The large, dried mud-looking puddle on the floor told where most of the blood-letting occurred. Sprays, splotches and smears across the entire area of the floor. Up and away, the cabinets and granite countertops displayed a sprayed, dark brick-red contrast.
As Dan turned to come back up the stairs, a gun fired, a bullet striking his deltoid. In Pavlovian response, he returned fire. The bullet hitting Dan tracked through connective tissue around the neck of the humerus. It glanced off, came to a stop. Bulged in a yellowish-pinkish blob above his armpit.
The shot he made also connected. It went left of center, hit the man in his left shoulder. He stood at the top of the steps, turned sideways, his hands still secured low, behind his back.  He'd fired a small pistol from that position, in his right hand, aimed up from his lumbar region. Dan’s luck had saved his life. The tight zip-tie binding he'd applied forced the man to work his hands hard to get the pistol aimed even near target.
He dropped the pistol when hit by Dan's return fire. In the next moment, he turned, bolted down the walkway toward the rear deck. There, he dove head first into the marina’s oil-sheened water. 
Dan was after him in a second. On the water, he saw the splash, the water beginning to settle where the man had jumped in. He didn’t expect the shot he made to be mortal. Between the zip-tied hands and the wound, maybe this swim would be his final, fatal act. He watched for several seconds but didn't see the man resurface. Light bouncing off the water was full of brighter and darker areas. It made clear sight into the water impossible. Between the boats, floating docks and pilings, if this guy were to come up, he might come up in any direction. Enough of that.
Dan reached down and picked up his bag, turned and set it on the deck table. He pulled out his camera and from an inner pouch, the USB thumb drive copy of his drone’s flight. A quick search of one of the storage bins produced a pad of paper, a pen. His note on the top sheet was brief. He set the pad on the table, the USB drive on top, tossed the pen into his bag.
Next, he picked up his camera and took a few pictures of the cockpit’s view down into the galley. He made sure to get one of the twenty-five semi-auto that had landed on the deck, left it there. He came back to the bag, stowed the camera, then pulled the magazine from his pistol, cleared the breech, dropped all into the bag. He pulled his jacket out and shrugged it over his shoulders. 
Opening the side pocket of the bag, he extracted a clean cell phone, stepped onto the float.




69. ANOTHER 9-1-1 CALL

Dan moved from the float toward the dock, pressed 9-1-1. His call connected moments after he turned onto the dock itself.
“What's your emergency?” 
He paused long enough for the operator to repeat the question while he passed a mariner pushing a gear cart.
“There's a dead man, I repeat, a dead man on a Beneteau boat, MV Mantis, slip number A-six-fifteen, in the Santa Barbara Yacht Club marina. There's a flammable liquid sprayed across the deck. Another man with a bullet wound to his left shoulder, somewhere nearby. Last seen, his hands were at his back, secured with zip ties.”
As the operator was beginning to ask for his name, Dan ended the call. He increased his speed a bit, continued walking toward land. The cell vibrated in his hand. He accepted the call but didn't allow the caller to begin a conversation.
“I made the 9-1-1 call. This is not a prank. Police and fire should get there in a hurry.” He ended the call, trotting in the general direction of his parked car. He veered off to drop the phone, now battery and sim card free, into a trash bin outside of the Coast Guard station across from Merritt Bartlett Marine.
When he got to the car, he opened the hatchback. A bag stored there contained first aid supplies. He removed an abdominal pad dressing, a roll of tape and an ace wrap. He tore long strips of tape, stuck them to the underside of the hatch, and opened the dressing package. Clamping his jaws, he shrugged off his jacket, removed his t-shirt. He folded the pad into quarters, stuck a strip of tape to it and pushed it to his deltoid. Running fingers along the tape, he pressed across his breast, then around his shoulder toward the scapula. He stuck the other pieces of tape, repeated the process. The ace wrap was used as a binder. Around the joint, under the arm a couple times. He brought it around the far side of his neck to help it stay up. It was restrictive, but the end product was a pressure dressing that would slow bleeding. It'd be okay for a while.
God-damnit! I'm fuckin' slippin'!  He thought about the second man he'd killed at the dump site, after he'd pulled a back-up pistol. Here again, failing to check the guy's pants pocket had almost done him in.  Get it together, dipshit!
Those thoughts bounced around as he shrugged the jacket back into place, slipping arms into sleeves.  Uhh, that doesn't feel good!  He dropped the hatch, got into the driver’s seat, tossing his primary bag onto the passenger seat. Better not drive home… hope Tony's around...  he can patch this up!   He dug into his bag, retrieved a different phone. Dialed a number by heart.
"What?"
"Boomer, need to come by. You home?"




70. NO SPRING CHICKEN

Lyle knew he'd be fucked if he didn’t re-gain the upper hand. Yesterday's disastrous chain of events was bad enough. This guy had gotten the drop on them. Mike must be dead. He was either about to be killed, or handed over to the police in connection with the missing Senator.
Lyle reached the conclusion years earlier that the probability of capture could be high at times.  If it happened, he couldn't talk about what he did for a living.  He could talk, but the penalty for the truth would be far worse than sitting in a cell. There was no such a thing as protective custody. Unless he got dropped into a glacier’s cold storage, someone would find him. The result of that—a caustic gargle, shiv to his liver, or other method to stop his course.
While left lying on the deck, this cowboy had stepped away, down into the galley. Lyle rolled to his side, got to his feet, forced his right hand into his back pocket.  His left hand dragged along as far as needed in order to grasp at the twenty-five auto secreted there. 


Come out of there. He pinched hard at the grip, managed to slip the pistol out enough that he could take it into his right hand.
Sidling over to increase his view of the steps, his body turned to look over his left shoulder, aim with his right hand. His grip on the diminutive gun was firm. Aiming was not easy. He guessed at the muzzle’s aim, the bullet’s path. He tried to aim at a point below the neck, between the shoulders. That feels about right. He squeezed the trigger.
As his focus shifted from aiming to squeezing the trigger, the man below had turned. He'd pointed his gun, fired off a round. Lyle was sure his shot hit, but he felt the white hot, hard punch as his left deltoid exploded in pain. The pistol dropped from his hand and he had one option. He turned to run, knowing that trying to exit the boat onto the float would require him to slow and turn.  He dove head first, jettisoned off the rear deck, into the water below.
As he hit the surface, he kicked to get some depth. About eight feet down in a half spiral, momentum bubbled away.  When he stopped, he exhaled air through pursed lips, dispelled enough to help him stay down longer.
Alright, PUSH!  Jaws clenched, he forced his bound wrists down passed his ass, while in tandem, driving his knees up toward his chest. Bolts of pain coming along for the ride. At his arm’s extreme stretch, his leg's extreme compression, he passed his manacled wrists across his shoes.
Pained insult upon insult was his shoulder’s scream. He peered up through complaining eyes, toward the brighter water above, the sky's blue undulating. He turned his head furtively, looking at features of the underside of the marina. His best option was underneath the main dock. In-between a boat and float would be closer, but riskier.  He extended his arms in the dock’s direction, causing more pain. He kicked his legs, muscles calling for oxygen.
Eyes on fire!...
fuel, oil, other shit in the water, getting worse...  He kept them open as he ascended. The water teemed with flotsam and jetsam, hovering in this relatively stable, if not quite stagnant swamp. He had to avoid contact with the mish-mash of ugly-looking, quietly dangerous crap—rusted cables, fishing gear detritus.
As he made the cover of the dock, he came up in a controlled rise that felt out of control. Arm pain, eyes burning and diaphragm spasms. All wanted attention. He needed a breath but had to fight not to burst up gasping, even though his lungs called for it.
When his diaphragm chilled out, lungs filled a couple times and breathing had eased, he strained to listen past his own airway sounds.  Nothing other than foot traffic above on the dock. Lyle kicked over to a nearby piling that looked promising. He located one of the unemployed rusty bolts extending out from the creosoted post.  Raising his hands over it, began working his wrists back and forth along the bolt's shaft.
It didn’t take long to wear through the zip-tie, even with his shoulder’s protests, scrapes to his wrists, and his hands were free. He swam back out from under the dock to the far side, came up between the hull of a sailboat and the float. He kicked over to get to the back of the boat, held onto it, waited there, watching, listening. Could get out here, but too close to that boat…  Can I get to that dock over there?  It was a swim, but he decided it was worth doing, if he could get something to help him. There was an orange life ring hanging right above him. He grabbed it from its hook.
Lyle looked for boat traffic, nothing coming. He pushed away, going for it, kicking across toward the other dock. The swim wasn’t on his mind. Mother fucker! He killed Mike… Mike’s gone!  He saw a low-profile boat, aimed for it. Once there, he climbed up the short stern ladder, hopped over onto the slip. Turning up the dock, he walked toward the marina's center, water splooging out from his jeans.
A couple coming in the opposite direction stopped as he got closer. They were staring at him, at his shoulder. He looked down at it, saw the steady flow of bright crimson. He hurried past.
"Are you alright?" The woman had stopped, asked.
“Snagged my arm on something.” He growled over his shoulder, kept moving.
Once off the dock, Lyle hustled into the restroom at the Waterfront Grill, stepped into one of the stalls, locked the door. He peeled his long sleeve shirt back and away from his messy shoulder. This was his first opportunity to get a look at the damage.  Mother fuck! 
To Lyle’s good luck and the laws of physics, the path of least resistance proved true. When the bullet hit his shoulder, it tore through skin, fat, and muscle. Sparing his shoulder blade and much of the rotator cuff, it removed a big chunk of the soft tissue that had defined the back portion. A large, macerated cup oozed a steady flow.
He removed his shirt and ripped the lower half off, wadded it into a ball. He stuffed the ball into the hole, leaned against the wall to keep it in place. He took the rest of his shirt and twisted it into a length. With that, he clumsily wrapped around his arm and shoulder to hold the wad in place. With his right fingers and teeth, tied the ends. It wasn't the best dressing he'd ever created, but it would serve for the moment.
Lyle readied himself for a fast exit. He needed to get out of the restaurant, back to the van. He still had the keys jammed into a front pocket, so he wouldn't need to steal a car from the lot.
With a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then another, he opened the stall. He glanced at a man standing at the row of sinks. Lyle walked out of the restroom.
The man would later report a shirtless guy, some kind of wound on his left arm, wrapped with a bloody piece of cloth.  
As Lyle emerged, he took a side door exit and hustled toward overnight parking. He pulled the keys as he approached the van, got in, started it. He pulled out of the lot, out onto Harbor Way, then onto Shoreline Drive. As he drove away, two police cruisers were coming in the opposite direction, lights and sirens.




PART FIVE





71. DROPPING BY FOR A VISIT

During early years of his military experience, on a covert mission, Dan's team included an Army Ranger named Anthony 'Boomer' Rodgers. Tony liked blowing things up. The army liked the way he blew things up. His assignment—provide demolition support on an operation Dan spearheaded. The two men hit it off and worked together several times over the course of the following years. Both were, on the record, retired now. They still kept in touch, had occasional beer and barbeque events. A card to a post office box, a message like “Hey, Bud, How's it? Come on by when you’re in the neighborhood.”, and the other would show up within a week or two. Neither required regular confirmation of their comradery.
As Dan drove away from the marina that day, he called Tony’s private cell, and after four rings, he heard, short and sweet—
"What?"
"Boomer, need to come by. You home? What’s cookin’?"
“Hey, Shark Man! Burgers and beer, if you know what’s good for ya.”
They exchanged a bit of telephonic shootin' the shit.
"Tony," Dan got back to business, “you got your hands full right now?”
“No, Brother. I’m just working the yard. I’ve got some veggies growing... been thinking it'd be easier to eat the weeds and weed out the squash, know what I’m sayin’?”
"Roger that...  So Tone," Dan continued, "I've got a little personal problem. Thinking you'd help me get it patched up.”
Tony knew immediately that Dan had sustained injury.
“Can you get here, or should I come find you?”
"Naw, I'm good. Maybe twenty, thirty minutes..."
"Alright. It'll be good to get eyes on ya."
◆◆◆
 
The Outback reached the fringe of city proper, starting the climb into the coastal range. Winding his way up into the hills was a tease of sorts, shadows of another joie de vivre for Dan. If he couldn’t be in the ocean, he'd choose the woodlands, with their sun-drenched hills and sprawling oaks. Mostly a memory now, for the look had changed. Fires had destroyed the old oaks and what sprawled in their places were large, private estates and ranches. One might be hard-pressed to find typical ranch animals—cattle, sheep, horses. This transformation occurred over decades. Of course, driving through wasn't much different than flying over—both shit compared to being on foot, smelling the earth.
He drove up San Marcos Pass Road, pulled off near San Antonio Creek Road. A few turns later, he eased onto a graveled turn-out that rode a crest. On the edge, a gentle cutback dropped over, onto a driveway that scooted between the trees. Emerging from them thirty yards down the slope, the car entered a clearing. As it did, at the far side, Tony stood up from his garden, wiping dirt from his hands. He skirted a mound, came out through the gate, closing it behind. Dan pulled close, shut off the car and stepped out, where Tony met him. The start of a bear hug was interrupted by Dan’s grunt.
◆◆◆
 
“Whatcha got?”
“I caught one in the shoulder.”
“Let’s go inside.” Tony turned, leading Dan to the house.
A little over an hour later, Dan was holding a misshapen twenty-five caliber bullet in one hand, half of a tall bourbon on the rocks in the other. He sported a brand new, professional dressing where his field dressing had been. He'd provided Tony the Reader’s Digest version of what had happened over the last days and hours. Tony could tell his friend was spent. A little pain and a whole lot of excitement could keep someone going for a while, but everyone's juices ran low.
"Kick back, Danny. I'll grab a blanket and pillow. You can chill out, charge up."


"Thanks, Boom. I do feel beat." He kicked off his shoes, sat back on the couch.
Tony walked off, and less than a couple minutes later, returned with supplies in hand.
"Take this Dan, and drink all that. That'll get ya started." He handed Dan a large tablet and a glass of water. Dan swallowed it all down. 
"You couch surfin', right?" Tony asked, though he  wouldn't take a No, as he dropped a pillow and blanket in the sofa's corner. Dan nodded. They both knew he'd be safe here. 
No more bourbon tonight, thought Tony. Just that  earlier edge -remover.
"I'm gonna go fix chow. You relax. Let me know if you need anything. I got this shit, so stay outta my kitchen!" Tony grinned. 
"What we eatin', Boom?"
"On the menu—fresh grilled zuke, stuffed with chopped onion, mushroom, smoked cheddar. Next to it, a couple of thick, lean burgers. Will that be to your likin', Sir?" The question's mocking tone was accompanied by a friendly bird flown his way as Tony disappeared around the kitchen doorway.
Dan smiled, sat back, closed his eyes.


After eating, Tony turned on the TV, tuning to the local KCOY news broadcast.
The feature story centered on a local crime scene. An unidentified man found dead on board a boat in the Santa Barbara Yacht Club Marina. Police and fire departments responded. In typical news team cheer, no other injuries or property damage were reported. The fire department conducted a fuel spill clean-up. The Coast Guard expressed interest, stating that crimes appeared to have taken place on a registered vessel.
"In a related story", a reporter interviewed a guy from L.A. who was in Santa Barbara for a fishing charter. He described a shirtless man who emerged from a restroom stall with a bloodied arm, wrapped in some kind of dressing. He'd been looking at the guy's arm, didn't get a good look at the face. Never the less, he tried to describe what he saw to one of the police officers who arrived at the scene. A still photo showed some crime scene tape. The PD gave a vague description of a ‘person of interest’ and the screen flashed a black and white drawing, also vague.
As the news segment ended, Tony looked over at Dan, thinking about the cluster that had landed on his head and shoulders. He would have said something to that effect, but Dan was out, oblivious to the beating of the band.




72. MURDER AND MISSING PERSONS

Homicides, and crimes less violent are not uncommon in the city, but today's discovery didn't look like it would fit the typical homicide profile.
The call came to the cell phone of Detective Alex Simmons. The day wasn't over yet, in what had already been a long week.  It's only Wednesday, for fuck sake!
Simmons had been on the force twelve years, got his shield two years ago, and had worked homicides ever since. When the cell phone rang, his desk already carried a pile of case files—six separate cases he'd been tasked with, was in the middle of working. If this is a new case, maybe Robert's will take it... That thought hovered in his mind when the call came in from a patrolman he knew. 
As the patrolman added interesting points, Simmons decided it'd be better if he did take it. If it went well, it'd put another notch on his professional career climb to the top.
Patrolman Rivera provided details. Unidentified dead body, male, approximately thirty-five years of age. Cause of death likely from single, fatal GSW to the back of the head. Santa Barbara Yacht Club Marina, slip space A-6-15. The d.b. laying in/around dried blood that appeared to be from another victim, in the galley of motorboat Mantis. Registered to retired Senator John Conrad Turner, whereabouts unknown.
Patrolman Rivera waited on the line with more to say, while the detective finished scribbling notes.
“Go ahead, Miguel.” Simmons invited.
“Alex, this one's already complicated and it's gonna get worse. I've got the scene secured but think you'd better get down here pronto.” 
Alex knew Rivera as a hard-working, by the book officer for the six years since he'd joined the force. He respected him in his work, and in his sense of things, so he took this comment to heart.
“Alright, Miguel. Hold the fort. I’ll be there in about twenty. As your help arrives, have a few guys run some preliminaries; harbor master, cafe, anybody situated nearby. Maybe somebody saw something. Oh, and give my cell number to the head Coastie, okay?"
"Yes, Sir. I'm on it!"
"Let’s find out," he continued, "if we can locate the boat's owner. A standard 'no comment' to the press for now. Thanks, Miguel. I'll see you in a bit.” 
He severed the connection, dropped the phone into his shirt pocket. An arm's reach away, a low stack of ready file folders was waiting for him on the corner. Another fuckin' log on the fire. He removed the Sig-Sauer from a side drawer, cracked the slide to visualize the top round, eased it back into place. He checked the safety, snugged the pistol into the pancake holster on his right hip. Next to his pistol in the drawer, a box of nitrile gloves waited. He pinched a small handful, stood up, retrieving his jacket from the back of his chair. The gloves tucked into a pocket, then he slipped into the jacket. As he walked by, he informed the clerk that he was heading to the marina.
Arriving onsite, he brought the unmarked cruiser to a stop, parking as close as he could get to the primary dock, leaving the blueberry/cherry flickers on. That might slow things down a little, but it would take more to be effective. He walked down the main pier, found Miguel standing at a slip, the bow of the boat pointing in toward the dock. 
Alex's eyes rolled. Wow, nice boat!  Police “Do Not Cross” yellow tape decorated the otherwise smooth white bow, stretching from boat rails on either side of this one. Those boats were taped off to prevent entry on the far sides as well.
“Thanks, Miguel." He extended his right and as they shook hands, he added, "Whatcha got?” 
“I’ve got a scene like I described, but there’s way more goin' on here.” They stooped under the ribbon and walked to the stern, stopping at the end of the float.
“Over on that table,” Miguel pointed his pen, “we've got a thumb drive sitting on a pad of paper with a note on the top.” That elicited a hitch to the eyebrows on the detective's face. 
“There's a small amount of what looks like blood spatter as well." He continued to use his pointer. "There’s also some blood on the bench, and a little bit on the boat’s console and window. More on the large arched window above the steps that drop down below.”
“Where’s the body?” inquired Alex.
“Bottom of the steps, into the galley," Miguel responded, "but I don’t think all this splatter came from the d.b." 
Alex turn his head from peering toward the steps, full attention now to the patrolman.
Miguel continued, "He's prone, at the bottom of those steps and it looks like he was facing that way when he was shot. It’s possible that some of the blood might have spattered backward up here and could have been his, but not all. Some of the spatter on the bench and dash area would've turned ninety degrees to hit those surfaces.”
Alex looked at Miguel, brain clicking along at speed. "Huh! Reminds me of the magic bullet theory in the Kennedy assassination. Okay, Miguel. Good job.”
“There’s more," he added, nodding, "As I told you on the phone, it looks like single gunshot to the back of the head. Minimal bleeding, right?”  It was rhetorical. “There's a whole shit storm of blood, in splatters and pools around the galley down there. Somebody or something did a whole lot of bleeding before our John Doe hit the floor.”
Alex chewed on this for a couple moments. “So, you're talking a double kill? One done earlier, and then this one?”
“That's my first impression. Let's go look." 
Alex put on a pair of gloves, then followed, keeping his steps on track behind the beat cop. He avoided markers on the deck, until he was standing behind Miguel, under the lip of the overhead canopy.
“After clearing the boat for active shooters, I came back up, didn’t see any other obvious blood on the deck itself." Alex stepped around Miguel, down two steps so that he could see more of the galley. After that, he turned back to join Miguel on the cockpit deck. On the table in front of them, the note pad, and the thumb drive.
“Your camera in the car?” Alex asked, and Miguel nodded. Alex asked that he get it. When Miguel left, Alex stepped back to the aft deck, turned. He looked at the big picture, mentally mapping out what and how the scene presented. After a couple minutes looking at the scene from the stern, he returned to the deck table. He picked up the thumb drive for a quick inspection, set it to the side. He picked up the post-it note pad and read the note on the top, short and to the point: "This thumb drive has evidence of what appears to be the dumping of human body parts from this boat." After assuring there was nothing more written, he bagged both the pad and drive, slipped them into his jacket pocket.
Miguel returned and Alex asked him to get several photos from the float, then different angles of the entire deck area. Alex turned his attention to the captain's seat, the front dash area, and the passenger bench. By the looks of things, Miguel was right. The few spatters spread around different areas told him that there was a complex mystery to solve.
Alex returned to the threshold, then down the steps toward the galley space. At the entrance, he spread his own feet to avoid feet and legs below him. He stopped to take a panoramic view. The d.b. sprawled forward, with feet still on the steps so that Alex could see the soles of his shoes. His head might have impacted the galley’s counter, where a blood smear grew to a dried ridge along the leading edge. From there, his head and torso bent hard right, twisting him in an awkward and broken looking posture. Alex guessed that the victim was dead before he hit the floor.
When he scanned the scene, the fan-like pattern of dried blood spray was evident. The view confirmed what he'd already surmised. This was going to involve several hours of analysis and special treatment. It would be impossible to conduct while the boat remained tied up here. Too much foot traffic by the public would get in the way. Alex called his boss to authorize the transfer of the boat to their secured yard. After a quick pat of the d.b.’s pockets, Alex would bet he wasn’t carrying identification.
He stepped over to the galley’s bench and table, taking a circuitous route to avoid the bloodied floor and carpet.  Under the table, laying on the floor at the base of the bench were a machete and a small hatchet. Both were painted brick red and vying for identification as probable murder weapons of a missing body.
Above them on the bench, a large duffel bag was peeking out from under a folded tarp. He used his pen to shift the tarp aside and spread open the bag. He found a take-down, semi-auto twenty-two caliber rifle with a mounted laser sight nested there. He pulled it out, hands still gloved, pressed the rifle’s button to release the cartridge magazine. Setting it down, he retracted the bolt, allowed a round to pop out of the breech. The magazine and loose round went into an evidence bag he pulled from another pocket of his jacket. Probing further into the duffel produced a Colt Mustang pistol, sandwiched between the folds of a light-weight jacket. He pulled it out, repeated the process of extracting the magazine, drawing back the slide, ejecting a round. Below the jacket, the bag contained some other tools and miscellaneous supplies.
Alex completed this preliminary search when Miguel stepped down to the galley's doorway.
"Stevens is interviewing someone at the restaurant. The guy saw somebody with a wound. Maybe related. They taped off a restroom with blood evidence."
"Okay, sounds good. I've got two firearms here. I pulled the magazines, have them bagged, and I've asked for the lab to come for him." He tipped his head toward the body. 
"As soon as they get him, they can get the boat trailered. All we need is to keep it secure 'til they come. I'm hoping within an hour or two." 
Alex asked Miguel to snap a few more photos, some overview pictures of the galley, along with the ones already taken. He expected he wasn't going to get much sleep tonight.




73. S.B.P.D.

     Video evidence is often appealing. Alex returned to the office after leaving the crime scene for one main reason. The notepad from the Mantis indicated that the thumb drive contained significant evidence. He harbored no reason to believe otherwise. 
    If true, it most likely connected to the chaos on the Mantis. Another d.b. somewhere? It seemed clear that someone, operating as a friend to the police, made the initial 9-1-1 call. Likely the same friend who left the note and a thumb drive. Was it possible that there was more than one friend here? Possible, but likely? 
     His recollection from what dispatch had said was that the caller mentioned both the d.b. and spilled fuel. That was exactly what they found plus bonus goodies by the bucket load. Unless this was someone toying with the P.D. in a sick cat and mouse game, this was coming from a valuable source.
He placed the thumb drive into a workroom computer and opened the file that popped up. He watched the whole thing. It started out a bit shaky and pretty mild, showing some beach and offshore water.  Might be able to ID that shore location with some time, some extra eyes... and then it became very interesting. This was a drone’s view. It showed the Mantis and two men onboard, one wearing clothes like the d.b. on the boat. They were dumping a body, or at least, the remnants of a body and miscellaneous parts and blood. The tarp seen in the video looked like the tarp that he saw folded up inside the galley. A rifle's appearance looked similar as well.
◆◆◆
 
Alex needed to pay a visit to Senator Turner’s home. He acquired the address and phone number from the police department’s resources. Leaving the office, he drove out to the residence, located in a high-end subdivision on the northern fringe of the city. 
When he arrived, he was unable to get any response through the intercom system at the gate to the home’s driveway. He got out of his sedan and walked around to the side of the property, tried a small gate's latch, opened the gate. He walked back through the yard to the front door, knocked on it. There was still no response. 
He pulled one of his cards and tucked it under the edge of the door so that it should be seen dropping when the door opened.         




74. LIMPING HOME

Lyle didn’t have a spare shirt or jacket in the car. As he drove back to the apartment, he slouched in the driver’s seat.  Mother fucker killed Mike! He kept his eyes to the front and drove without stopping, except for the traffic lights. He reached the apartment in twenty minutes, went inside with only one gawking stare from someone on the sidewalk.  Fuck you!
As soon as he got inside, he went to the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. Lyle kept a small supply of pharmaceuticals for emergency needs. He pulled two oxycontin from his stash, swallowed them dry. He did the same with two amoxicillin, then washed it all down with water he slurped from the faucet. Gathering dressing supplies, he walked out to the kitchen table, dropped onto a chair.
Exhaustion was a fast, dark shroud. He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes, waiting for the pain meds to get busy. Sitting there, eyes closed, head and neck tilted against the chair back, he sank, drifting into a shadowy other place. His heart’s backbeat half of a duo with his throbbing shoulder. Slow, even breathing eased him back, deeper into a calm, meditative fog.  In a few moments, the fog ghosted, thinning into slender, horizontal ribbons. They split into threads that stretched away like gossamer, saltwater taffy.
◆◆◆
 
Rocking slowly, quietly in a wooden chair. Soft syllables tumble around the living room. Afternoon’s golden sunlight edging pink. It penetrates the dirty front window’s film, fighting its way into the air. Dust motes star in weakened spotlights, drifting, in no direction what so ever.
Maria's there, staring. Eyes welling, holding precious drops. Suddenly free, they run in rivulets down cheeks, become meaningless bits of moisture, soaked into obscurity, lost in the dusty, worn carpet. More sounds, small children laughing, innocent voices, unaware of bitterness to come.
A screen door's creaky spring announces a visitor. The front door pushes inward, a vortex swirl of dust. Tom’s boot across the threshold, but leg fades to nothing. Now boots sit idle by the door, awaiting feet to enter their hollow.
Mike is standing by the door, peering out. He turns, a large book in his hand. His arm extends, reaching toward Maria. The book leaves his hand, a slow pancake-flat fall through thick air, motes scurry away. Closer to the floor in slow motion, dust roiling. A feather dropping to the floor...  ~BANG!~
◆◆◆
 
Lyle's body startled in a jerk, his eyes popping open. Where'd that noise come from?

He sat frozen in place, listening a moment. Nothing going on... Still in the kitchen chair, foggy about how long he'd been there. Shoulder pain not as bad, still throbbing. The First Aid kit sat there waiting, and seeing it brought focus. He sat up, scooted closer to the table, spread out supplies. As he did it, his brain raked the dream, pulling at imagery, trying to stop it from melting, without success.
"Mike's gone!" racked into his thoughts again, then shifted to Maria and promises he'd made so long ago, now broken. As far as he knew, Mike had severed himself emotionally from his family. Lyle had never known Mike to call his mother or siblings after they'd joined up. When Maria passed, her sister took over care of the kids, but they were now grown adults. Lyle had stopped sending cash, no return address, a few years back. Was Mike still sending money? Shit! Not now!
The ragged shirt he'd tied around his arm was still there, but no longer had a hold on his impromptu dressing. The lump of cotton he'd wadded into the wound looked about ready to tumble out. He pinched hold of it, pulled it away, and fresh, bright red blood oozed to  the surface. Dried blood had been the dressing's glue.
Lyle had history dealing with wounds. He knew this one wasn't ready to stop bleeding. He tore four long strips of tape, stuck them to the table's edge, then opened three packets of four by four gauze pads at once, tearing across the tops. He pulled them out as one, folded them in half, then half again, and plugged the hole with the thick wad. Bending his lower arm up tight, he held the plug in place with his thumb, then reached for strips of tape to strap it in position with pressure. That'll hold for now. He'd need to keep the antibiotics going for a week or so, watch for signs of infection.
With his arm squared away, he had to eat, and needed to make a call. As he threw something together from the kitchen’s meager supply, he thought about that call. He hated more than anything else, that this had to happen. I'll have to admit I fucked up. The primary goal was successful, of course. The fuck up would require resolution. If he didn't take care of it, someone else would, and he'd be on the list.
Lyle ate the p.b. & j., went to the living room for his cell phone. He entered a number and pressed the call button. It was almost five in the evening. As far as he knew, there was never a time of day or night when he couldn't call. The voice he expected picked up.
◆◆◆
 
“Yes?” 
“Hello Frieda, this is Mr. Bandahl. I need to update you on a delivery.” 
“Alright, Mr. Bandahl, will you please hold for a moment?” She didn't wait for a reply. She muted the mic on her phone, went over to her desk where a computer awaited her instructions. She selected a ‘record’ option for the phone she was using, re-activated the microphone.
“Okay, Mr.Bandahl, Your access code, please.”  He responded.
"Thank you. Please continue."
“The delivery of your package is complete, with anticipated results. There have been some complications."
"Oh?... I'm disappointed to hear that. Would you care to elaborate?"
"Well, let me say this. I've received unanticipated attention, and uh, I need to know if you've received anything...  any new concerns on this assignment."
“Such as?” She replied elusively.
“I need to know if there've been any new developments. If so, I'd appreciate learning whatever I can about them. I'd propose follow-up work, and of course, this would roll into the original work order, no extra fees.” He waited, hoping she'd have something for him.
◆◆◆
 
Frieda had been expecting his call for the last hour or so. Regular news coming out of Santa Barbara would've been enough for her tuned-in ears. The Colonel had filled her ears as well, and that'd been much worse. He'd shared with her that he'd already heard from Steve, knew that 'Eye Pluck' was compromised. His voice took on a glacial chill when he'd informed her of a name, an address.
"Yes, Mr. Bandahl, there have been complications." Frieda voice was ice-cold. "I have a name and address for you. It will be critical to your success."  She gave Lyle the information.
"For your sake, I hope everything works out. I expect we’ll hear results from you very soon." 
With dripping poison, she finished, "Have a nice day." The call was disconnected.
As Lyle closed his phone app, he was acutely aware that one way or another, this situation would get simplified by at least one number.




75. PERSONAL TIME

This was personal. The money mattered, sure, but regardless, he needed to take care if this. He had to presume that the information was solid. Now, it was matter of doing his best, methodical work to find this guy, finish him. When this worked out, he'd not only clean up the embarrassment of the boat, but he'd get some vengeance for Mike.
First things first-get out of the apartment. He went into Mike’s room with a large trash bag, collecting clothing and anything else lying about. As he stripped the bed, pulled the bottom sheet, he dislodged something that had been tucked between the mattress and box spring. When he picked it up, he saw that it was a photograph, and he immediately had to swallow to try to pass the lump in his throat. The picture was of Mike, his brother and sister in the foreground, Tony and Maria standing behind them. It looked like holiday decorations in the background. Lyle guessed Mike was only about eight or nine years old in the photo.
It was the only thing Mike had held onto from his life with a real family. Lyle felt the weight of promises,  hope, disappointment. Without comprehending some significant, unspoken aspects, Lyle had become Mike’s family. He stood next to the bed, looking down at the shaky picture in his hand, dropped to sit on the edge. For the first time in his adult life, he broke down in sobs. Shudders started in his gut, building in crescendo like hot magma, up into trembling shoulders. Fatigue halted the sobs, but Lyle stayed there for several minutes. Memories flashed through his mind, past his eyes like a flipbook.
Finally breaking from his stasis, Lyle stood, finished packing the bag. He placed it by the door, then began to pack his own possessions. His belongings went into two small suitcases. He cleared out the bathroom to collect anything personal that might be traceable.
When he was certain that all was taken care of, he brought everything down to his car and drove away. He made one stop on his way out of town. 
Pulling into an alley that served a small strip mall, he tucked the car in behind a dumpster. He got out of the car with the bag of Mike’s belongings and his throw-aways, opened the dumpster’s lid, dropped the bags in. He inverted a can of lighter fluid, squeezed until nothing remained. Lighting a cigarette, he flicked it into the bin, then returned to the car. He drove away as flames reached above the dumpster’s edge to lick at the Santa Barbara evening sky.




76. SOLID SLEEP IN SANTA BARBARA

Dan stirred, rolled over as much as the sofa'd allow. The cover slipped off his shoulder and the cooler air lifted him up, further... from... somewhere... misting away... in country...   someone, something...   chasing...  water.
He squinted back the light, tossed the blanket, rolled back and to a sitting position. Firm face rubbing cleared away cobweb remains of another place, another time.  He got up to his feet quietly, planned to avoid waking Tony, but needed to get some instant joe going.
◆◆◆
 


Tony's head and one shoulder leaned out from the kitchen's doorway, saw his pal sitting on the couch, rubbing his face. No definitive sign of life yet...   Then his head tipped up, face in the direction of where Tony stood.
"Dano! You're back!"
"G'mornin', Boom, yeah."
"Got coffee coming, Bro. Hold tight."
A few moments later, he emerged from the kitchen, two mugs in hand.
"Ah, Man! Thanks!"
"You got it, Brother. How's your shoulder doin'?"
Dan rolled it, winced, rolled it again. "It's sore, but if it ain't, I'm dead, over!"
Tony pointed at two generic prescription bottles on the table. "I know I'm preachin' to the choir but... Amoxicillin." He pointed at the bigger one. "Take one every eight, starting now. Stay tuned to it, Man. More pain, more redness around the edges, you get to the doc. That one," he pointed at the other, "if pain's stopping you from moving it.  No booze while on 'em."   
Dan nodded, swallowing a swig of joe. He set down the cup, picked up the larger bottle, rolled a cap out, washed it down with more java.
They sat for two hours, drinking coffee, eating breakfast, considering options. Dan decided the only thing left to do was return home. He hoped the second man from the boat had been picked up. Too early for news. Maybe later. Tony told him he'd keep tuned in, listen for updates. 
Dan still had a clean phone, decided a call to the local cop shop might produce some information.
"Make your call. I've got some chores to do in the shop. When you're finished, come on out."
Dan spent a couple minutes zig-zagging with a phone jockey. He finally succeeded with a couple simple statements.
“Look, I know that you're doing your job. Here’s the thing. I left a note and a thumb drive on the boat where they found the dead guy yesterday. I need to speak with the detective in charge. In five minutes, I'll be speaking with a member of the Santa Barbara News-Press. My stop watch is running.” It was effective. 
◆◆◆
 
Before picking up the desk phone, Detective Simmons pressed the ‘record’ button at the side of the unit.
“This is Detective Simmons. Who am I speaking to?” 
“Good morning, Detective Simmons. I left you a brief note and a thumb drive yesterday. Have you looked at the video yet?”
The detective replied, “Yes, I have. Who is this?”
Dan paused a second before replying. “Listen Detective Simmons, first of all, I presume you're recording this, and if not, I’ll wait.”
Alex paused, then “Go ahead.”
“At this point, you're not going to be learning my name. If, down the road, we go there, it'll be under very tight conditions. I understand why you want it and feel you need it. If you can accept the current conditions, we move forward. If you aren't able to, we’ll sum up our exchange so far as the best we could do. Up to you.”
Alex was stuck. He didn’t want to lose any chance for more later.
“Well, uh, Sir, can you give me a first name? Something I can call you?”
“How about you call me ‘Mr. Smith’? Will that do?” 
Alex didn’t need to write that down. “Okay, Mr. Smith. What can you tell me about this?”
“That’s a pretty vague question, Detective. Do you have any specific questions you’d like answered? If not, maybe we're wasting our time here this morning.”
“Okay. Great. Let’s talk about the dead guy on the boat first. Who is he?”
“Other than being one of the two men seen dumping evidence of foul play, and the one who shot down my drone, I’d say he was a bad guy.”
“Did you know him personally?”
“No, but when we met, his actions suggested he was about to do me harm. I took that very personally.”
Alex wrote notes at speed. “Did you kill him?”
“Now you are getting to some seriously specific questions. Yes, I killed him.”  
Alex stopped writing. He could always make notes later from his recording. “How did you kill him?”
“I used a twenty-two-caliber pistol, one shot, back of the head.”
“Good pistol work. So, he was moving away from you, not coming toward you with a weapon?” 
“That's correct, Detective. Before you begin to weave this as a homicide though, remember that there were weapons available to him.” 
“How'd you know that?”
“I was the operator of the drone, Detective. I figured you were going to get to that question sooner or later.”
Alex nodded to no one in particular. “Let’s talk about the other man in the video, Mr. Smith. Do you know who he is?”
“No. Here's what I know about him. I know that he also intended me harm. I have the slug from his pistol, pulled from my shoulder. It came from the twenty-five semi-auto your team would have found on the deck. 
"I also know that in self-defense, I fired back and I wounded him. I believe my shot hit him in his left deltoid. So, some of the blood your forensic team is working on will be his, and he might have left some prints on the pistol."
"I guess we'll find your blood, too." 
"Yes, I'd hope so...," Dan paused, wondering where that would go. "I know that after he shot me, and was hit by my return fire, he dove off the rear of the boat with his hands zip-tied behind his back. I presume he hasn't been located.” 
“Well, I really can’t discuss developments...”
Dan laughed. “Really? You mean to tell me that we're not going to be cooperating in this?” and he emphasized the term.
Alex was already regretting his rote reply. “I’m sorry. That was an ‘auto-play’. No, we haven't located anyone nearby, wounded or otherwise. We do have some leads, based on individuals who saw, let’s call him a character. I’m hoping that might get us somewhere.”
◆◆◆
 
“If your team is any good, Detective, I suspect they'll be able to pull his face from the video. He's got a long scar across his forehead that drops down his left cheek. He's about five foot-eleven, thinning hair, mostly grey. He probably weighs a little under two hundred pounds. That’s about all I have.”
“This is great, Mr. Smith." He paused, writing. "Are you able to tell me anything more about yourself? How you happened to be in the right place at the time to catch this? Anything else?” 
“Sorry, Detective. I don’t think I have anything more to tell you about me. I have a guess about the body I saw dumped, but I presume you do, as well.”
“What about reaching you in the future?” 
“I’ll get back to you. I've got a sneaking suspicion that if I'm able to, I’ll be chatting with you again. Thanks for not pressing me this morning. I know you wanted to. Good bye.”
Dan disconnected the call. He opened the phone and pulled the battery and sim card. It wasn't perfect, but would do for the time being.




77. TONY'S WORKSHOP

Dan took the coffee cups to the kitchen, rinsed and placed them in the rack. Back in the main room, he gathered his gear, shoved it into his bag. He left the house and walked to the outbuilding on the other side of the garden.
Tony maintained a shop that was the epitome of a man cave. It wasn't the typical space, decorated with recliners, beer signs and a big screen TV. It did host a beer fridge. This was a shop where a guy who knew what he was doing, and liked machinery, could build stuff. It had two halves. A wood shop on one side, metal shop on the other. The power tools alone were a mature man's wet dream—a lathe, saws, drill press, welder, and a plasma cutter! All the hand tools one might crave were there, too. They rested in their places, waiting for Tony's command, his next build.
Dan rapped on the door, heard Tony yell from inside, “Come on in!” The smell of molten steel, an acrid blend of boiling metal and flux, hit his nose as he pulled open the door. Along with the aroma, a crackling-popping sound of intense heating, cooling, heating.
He set his bag down by the door. Tony stood at his welding table twenty feet away, his back to Dan. The white-hot flicker of light and wafting smoke cast Tony's hunched-over back in an eerie silhouette. It jumped with each sputter of the light, and the welding helmet gave Tony's head a Frankenstein-ian outline.
Dan puttered around work benches and tables, where projects sat in stages of development, waiting for his friend to finish his welding task. Ten minutes later, Tony came over to the wood shop side, where Dan admired a sculpture in process.
“How'd your call go?”
“Pretty good, considering the dick I spoke with wanted to be in charge of the discussion.”
Tony's look made Dan realize the misunderstanding.
"No, he was fine. By 'dick', I mean detective." They laughed.
“Excellent! You know I'm your guy in the neighborhood, so if you need any messages passed along, or dropped off, give me the word.” 
“Thanks, Boom. I would like some assist in the research department, if you're up for it.”
“Lay it on me, Brother.”
“I'd like to learn what I can about the owner of the Mantis, if it is still owned by a senator, what he's about,  work-wise, whatever.”
“I’ll see what I can dig up for ya.” He changed the topic.
“Dan, I've got a couple things for you to take home with you, in case you get any more unwanted visitors.”
"Oh, yeah? What's that?"
"Hang on a sec." He crossed to a storage vault against one wall, opened the door and withdrew a box. He returned to the woodshop bench, set it down.
When he opened the box, Dan immediately recognized the shop-made, cylindrical grenades. The bodies looked like ABS or a similar plastic. They reminded Dan of some Tony had produced in the past, when a mission took them to an eastern European city. During that short visit, he'd borrowed a small machine shop’s resources on a quiet Sunday night.
These were about five inches in length, an inch and a half in diameter. Three were black, three were grey, and both dimpled. He pointed at the lever on one end.
"They'll give you a five-second interval before the catalyst blows. The black ones are flash-bang, grey ones are a blend of peppers, in sticky and powdered form. Very effective. My own recipe!" His grin was contagious, as he picked one up. "I'm particularly proud of these hot puppies! They'll spew a load in a twenty-five-foot radius. Nobody inside that cloud will be thinking about anything else for a while!"
Seeing these little gems brought back memories for Dan. Tony’s creativity in ad hoc devices provided their team a vital variety of support. Sound, smoke, light and concussive pressure, and those were only the non-lethal ones.
Tony returned to his welding table, came back with the steel box he'd been working on, now cool, set it down. Then he went to the back wall, picked up a cardboard box, similar in size, brought it over. From it, he withdrew a block of closed-cell foam, tossed the cardboard off to the side.
He released some serious latches on the steel box, opened it, then slipped the foam block inside the steel box, lining it, with six cutouts, currently empty. He transferred the grenades into the heavy box, latched it and turned to look at his friend.
"Merry Christmas!"
“Tone, I don’t know how to thank you.”
“You stay sharp, stay healthy, that’s how you thank me,” he replied. "If you're ready to head out, let's put these in the car." 
Dan nodded and Tony hoisted the box, carried it out as they exited the shop, Dan grabbing his bag.
Outside, walking to the car, they made plans to talk the next day. Tony promised to look into the MV Mantis, see what he could learn. Dan got into his car and drove away, sending a thumb’s up to his friend in the mirror’s rear view.




78. DETECTIVE SIMMONS

"You're gonna have loads of fun with the YCK, huh?!" That greeting met Simmons when he arrived at work the next morning, coffee in hand. He cocked his head, a quizzical look at the patrolman.
"You know, the Yacht Club Killer." 
Raised eyebrows and an upward roll of the eyes dragged his head into a nod. He didn't need to create nicknames. Somebody was always johnnie-on-the-spot with those. Caffeine was slow in its work, or he might've figured that one out faster.
He went to his desk, dropped his jacket onto the chair, ready or not. Some interesting and creepy cases highlighted his tenure. The interesting ones had been lessons in how people think, and more to the point, how criminals think. The creepy ones demonstrated an illness in society.
A deep breath, a swig off the coffee, and he jumped back into the reviewing pool. First off, he checked messages. He only listened to the beginnings. If they weren't about this case, he'd try to get back to them later. Near the end, he heard a woman's voice identify herself as Gloria Turner.
He listened, pen and pad at hand:         
"Yes, this is Gloria Turner. I found your card in my door when I came home last evening. I hope everything's alright. You can reach me at home tomorrow... Oh! No, I have an appointment in the morning... umm... Maybe you should call my husband. If you'll call JCT, sorry, Justified Control Technologies, perhaps he can help you. Ask for Mary-Anne. She's his personal assistant. Okay? Alright, good-bye." 
Nearly useless...  she didn't sound nervous... more like busy...  Well, JCT was on his to-do list. 
His review continued, now focused explicitly on this newest case, writing on a legal pad.
—d.b., shot in the head, accenting large blood contribution of another victim. Contracted hit on the hitter? (loose ends?)

—Mr. Smith- 1) well-informed 2) Admits trigger on d.b. 3) Provider of video 4) connected to second man in vid? 5) Still involved, call re: purported "person of interest" 6) feels like 'good guy'– a loose cannon? Wannabe? 7) Secondary contractor? 8) Bringing in P.D.? Effort to misdirect?  Many ?s  about Smith.

— Senator Turner's whereabouts?

—JCT- Business associates? Problems?

—Political associates?  

The worst part of this case–he felt a total lack of control. He couldn't do much about Mr. Smith but wait for another contact. Meanwhile, plenty to do. He'd requested support from his captain, and expected it. This looked like a high-profile crime, which would bring a boatload of unwanted attention... no pun intended.
When Alex had asked for a dedicated investigator to assist him, the captain directed him to assign a full-time officer, taken off the street. He liked Miguel, thought he wouldn’t mind working in a different mode. Miguel smiled when Alex proposed the duty yesterday afternoon. He'd told Alex it offered him the opportunity to show off his analytical skills. Down the road, maybe helpful in landing a shield of his own.
Alex cut this crime sandwich into two large pieces. He gave the d.b. found on the boat to Miguel.
"Try to learn who this guy was, Miguel. Where he came from, how he's related to the Senator, how he came to be on the boat." 
That part might come together or might stall. It depended on identifying marks, medical and dental histories, other bits and pieces. Their bird in the hand was now chilled, awaiting visits in the morgue. 
The report from the M.E. could offer a solid piece of the puzzle. If forensics spread a little mayo on this sandwich, pieces would be easier to swallow and digest. The d.b.'s identification might help discover who the other perp was, presuming there was another perpetrator. 
Was it possible that his ‘Mr. Smith’ was the other perp... trying to throw investigations down a rabbit hole? Maybe. TBD... 
Meanwhile, Alex would investigate the Senator’s company business. Interviewing folks could shed light on how the Senator fit in the sandwich. He knew this half could become much bigger. Anytime an elected representative, active or retired, became part of a crime scene, a more-concentrated investigation followed. Just the way it is.
The first thing to do this morning was to visit the offices of JCT, LLC. It would bring great relief to several people if, upon his arrival, he'd be ushered into the office, meet the boss.




79. PATROLMAN RIVERA

Officer Rivera called the Medical Examiner’s office. He felt anxious and excited to step into this side of investigation, hoped he'd glean useful information from the forensic resources at hand. A preliminary report from the lab had come back on the Mantis. He hustled over, scanned through it:
CRIME LAB FORENSICS: MV MANTIS / BENETEAU TURISMO 44'
Technicians identified two distinct blood types: O+ and A+. DNA tests pending, type-matching allows a preliminary report to go forward.  O+ type specimens scant, possibly compromised, results pending.


CRIME LAB FORENSICS: UNIDENTIFIED BODY
General examination: John Doe, Caucasian, approx. 35 y.o. Cause of death, GSW to cranium, entering right mastoid process. No exit wound. Significant cerebellar damage, approx. 38 grain lead bullet, deformed, extracted. Body shows no signs of significant scarring to suggest a surgical history. The body has two tattoos, appear to be home-made. One on left forearm, one on right forearm. Photos attached. Dental condition poor for approx. age. Speculate last dental work, late childhood, early adulthood. Dental impression scheduled, possible comparative study. All distal phalanx pads disfigured, possibly by exposure to an acid.
◆◆◆
 
Miguel studied the pictures. The first one, upper portion of the left forearm, below the elbow, the inside of the arm. It promised a heartbreak story. Apparently, Lisa and this man had gone separate ways, and the home-made tat told the tale. A poorly scribed 'Lisa', sometime later, poorly lined through to indicate they were no longer on the same terms of endearment.
The second tat, also less than professionally applied was a likeness to a dog’s head with bared teeth. He guessed that it was supposed to be a pitbull. Not a good likeness. As for dental records, maybe they'd luck upon some historical and nasty bite wounds on a victim that matched this pitbull’s mouth. As for prints, it didn't look good. Miguel slid the photos back into the file, returned to the written report.
◆◆◆
 
CRIME LAB FORENSICS: EVIDENCE / Tools & Weapons
Tools/weapons on boat in process for fingerprints. Partial / smudged.


Firearms:
1 Marlin 'Papoose' .22 LR caliber take-down rifle. Serial #: ground down and/or chiseled away, gunpowder residue, print smudges, located in duffel, galley.
1 Colt 'Mustang' .380 caliber pistol, Ser. # ground and/or chiseled, trace residue, print smudges, located in duffel, galley.
1 Baretta mod. 950 .25 acp pistol, Ser. # ground and/or chiseled, gunpowder residue, print smudges, bagged evidence.


Boxed ammunition on boat:
matching ammo in Colt, Marlin calibers.  Print smudges.


Spent cartridges:
Three spent cartridges: 1) one .25 acp, match to Barreta, (bagged evidence).  2) two .22 LR, match to Marlin ammo, found in boat's spray hose cabinet, aft deck. 3) one .22 LR, unknown source, located at base of step leading to galley.


Cutting tools:
1 machete, stamped "Made in China", blood smeared, type A+, print smudges. 1 gardener's snips/shear, stamped "Made in China", blood smeared, type A+, print smudges.




Miscellaneous:

Single phalanx, proximal/index, blood type A+, located on galley bench. Print collected. Initial comparisons indicate match with common surfaces and equipment on boat, including galley equipment; dishes, glassware. Presume to belong to boat owner of record, lease-holder, or regular user of boat. End of preliminary report.
◆◆◆
 
Miguel left the lab frustrated. He'd hoped for some type of revelation, but it wasn't coming from there, no fault of the guys whose job security was solid. Maybe Alex had better luck.




80. OFFICE CALL

Alex accessed city records, printed off a fact sheet for JCT, LLC. Another avenue to explore. First, the call. 
"Justified Control...  This is Stephanie. How may I help you?"
“Good morning, Stephanie. This is Detective Simmons with the Santa Barbara Police Department. Please connect me with Mr. John Turner.”
“I’m sorry, Detective Simmons," she was so sweet, it dripped. “Senator Turner isn't in the office yet this morning. Is there something I can do for you?”
“Yes, Stephanie. Tell me when you saw last saw Senator Turner."
◆◆◆
 
“Please hold for a moment, Detective Simmons.” She hit the button, buzzed Mary-Anne’s private in-office line.
"Yes, Stephanie?"
“I’m sorry to bother you, Mary-Anne. I have a Detective Simmons with the police department on the phone, asking for Senator Turner. The caller ID says it's from SBPD.”
“Okay, thank you Stephanie. Put him through.”
◆◆◆
 
She resumed the incoming call, “Detective Simmons? I'm connecting you with the Senator’s personal assistant. One moment please...”
A ring, then “Good morning, this is Mary-Anne Wheeler.”
“Good morning, Ms. Wheeler. Thank you for taking my call. This is Detective Simmons, with the Santa Barbara Police Department. I'm calling in an effort to locate Senator Turner. Can you help me?”
“I'd be happy to assist you, Detective Simmons." She already had name and affiliation on a pad. "I don't expect him in the office until Monday or Tuesday at the earliest. I'll make an appointment for you. And may I get your number? If you'd prefer, I'll have him call you back."
"Thanks, Ms. Wheeler. Well..."
"May I ask what this is about, Detective Simmons?”
“Yes. There's been an incident on a boat that I believe is registered to Senator Turner, and it's important that I get in touch with him.”
“Oh, on the Mantis?... I see,” she responded, adding nothing more.
“Can you tell me when you last spoke to the Senator, Ms. Wheeler?”
"Oh, on Tuesday afternoon, as he was leaving the office."
"What did you two discuss?"
"Well, he told me he had dinner plans. They were going to the Bella Vista."
"Hmm... nice place. Who was going with him?"
"Oh, I'm sure it was, well, just friends, not business."
"What friends, Ms. Wheeler?"
"Detective Simmons, is he in any sort of trouble? I don't know what...  well, if I can say much without..."
"Ms. Wheeler, it's important that you speak candidly. I'd prefer that we do this over the phone, but if needed, we could discuss it at my office."
"Well Detective, Senator Turner scheduled dinner with a personal friend. You understand, don't you?"
He did now. "What else did he say?"
"Only that he was planning on working on his boat on Wednesday, and that he wouldn't be coming into the office."
"I see. Did he come in this morning?"
"Well no, he didn't, and he usually calls me by now, but I haven't heard...  Oh, my god! Is he okay?"
He heard anxiety building in her voice. “Has the Senator been having any problems lately? Anything happening that has caused him concerns? Anyone threatening him?”
“Oh, dear. Now you have me worried.”
“Why, Ms. Wheeler? What’s going on?”
She spent the next few minutes talking about JCT in general terms, without specifying any particular products they made or sold. He allowed her free rein, and finally she got to it.
"Detective Simmons, JCT has contracts with the government on projects, some of which, well, are classified."
Alex nodded at the thickening soup. “Ms. Wheeler, I don’t want you to worry. I don’t know anything for sure right now, but we're trying to put some things together. Please don't say anything about this to anyone. I'd like to come over and see you at your office. Would that be okay?”
They arranged an appointment for an hour later. At ten-fifteen, Alex was sitting down in her office. He'd provided his card, shown his I.D. and learned that Ms. Wheeler had been working with Turner for twenty years. He knew that she was both dedicated and protective of the Senator.
He made general inquiries about JCT, to learn what she'd share about the business. She handed him brochures that described the high-tech capabilities of Justified Control Technologies. Alex was aware of the computer chip industry’s competitive nature. He doubted foul play due to technological secrets about irrigation controls, automotive devices.
"So, contracts with the Defense Department?"
He left it hanging there, and if there were ever deer in the headlights, they were in her glaze for a split second. Then she focused, looked into his eyes. So, JCT was involved in D.O.D. projects, and he wasn't going to get details about this from her. Not yet.
"Is the senator having any domestic issues that you're aware of?"
"No, well, what do you mean?"
"Ms. Wheeler, I'm willing to bet you know just about everything I might mean."
No glaze this time, just eyes, controlled, locked on. 
"Have you ever been on the Mantis, Ms. Wheeler?"
He saw her shoulders drop a tiny bit, perhaps relief at the subject change.
"John's had me out a few times. It's a beautiful boat!"
"When was the last time you were on it?" He didn't suspect her, wanted her to have a moment, a memory. She waxed on, smiling, relaxing. It seemed apparent that she held strong feelings for her boss.
"Does he take her out on the boat?" re-awakened the deer.
He had another piece of the puzzle, though its edges were ill-defined. Alex decided he had enough for now. He knew he might need to lean on her a bit, but not now. Let this settle, see if Turner shows up. If she was worth her salt, he’d hear from the Senator, if he was capable of contacting anyone. He asked that she have the Senator call him, thanked her for her time, and left the office, thinking about how this picture puzzle was forming.




81. RETURN TO CAYUCOS

For Dan, the drive home was routine, mechanical, without need to think about exits. His brain had much bigger fish to fry, spinning around the chain of events that had effectively shoved him into an at war status.
Is this a god-damned dream I've plunged into?  If I didn't know it was happening, a good talker'd convince me it was delusional thinking!  Crazy-train thoughts ricocheted around in his head. This is all too real. One fucked up shoulder, a couple dead bodies near home... I'd swear to that! Two assholes on the boat...
He knew the visitors at home, those mystery bodies, were two of the bad guys. Carrying U.S. government I.D. or not. Somehow, they correlated with the boat’s two bad guys. Did they carry I.D. too?  He would've loved to have seen some. That roller-coaster had been traveling way too fast for such in-depth inquiries.
The Senator must have had his fingers in some very sweet and sticky pie. Lawful pie or awful pie? That generated a chuckle out loud. Either way, smart money said that the Senator didn’t need to worry about those kinds of things any more. Dan wanted to unearth more nuggets into what was going on. That would be secondary. He'd crossed a threshold now. His first order—make contact, bring in his deep cover liaison. 
That's where the satellite phone came in. He'd need to switch out some gear at his storage unit, get that device. He never figured he'd be the one to open that channel. Of course, he never thought that his shark studies would lead to the mayhem that brought him to this point. A Pandora’s box had popped open. Some powerful help would be needed to stem the flow from that spill- over.
As the storage business came into view, Dan called Joe’s cell phone. In the third ring, an answer.
"Yellow!"
“Joe, Dan here."
"Hey, Dan. How was your drive?"
“More exciting than you might expect. Way too exciting to tell you about over the phone! Know what I mean?”
“Roger that! You coming back this way?”
“Yeah, I expect to be there in about twenty minutes or so. Thought I'd pull into your garage. Is that okay?”
“The spot's yours. You got the remote, come on in.”




82. STORAGE ITEMS

He pulled into the highway exit lane, glancing into the rear-view. Another car did the same a couple hundred yards back. Did I see that same car earlier? He wasn't certain, but the hairs on his neck bristled. 
At the stop sign, he slowed, turned right. Up ahead, the storage business entrance was the next driveway. He tucked in fast, veered left, bringing the car to a stop behind the business center building. Reaching over behind the passenger seat, he levered to lean back toward the back seat, see the entry.
Looked like the same sedan pulling into the driveway, slowly. He spun around, darted to the far lane, up the access road alongside the units. Instead of stopping near his unit as he usually did, he went to the end of the lane, parked. He grabbed his pistol, hopped out and ducked around the corner, stood there, waiting, listening.
The crunch of gravel told him the car was approaching down the same lane, then stopped. He pulled the slide, chambering a round. Breathe in, breathe out... Two car doors opened, then shut. Breathe in... breathe out. A few moments later, metal on metal. What was that? Breathe in...  hold it...  He sprang out from behind the corner, pistol up...
A woman was bent down at one of the roll-up doors, finagling a padlock. Her adolescent son stood near, head bent in his own focus on what was probably a cell phone or Gameboy. Dan spun back, behind the corner... Jesus fuck! Get a grip, Danny-boy!
He waited, heard a roll-up door rattle in its tracks. A peek around confirmed it as they disappeared into the unit. He disengaged the magazine on the pistol, pulled the slide to eject the round, which he pocketed. He tucked the pistol into the waistband at his lumbar, came back around, breathing a sigh of relief. Reaching into the car to snag his duffel, he walked to his storage unit's door. A quick look confirmed that his external flag was there, unmoved.
As he entered the unit, he shook his head slowly.  I really do need a vacation!  He opened his currently active cell phone, exchanged the sim card and reassembled it.  He pulled the satellite phone from its charging dock. From inside the safe, he withdrew five thousand dollars, along with two distinct identification packets. Each included its own set of credit cards. Two additional throw-away cell phones went into the duffel. His ammunition supply had hardly been touched from his trip to Santa Barbara. Now he had some extra goodies, thanks to Tony.
That was all he needed for now. He re-secured the unit, got back into the car, and drove away from the business. As the car began ascent into the hills, he activated the sat phone. It didn't take long for the connection. A voice on the other end answered.
“Hello?”
“Is this Colonel Faulkner?” 
“Yes.”
“I need some shark bait.” A long pause had Dan wondering if the connection had broken. Or maybe the colonel had drawn a blank about who was calling. He waited. Didn't want to say anything more for at least a few reasons. He didn’t expect the receiving phone to be in another’s possession but it was a possibility. As for drawing a blank in response to what Dan had said, it seemed unlikely. Nobody else would've said this, in combination with using this secure sat line. But it had been five years since Dan had gone silent...  until now. 
“Mr. Hardesty," the voice returned, "to what do I owe the pleasure of your call, after so long?”
Dan let go of a breath. “Well, Colonel, I’ll cut straight to it. There've been two recent incidents. I witnessed a murder victim’s body dump and shortly afterwards, needed to use lethal force in self-defense. The icing on this cake is that the murder victim looks like a retired Senator.” The next moments were the dry, stifling air of the Mohave. 
“Those are incidents alright, Hardesty. This lethal force you refer to... was it associated with the murder you're talking about?”
“I don’t know exactly how they're related. I have to presume they are. It seems to me that someone else was watching what I saw, decided to visit me under false pretense. That visit didn't go well. When confronted with a weapon drawn, aimed at me, I could only presume I'd be killed. I reacted with self-defense.”
“Were they both killed?”
“That's affirmative.”
“Can you tell me more about the murder you're referring to?”
“I was working on the coast with a drone," Dan was brief.  "I'd been following reef shark activity. Saw a boat, saw the dump from the aft deck.”
“So, you didn’t actually see a murder, but what appeared to be a body. Is it possible what you saw was fishermen dumping fish guts?”
“Well sure, Colonel, if fish are wearing deck shoes. I've already watched video playback. It looks like it wore fish-size 9 or 10…”  
There was another long pause.
“What makes you think the victim was a Senator?”
“That gets more complicated, but the evidence is there.”
“Hardesty, why don't you send me that video. We should get to the bottom of this. Is it on a format you can send to my private email?”
“Yes, Sir. Give me your address.”
The colonel gave him a secured email server’s address and Dan wrote it down. Gears spinning, high speed.
“Sir, I have to go. I'll get back to you.” He terminated the connection.
Red strobe. 
Dan hadn't said anything about the number of visitors that'd dropped in on him. The colonel asked him “Were they both killed?” That set off a small concussion in Dan's mind. Considering the I.D. they carried, the Colonel’s question... What were the odds that this was a sanctioned assassination and that it was sanctioned by the Colonel, or at least with his knowledge? This was going to need some serious noodling.




 83. HUMPTY DUMPTY HAS FALLEN

“Sir, we have a problem," the Colonel wasted no time in contacting Moore. "It seems that we have a witness to the Turner situation.” 
“What do you mean, a witness?” Moore snapped back with an acrid tone.
The Colonel gave a synopsis of the phone call he'd received from Hardesty. He didn’t go into details about a rather long and complicated history he had with the man as a SEAL operative.  
“Colonel, must I remind you how dangerous developments like this can be to our organization? Or on a personal level? For you in particular,” he didn’t need to add, “the personal dangers involved...” his voice tapered away.
“No Sir, I realize how volatile this is. I believed it was important enough to bring to your attention.”
“Oh yes, Colonel,” Moore replied, “it was vital that you did so, as opposed to remaining silent. Are you going to be able to handle this development?”
Faulkner assured him that it would be taken care of and confirmed that he'd be reporting back. The call terminated, but not his thoughts about it. 
He could do nothing yet. He'd provided a name and address, which went to the field operator, and it appeared that'd gone fubar. Now, through Frieda, the contractor had the same information. If that resource didn’t clear this up, he'd need to get his hands muddier still.
Something else I can do. A fresh investigation's underway in Santa Barbara, involving the disappearance of one of its premier citizens. I'll sprinkle a couple tips, and maybe the local law could help muck up some of this. Even better, maybe incriminate whichever loose cannon that'd  fucked this up? Yes, that'd work. If it didn't actually incriminate, at least he could add enough smoke, obfuscate the scene. Haze the view back to him, the agency, or the Alliance.
He got the number for the Santa Barbara Police Department, wrote it on a small sticky note. Picking up a throw phone, he left the building. He needed to think, a quiet background, away from this damned office. Times like these, need to walk, draw a curtain against distraction.
There was a small, developed park nearby. Picnic tables, barbeque pits, grassy areas and a playground.  The park had become his closest tropical island option. While he couldn’t get that cheap beer the bowling alley offered, he could still get lost for a bit.
Faulkner walked to an isolated bench on a small rise overlooking the picnic area and sat. He dialed the SBPD number, asked to speak to the detective assigned to the Yacht Harbor murder investigation.
“What's your name, please?”
“I'll give any information I have to the detective assigned to the case.”
A pause, followed by a miffed-sounding, “One moment,” that had lost all pleasantness. A couple minutes later, the infomercial about joining the police department was interrupted.
◆◆◆
 
"This is Officer Rivera. May I help you?"
“Officer Rivera, I asked for the detective investigating the Yacht Harbor murder investigation.”
“Yes, Sir,” Miguel replied, “I'm assigned to that case, directly involved with the investigation. Who am I speaking with?”
“Officer Rivera, you may have noticed that this call is coming in without caller identification data. This is not by accident. I work for a United States Government agency. I'm not at liberty to divulge my name or specific agency. I assure you that the information I have is important to the investigation and might even be pivotal. Shall I continue?”
Miguel was already making notes, even though the call was being recorded. “Please go on.”
“I've got information that links an individual to involvement with the homicide that took place on the MV Mantis. As I understand it, the Mantis home ports at Santa Barbara Yacht Club.”
He wanted eyes on this guy! A face can often tell as much as the words coming from it. “Can we make an appointment to meet? I’d like to get your complete story.” Miguel knew reports hadn't mentioned the name of the boat. There were other ways to find out that information–Listening to scuttlebutt around the marina was one. He didn't get the feeling that this was the method used by the caller.
“Sorry, Officer Rivera. There won't be a meeting.” 
“Sir,” he countered, “you have to understand. Legitimate evidence and information has to be processed through the right channels. I can’t take what you tell me over the phone without knowing more about how you came to have the information. After all, ..." His sentence was cut off.
“Fine. We’re done.” Click. Dead air.
◆◆◆
 
That didn't go as well as he'd hoped. He had to come to grips with what looked like a worst-case scenario, unless the contractor cleaned this up. If not resolved, he'd have to arrange for Hardesty to come in, meet him somewhere safe.  Hardesty wouldn’t have any suspicions about his own controller. The next series of thoughts caused beads of sweat to pop on his forehead.
It's been a long time, seems like another life ago, since I actually killed someone. That'd been on foreign soil, operating under orders from a commanding officer during wartime. His abdominal muscles had all the memory needed to crank the gut wrench into a pretzel, salted by emotions. Another thought bloomed in his mind. If there was ever a time to get supplemental life insurance, this is it.  It'd help Claire and kids into a future without him. 
He made a mental note to call to his insurance broker, then decided he'd had enough for the day. Time to get home, hug his family.




84. BACK HOME

Twenty minutes later, Dan drove into his neighborhood. Joe and Sandy’s place came before his on the road. As he approached their driveway, he activated the remote, drove up, into the garage. As he neared the back, he hit the button, so the door would close behind him. Joe was standing in the doorway leading into the house from the garage. Dan shut off the engine. As the door closed, Joe trotted upstairs.
◆◆◆
 
He picked up Sandy's wallet and car keys, went to the living room where she was reading a story to the kids.
"Hey, you guys. Mom wants to go to the store. She said if you're good, she'd get some burgers, maybe ice cream?" He winked at his wife. He'd already given her head's up that Dan was coming back.
"Yay!" Elizabeth turned to her little brother. "Brodie, you want some ice cream?"  He was up off the couch, the storybook bunny rabbits already fading into the distance. Sandy rolled her eyes at Joe.
“Alright, let's get going." She set the book down, stood up, hand out to accept the stuff from Joe. Softly, to him, "You know where the Brod-ster's gonna be focused, don't you!"
"Thanks, Sugar-Pie." He planted a kiss on her cheek. She smiled at him, nodded. They left through the front door.
◆◆◆
 
Dan got out of the car when the garage door closed. When Joe came back downstairs, Dan caught his eye, put a finger to his lips. They walked upstairs into the kitchen. Dan went to the sink, blasted the water on. Back at the kitchen island, he picked up the pen, wrote on the pad “Shhh”, then "want to cover bases".
Dan leaned in, whispered "Day to day has gone from busy-relaxed to fuckin' shit storm crazy!" Then he penned, "news about  local killing?”
Joe's eyebrows twisted, questioning, shook his head, mouthed, "No." He wrote, "Trip okay?"
“Exciting, then laid back. Best part, with pal for food and brews." 
Joe gave a thumb's up. 
Dan wrote, “Going to house, not sure what I’ll find, back in twenty or so.”
Joe pantomimed to go with him but Dan shook his head, then wrote, “Not back in 30, call sheriff.” 
His friend took the pen, wrote, “You go to back door while I ring bell?” 
This was a good idea, but Dan had no desire to drag Joe any deeper into this mud hole. If all was good at the house, no big deal, but if uninvited guests were there, Joe’s safety and perhaps his family’s safety were in jeopardy. 
He wrote, “No. Better here as back-up than there, kay?”
Joe read the note, nodded in agreement.




85. BACK INTO THE FLUME

Dan returned to the garage, retrieved his .22 pistol, tucking it into his waistband. He went to the hatchback and opened the strongbox, removing one of Tony’s flash bang grenades. He slid it into his hoodie’s kangaroo pocket. Clumpy, a bit heavy, but it would have to ride there, like it or not. He returned to the kitchen to find Joe closing the battery compartment on one of two small walkie-talkies.
As he handed one to Dan, he whispered, “In case you need me…” and he pointed into the corner where his M-1 Garand leaned, ready.
Dan nodded, mouthing “Thank you.” They took a couple steps toward the back door, then Dan stopped, turned back, to whisper to Joe.
“Maybe you could provide a diversion." He held up the two-way. "How about when I double-click , you call my house phone. Leave me a nice message, chit chat a bit. That'll give me some time to approach the house."
“Good idea,” Joe whispered back. “I’ll have number set to call, give me ten seconds from transmit." They nodded, nothing more to say and chest-bumped, shoulder thumped, as brothers do. 
Dan slipped out the door and down the steps into the yard, trotted quietly to the back plank-fence. Seconds later, he was outside the gate and moving. 
Low and slow upslope, merging with, and dropping down into the culvert. He continued the easy grade up in a crouched profile, quicker now, with some cover from the back of their common neighbor's place. It had two, humongous old live-oaks that provided umbrella-ish sun cover to the property's corners and then some.  
In less than a minute, he crouched at the far end of that shade, peeking over the lip of the ditch into his own yard. A quick scan of the rear windows, noting curtains drawn. The blinds on the slider were closed too. They weren't closed when he left through that door. He steeled himself with a couple breaths, then double clicked the transmit button.
Buried under quiet breath, he did a slow count, focusing on sounds. A handful of seconds later, he thought he heard the first ring of his phone. He scrambled out of the flume, crouched low, and hurried through the yard with cover as possible until he stopped, back to the wall, between where the bathroom was and his office/den space, up next to the slider. The fourth ring activated his outgoing message. He waited until that ended, could hear Joe’s voice begin to talk, and he placed hands against the slider and pushed. It started to slide in the track and he could hear Joe’s voice more clearly.
“Yeah, anyway, I was wondering if this weekend might be the time to tackle that shower pan issue.” Dan slid the door enough to slip inside. “I could work on it with you Saturday and Sunday if we need to.”  Dan moved to the den’s doorway, peeked around the jam to look the short distance down the hall. It ended in the foyer, the kitchen doorway up, slightly to the left.
Someone standing there. A right shoulder, part of their back. As he processed this, the person turned right, glanced toward him and dove past the hallway and into the living room. 
He heard the clear metallic sound of a slide action. The guy was ready. Dan’s pistol was out, but he didn’t relish sneaking down the hall without cover, waiting for this ass to pop back into the hallway, shooting. He didn’t know if there was one trespasser, or more.
He pulled out the flash-bang. Might cause a fire… oh, fuckin’ well… where’d he squat? Behind the couch, maybe a little cover...  need an easy roll, just past the corner.  
Dan positioned his arm back, pulled the retaining pin, and as the lever popped, he rolled the cylinder softly down the hall.  He judged its stopping point for about a second…  looks good…  turned his head and shoulders, hunched, squeezing eyes closed. He placed his left palm against his left ear. His right hand, holding his gun, came up and the heel of his palm pressed against his right ear. 
BANG! The light pierced eyelids, even squeezed closed and head turned, but the sounds wasn't too bad. 
He turned back and raced to the hall's end, turning into the living room with his pistol ready. At the end of the couch, squatted down, the man was wobbling. Blinking his eyes, blood starting to run from his nose and down across his mouth. 
Dan moved forward like a place-kicker, with speed. He connected with the man’s chin in a sweeping up-kick, sent him flying backwards, deeper into the living room.  The pistol he'd held flew loose into the air, off to the side.
Dan dove onto his torso, ready to pistol-whip him if need be. The guy wasn't out, but he wasn't moving much either. The ball cap he'd been wearing had gone flying somewhere, over by the couch.
"Well, look who's here," Dan taunted. "It's Scarface'!"  
Dan used his pistol butt and clocked him hard above the left ear. That stopped residual movement. He picked up the loose pistol, trotted into the kitchen and returned in a few moments. He had some cordage and loose zip-ties that lived in his junk drawer. A minute later, his visitor was prone, hog-tied with the plastic ties that secured both wrists and ankles. He took the rope and looped it around wrists and ankles, drew them closer, knotted it. Alright, Houdini!
He stepped back into the kitchen, pulled the walkie-talkie. "Dan here. All good. House secure, but work to do."
The radio came back, "Heard a loud noise. That you?"
"Roger that. Have visitor, tied up now. I'll call in a bit. Out." 
He switched off the radio, returned to the living room. He could see small movements, his guest straining  at the ties. He walked over to stand next him. The guy turned his head to look up at Dan. 
“What you gonna do with me?”
Dan hadn't figured that part out yet, but instead began asking his own questions. His visitor wasn't raised to believe replies were polite or necessary. Dan asked about the Mantis and about the Senator but received only icy stares in response. It was only when Dan asked about his partner that the man’s demeanor broke, along with his look. He turned a bit more, straining at both wrists and ankles, to look squarely at Dan.
“You’re gonna suffer for killing him.”
Dan smiled. It wasn’t to be cruel, and in fact, not done consciously. It simply illuminated a bit of the darkened space around this guy.
“He was special to you, huh?” More ice.
“So, what? You’ve worked together a long time? That’s cool. I can relate to that.”
“You can't relate to me, mother fucker,” he blurted.
Suddenly, brighter light.
“Was Dickhead family?” His eyes came back to laser into Dan’s, saying nothing, saying so much.
“Your son?” At that, the man turned his face away.
“Do what you’re gonna do.” 
Dan had been bent over, watching him closely, and at that, he stood up.
“What I'm going to do, asshole, is turn you over to some folks who've got a long list of questions for you. I believe you're going to find that our little face to face has been easy, compared to what your future holds. Been to jail before?”
It appeared that his visitor was done talking.
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure you’ve seen the inside of a cell or two. I'm guessing your next visit is going to be less cushy, maybe longer than you're used to. In fact, if I'm right, you might never see the light of a jail-free day again... I bet there are folks who're going to be very unhappy with the fact that you and I've met, talked.” 
That last thing must have hit a tender spot. The glare that shot back reflected not only anger, hatred, but from deeper down, a little bit of a cornered rabbit’s fear.




86. THE RABBIT

The man’s bindings were still tight, a bit tighter in fact, no problem. Dan stuffed a small kitchen towel into the man’s mouth, wary of possible bites. He watched the man breathe through his nose. Good. A pat down found no wallet, no identification, no surprise. He felt something in a back pocket, protruding a bit. A pen? What had felt like a pen was a nasty-looking, nearly eight-inch long, hard plastic spike. This sticker was lethal in a hand that knew how to use it. Frisking front pockets produced a car key, a folding knife. No other weapons squirreled away. The pistol that had been in possession was now sitting on Dan's kitchen table.
Dan left him there, stepped out from his kitchen into the carport, giving a quick glance to be sure there were no other surprises waiting for him out front. He extracted the cell phone from his pocket and dialed the number for the Santa Barbara cop shop from memory.
“This is Mr. Smith, calling for Detective Simmons. If you'll inform him who's calling, he'll be grateful.”
“One moment please.” In less than a minute, he heard the detective’s voice.
“Mr. Smith, thank you for calling. Everything okay?”
“Yeah. How's your investigation going?”
“Little by little. Forensics reports still in process. You have anything new for me?”
“It’s funny you should ask, Detective. I have something very new, something you should be extremely happy to get. Unfortunately, I can't give it to you over the phone. How would you feel about getting a person of interest in the case?”
“Who's that?” Alex asked. He'd still not located the Senator.
“Would you believe the very same I guy I told you about, the one I wounded who jumped into the harbor? He showed up at my place.”
“Mr. Smith, at this point I'm likely to believe whatever you tell me, at least initially. You're certain this person is the same one? Your activity on the boat sounded like it all happened fast. Maybe this isn’t the same guy, just looks like him,  and what? You've detained him? And how do you think he found you?”
“Look Simmons, I don’t want to have to do the whole job, but seriously? If your lab pulled specimens, I'd guess you've got some blood evidence that matches my friend here. Granted, you might need some creativity in telling how you found him. Is a citizen's arrest still viable? If that's a problem, I can figure out another way. And yes, I’ve detained him." 
"I don't know how he found me, but I'm exploring that. Really, the important thing here is to see if he's connected to your crime scene. If he is, I'd think you'd proceed with a primary suspect in custody on a murder investigation. Please don't take offense. I'm not trying to tell you how to do your job.”
◆◆◆
 
Simmons acquiesced silently that Mr. Smith had been providing silver platter materials, but it was getting under his skin too.  Maybe this whole thing was some sort of set up…  but who was being set up?  And was Smith setting the table? Was he working for someone else? The Senator was a big, mysterious void in this drama. Is he dead, 'cause he could be. Still alive, maybe. For all Simmons knew, the Senator might have some juicy life insurance scam working.  If all but a few scattered splatters of blood belonged to the Senator, it'd be a miracle for him to be alive!
“Okay, Mr. Smith. What time are you bringing him in?”
“As much as I’d like to, Simmons, I don’t know when that's happening. I'm working on it and will get back to you soon. How’s that?”
Alex couldn't help but like Smith, but not having his own hands on the wheel was frustrating as hell.
“Mr. Smith, I probably don’t need to tell you, but it can get pretty serious when someone faces false imprisonment or kidnapping charges. I'm sure you're aware of that. It also has the potential to really fuck up related criminal prosecutions.”
“I understand that. There are still a couple pieces missing, but one way or another, with or without me, it'll come together. Your patience will pay off." 
"Would you be willing to give me your direct phone number? It'd make getting in touch with you much easier.”
Simmons would typically never give this consideration, but this was a unique situation. If it got out, he might catch hell from his captain, but it was worth the risk.
“Okay. If this number gets away from you, we’re going to have a totally new issue to hammer out. You understand me?”
“I won't give it to anyone. You have my word.”
Simmons gave him his private cell number. Dan was about to end the call when Simmons tossed a small grenade his way.
“Mr. Smith, are you connected with any government agencies?”
“What do you mean?”
“We received an interesting call a little bit ago. The caller didn't identify himself, and no caller I.D. He suggested that someone involved in the Senator’s murder might be associated with the government. I wondered what you might think about that.”
“Hmmm...  Someone who believed the Senator was murdered.  I think that's very interesting, Detective. We'll talk soon.”
◆◆◆
 
Dan disconnected the call, turned, walked back inside to check on his new, best friend. As he did, he thought about justice, and whether it would be served best by handing him over. Would he get bailed out? Disappear? Would evidence be considered only circumstantial, lead to exoneration? Where was justice in all of this?
Dan wanted to apply some of his own justice, put thumb screws to this guy. He was rotten to the core, an abscess needing to be lanced–bringing the pustulence of his guilt oozing to the surface.
These days, the popular action was positive water pressure, very effective in freeing up a tongue. He knew that the process did not exactly align with civil rights. He'd been raised to believe that civil rights were the critical component of a free society. There was no question that the murder victim had been denied his civil rights.
Torn between was never a more apt description. His strong impulse and desire to lay some shit on this guy pushed hard. It raged in a battle with a deeply set moral compass that said he wasn’t the man’s judge. In the end, he mostly acquiesced to the notion that his country had a system in place. Both for judgment as well as for punishment. It wasn't his call to make. He knew the system had flaws and needed overhauling, but there again, not his job.
Judgement and punishment for murder was one thing. There was nothing telling Dan however, that he couldn’t apply a little close, personal attention to his uninvited guest. He broke into my home. Sometimes those types of activities don’t go so well. Maybe just a painful reminder to be respectful of others was in order.




87. BURNING QUESTIONS

There were answers somewhere to the questions in Dan’s head. Was it the Senator’s body he saw dumped? He presumed so. Was 'Scarface' here the killer? The other on the boat, that Dan had capped? There was a truth out there. Why was the Senator killed? Robbery? More likely would take place at home. 
Did this murder happen with the approval of the CIA or NSA? That certainly seemed plausible, considering his home visit the other day. How else could they have gotten my address?  
Possible they were acting as observers of the boat... did they think I was involved in the killing? Could that be why they suddenly appeared at his door, followed him, with guns drawn?  How did this asshole find me? The answer to this was the most chilling, if Dan’s suspicion proved true.
These burning questions were on spin cycle. He suffered his own torture, wanting to know how the pieces fit together. He might not get all the answers. He was damned sure he wasn't going to wait for some legal process to drag this out for months, years or perhaps never be resolved at all.
Another check found that his guest remained secured. Dan went out to the carport and gathered some tools and hardware. He'd seen enough inducements to cooperation (had participated in some as well, during classified activities). He felt confident that at least some of his questions would have answers soon.
When he came back into the living room, he set the items on the floor. He set about twisting four large eye-screws into the flooring, creating four corner points to a large rectangle. I'll patch these holes later, fuck it!... 
Next, he spent a few minutes re-arranging bindings to each wrist, each ankle. When he finished, the man was supine and spread eagle on the living room floor. There was little slack in the bindings. The towel was still in place, so while there were a few grunts, most of what was said was in the expressions cast about from this jerk’s eyes. Dan thought he looked nervous.
He crossed the room, dialed the stereo tuner to a hard rock station, turned the volume to medium, allowing Lynyrd Skynyrd to join them. He moved the closest floor speaker over, about a foot from his captive's head. He reached out to pull the towel from his mouth and the man turned his head away. Dan grabbed his forehead, turned it forcefully back, so that the man was looking at him.
“Now listen up. We’re gonna have a chat. You'll cooperate. You'll have a chance to do that willingly, but that choice will be fleeting. If you want to continue without too much discomfort, make the right choice.” 
He received a steeled glare in response. Dan let go of his head, snatched the towel, pulled it clear.
“What's your name?” No reply. “I don’t need your name. I can call you asshole or fuckface, or whatever. Why did you and your partner kill the Senator?” The glare continued to reflect back at Dan.
“I'm going to guess that you were given a job to do. I'm also guessing that this is about the only kind of job you do. That tells me you don’t give a fuck about other people. How am I doing so far?” The only thing he got back was more hatred-filled eyes.
“Okay. I believe that we have exhausted the opportunity for your willing cooperation. Don’t go away now.” Dan picked up the towel to replace into his pal’s mouth and the guy tried to bite him.
“Oh. Now see, I've been trying to be polite and you're acting like a rabid dog. I like dogs. I don’t like rabies.” As Dan said this, he reached over by his right hip and picked up locking pliers that had assisted with the eye screw placement. As he finished the sentence, he brought the pliers around quickly, connected to the man's jaw.  It had the desired effect of stunning him, creating a split in the skin, and possibly loosening a tooth or two. Dan succeeded in shoving the towel into place.
"Don't try to talk. Just listen to the music."
He got up, returned to the carport, and from a box housing to-do projects, he picked up an electrical extension cord. He snipped off the socket end and quickly stripped insulation away from the cut wires. Coming back into the kitchen, he wetted a towel at the sink, then returned to the living room. 
His visitor’s eyes were closed, but Dan could tell that he was conscious. Most likely trying to get past the pain that he was unable to rub away. Dan dampened the man's left hand with the towel, and his eyes opened, returned to his glaring. Reaching over to an outlet, Dan plugged the cord in, being careful to keep the bare wires separate. He touched one end to the man's wrist, briefly touched the other to the thumb just above the wrist, and an arc sparked. 
Dan made eye contact, jiggled his eyebrows. The eyes looking back were wide, somewhere between hard and uneasy. Dan repeated the action, watching the man's face, which had turned to look at his hand. He bore down, holding his breath, tensing. That arc sent a wisp of steam into the air, and an uncontrolled arm spasm and grunt emanated from below.
“How was that? Pretty easy?” He touched the base of the palm, near the wrist and produced another arc, another spasm, and similar grunt. This time, following the grunt, Dan heard a muffled sound, something along the lines of “muher fuher!”
“Well..., that sounded like talking. Let’s try another area.”
Dan pulled the cord from the wall.  He pulled a small pocketknife, cut into the man’s shirt sleeve on the upper arm. Tearing the shirt open, up toward the shoulder, he exposed a dressing and bandage.
“What'd we got here? Looks painful.” He ripped the dressing away, exposing the front and bottom edges of a ragged scoop doing its best to heal. He tore the shirt further up until the entire front of the shoulder was visible.
“Let’s clean that up a bit.” He dabbed at the wound with the damp towel, then dropped it and reached over to plug the cord back into the wall outlet. Dan repeated the electrical act, at two points near the bottom of the wound, and this time, the man strained at the bindings, his body twisting to break free, groan transitioned to growl. The smell of copper wafted into the air. 
A new song came on the radio. The kitchen towel that acted as a gag did a good job. The muffled growl accompanied Bad Company's greatest hit...  "I was born, six-gun in my hand. Behind a gun, I'll make a final stand!" 
"I hear you singing," Dan stared down at him. "Good attitude!"
He applied the two wires again briefly, just enough to cause another arc, another wisp of the coppery stench of burnt blood. As he turned back, he could see beads of sweat and a wild look in the intruder's eyes.
“You ready?” This time, one wire touched the bottom of the mess and the other touched at the top.  The arc brought a sizzle for the ride. Moisture allowed voltage to cross the wound, complete the circuit. Still muffled, the sound of pain competed more effectively now.  "Bad company, 'til the day I die."  
Maybe he's ready...  Dan pulled the gag from his mouth.
◆◆◆
 
As the towel came out of his mouth, Lyle sucked in a big breath. 
“I'll, I’ll tell you what you want. Please don’t do that anymore…” He tried to sound ready, at least a little. He hoped he might persuade Hardesty to back off, stop this pressure, maybe drop his guard.
“Who are you, and why did you kill the Senator?”
“My name's Lyle. His wife found out he was cheating. She paid me to kill him.”
◆◆◆
 
As creative and quickly as this story spilled out, Dan knew that it was bullshit, or at least, not the whole story.
“So, what? She saw your ad in the paper? Sent you a card?” 
This drew silence, the man unprepared to embellish on this created fiction. After a few moments, he added, “I don’t know how she found me, but she offered me a lot of money.”
“How'd you find me?” Dan fired off the question, hoping to catch him off guard with an answer. 
Lyle stared at him. 
Dan had hit a wall. He could keep going and apply more pressure, but that was promising to be more punitive.  He was afraid it'd veer quickly away from his resolution to allow the system to function.
“Has she paid you yet? Maybe a nice deposit?” Dan planted a little seed of hope.
“Uh, yeah, I got ten grand and she owes me ten. I could give you the ten I have…” Lyle trailed off.
“I think that'd be a good idea, Lyle. Why don’t we make that happen? Need to hit a bank?” Dan asked as he formulated the next step in his head.
“Yeah, I got it in the bank. Let’s do that. I could have it transferred to your account, or maybe you want cash?”
“Oh, I like cash, Lyle. Don't you? Cash is definitely the way to go. I’ll let you free but I am not taking any chances with you. You're gonna be tied up 'til we get to the bank.”
“No problem. Let’s do it.”
◆◆◆
 
Dan stood, walked out, into the carport. He made a walkie-talkie request, then a phone call.




88. RETURN CALL TO SIMMONS

“Simmons, I've been thinking about the situation. It will be best to get this guy to you today. Does that still work?”
“Of course,” replied Simmons. “What time will you be here?”
"I'm still working out the details. I'll call you in a couple hours. I should have your package all wrapped up by then. Later.” He disconnected.
Dan picked up more nylon cord and returned to the living room, where he turned the stereo down low, came back to kneel by the trussed-up man.
"I'm going to cut your hands free. Do what I tell you and don't struggle, or we'll be going back to science class."
Lyle nodded, didn't say anything. Dan cut the right arm's wrist tie loose from the steel anchor.
"Other hand now. No sudden moves." He cut the cord, ready for anything. "Now turn on your right side, arm behind you!" 
Lyle grunted, heaved up, twisting his upper body enough so that he was partially on his right side, as far as hips allowed. Dan grabbed the right limb, secured the wrist with a clove hitch.
"Left arm back!" 
He tied the wrists together. "When I cut your legs loose, roll onto your belly." 
After he rolled over, Dan kneeled on top of him. He ran the excess rope up around his neck, then back to the wrists. There'd be no slipping hands under ass this time.
Dan heard a car door shut outside of the kitchen. Joe just brought the Subaru over as Dan had requested over the radio. He waited a few minutes for Joe to leave, while in the kitchen, checking cell phone status and his pistol. He extracted the ammo from Lyle’s gun magazine and breech, reinserted the magazine and tucked it into his waistband. When he had everything he thought he'd need, he returned to the living room.
"Were going on that ride now. Might be bumpy. Say ahh." 
Lyle glared, opened his mouth, and Dan shoved the towel into place, then directed him to roll to his side, pulled him up to his feet.. He walked him into the kitchen, shoved him down onto the chair.
"Stay there."
Dan opened the door, looked out into the carport and down the driveway. All clear. Joe'd backed the car in, parking close to the van. Dan picked up his duffel, perched it on the counter by the carport door. 
He pulled Lyle to his feet, walked him out to the car, pushed him into the passenger seat. With his forearm against Lyle's throat, he buckled him in with the shoulder belt. Pulling a knitted cap from his bag, he yanked it down over Lyle's head as far as it would go, to the chin.
"Stay still, don't be wiggling around." He slammed the door shut with a smile. 
Dan went back in, stuck Lyle's pistol into the bag, secured the house, then grabbed a towel, blanket and roll of tape, tossed them into the back.
"Okie dokie, Lyle. We're off to town. When we get there, I'll let you stretch your legs before we hit the bank!" He smiled again, wondering if Lyle believed him.




89. TWO PLUS TWO PLUS TWO

Dan mentally re-entered the data of how the last couple days had come about as he drove south.
—One, coincidental stumbling with his drone, on the MV Mantis activity, of a murder clean-up. Enough excitement for one day. Fired on, way worse, and the flood gate opened.
—Two, was it possible that Lyle talked to someone onshore? His two visitors? Did they follow him home? Seemed like a stretch, but possible. The hitters came at him with deadly force, didn't waste any time in getting there. An interesting side note—no local news reports of dead bodies found at the dump. What happened to them?
—Dan had lucked out, figured where the Mantis should be... adding two plus two led him to Santa Barbara. From there, into the lap of the Mantis operators. One tango down, and somehow, after being wounded, number two showed up in his living room.
Whatever team was playing here, they had a good network. That, more than anything, convinced Dan this wasn't any spousal contract killing. It brought him to a painful conclusion. Colonel Faulkner, or someone in his office had pulled back a curtain, was pulling strings.




PART SIX





90. CLEAN-UP WORK

How the hell did I not see this coming? Gerald Moore faced the window, a vast landscape before him, from this high-rise office. His eyes might have been facing that direction, but they didn't see the view. Engaged brain trumped visual input. Thoughts about initiating janitorial services for this fiasco also triggered a nagging, whispered suggestion about a disappearing act, which he tried to ignore.
It'd become clear in recent weeks that the whole pie that was JCT had become rotten apples. Temptation dangled in front of Turner’s eyes must have started it. A chance to share JCT technologies, for what was undoubtedly significant amounts of money. Maybe threats were involved, but so fucking what? We deal with those things all the time!  Now, a tangled mess and bungled with witnesses. The requisite clean-up had become even more entangled. How far would this screw-up go?
Turner was now only a ripple, recent history.  The existential threat—ripples become waves, and that wasn't good for the Alliance.  The Colonel's grip wasn't as tight as I'd thought it was. Subtle nuances regarding family safety might have lost impact over time. Maybe not his fault, but there was a cost for failure.
Moore picked up his in-house phone and buzzed Robbie Hamilton’s desk. Robbie picked up before the second ring.
“Yes, Sir?”
“Do you have a few minutes for me, Robbie?”
“Absolutely. I’ll be right there.”  Ninety seconds later, Robbie was tapping on Moore’s inner office door.
“Come in, Robbie…  sit down. I need to chat with you about the Turner situation. How did the insurance policy meeting go with his girlfriend?”
“Oh, easy, Sir. She appeared surprised, embarrassed. She's on board with not saying anything about it to anyone.”
“Excellent. We've got a bit more of a problem brewing, and I need you to provide some critical cleanup. You able to shift focus to this right now?”
“Yes, Sir. Anything you need me to do.” 
Moore talked with Robbie for an hour, reviewing the events that had taken place, as far as he knew. His conclusion, his rationale he shared–An asset’s value dropped in proportion to growing liabilities.  In this case, the liability had increased dramatically.  At the end of their chat, Moore gave Robbie the ‘go ahead’. He'd travel to the Virginia/Maryland border, work out the details to take care of the issue once and for all.




91. PERSON OF INTEREST

The drive south didn't include conversation. Lyle figured that'd be best. That general idea was communicated clear enough when the cap got pulled down tight over his head and face. At one point, he'd asked, "Do I have to wear this hat?"
"Yup. If it gets loose, I’ve got tape."
Lyle could only think about, hope for any explosive opportunity to get free. He'd need just a moment to overpower this man and hurt him badly, before killing him. At the moment, he could see only little shards of light through the cap’s meshed fibers. He thought he could shimmy it up a little on one side, leaning against the passenger window, but he was wrong.
Lyle stayed silent, occasionally adjusting in the seat to attempt to improve his comfort. His hands still bound behind the back, with little room to move. He stewed in his discomfort, his anger.
◆◆◆
 
Dan drove the highway and while he appeared focused on the road, his brain was playing, re-playing and playing again the course of the last many hours. The replay exercise helped him to recall little bits of information. These might provide new light on what was hidden from plain sight, hovering in the shadows.
When they arrived in Santa Barbara, Dan drove around, scouting for an appropriate location. He decided that Shoreline Park would suffice, if everything went smoothly. He figured Simmons would be flexible. As for his package, he might need further inducements, in order to get his complete cooperation.
Dan found a parking spot close to a bench along the green belt. He got out of the driver’s seat, walked around to open the back hatch, picked up the towel, shoved the roll of tape into his waistband, then came around, opened Lyle's door.  
"Sorry. You have to have this towel again. Just for a few minutes. Open your mouth."
Lyle obeyed, opened his mouth, and Dan stuffed the towel into the gap,  then the hat was pulled down to cover it. Dan pulled the tape, began to wrap a band of it around, from the chin, behind the head, back to the chin. His passenger wasn't totally still.

"Don't wiggle!" Doesn't seem to like the tape so much. Dan's smile crept back. He broke the tape, patted it close. It wouldn't go anywhere without help. "Now don't move. I'll be watching you." 
He shut the door, stepped away from the car, called Simmons. Dan provided the detective with the location, informed him that his person of interest would be bound and wrapped in a blanket on a bench along the shore.
Returning to the car, he grabbed up the blanket from the back, and the pistol he'd taken from the man. As a last moment thought, he also picked up the marker in his bag, then opened Lyle’s door and pulled him out to standing.
He walked him to the bench, then quickly wrapped the blanket around Lyle's body, after stuffing the unloaded gun into his waistband at his back. The wrap included a layer up, around his head. He used the tape in long, circular loops to secure his bundle into a large, burrito-looking package, then pushed him down, to sit on the bench. 
He leaned in, wrote "Cops on the way" across the face area of the blanket, then moved around behind the bench, whispered close to an ear, "Nighty-night, now.”
 His strong arms wrapped around Lyle’s neck to perform a choke hold, using extra pressure to overcome the blanket's bulk. It took a bit longer than normal, with the padding, but in about fifteen seconds, Lyle’s struggles stopped and he slumped. 
Even if a passerby stopped to see what was going on, Dan counted on them to call the P.D.  He doubted they would presume to un-bundle him, and even so, that'd take some time.
He returned to the car, fired it up,and as he drove away, his thoughts returned to the nagging questions surrounding what Simmons had said earlier on the phone, about a suggestion of government agency involvement. That led him to call Tony.




92. TONY's HOMEWORK

The appropriate connections were key—People, resources, devices. Tony approached them all in much the same way. He maintained and kept clean contacts in the government, refreshed them as needed. It wasn’t difficult for him to learn some interesting details about JCT, LLC.
On the cover, a producer of electronic control systems for automotive and agricultural equipment. Those were a thin veneer on the cake. Window dressing to provide benign business dealing bona fides. The big cake, the gravy that filled the boat on Turner’s table were the contracts held with several big hitters. Among them: General Dynamics, General Atomics Aeronautical, General Electric, Lockheed Martin, Raytheon. These were the big bones. The framework of the military industrial complex, as referred to by Eisenhower in his farewell address to the American public in 1961.
A small detail he picked up from an industry insider; JCT’s products were not the best product options out there. Their big boot was wedged in the door, however, and competition was nowhere in sight. JCT rode in the groove with clear sailing skies, as far as Tony was able to discern. It seemed that Turner had a tiger by the tail.
A Defense Department source went further. Turner’s role was sensitive, and he had people high up in the D.O.D. who looked after him, provided security. Tony passed along to Dan that the way it sounded, if the Senator had been put down, either he'd crossed some very powerful people, or he was the victim in some unlucky fluke of a robbery.
As far as Dan was concerned, his gut was tuned correctly, after this insight that Tony had been able to produce. Turner had connections, and it seemed that he stepped on some of those toes and was now merely a part of the biological food chain.
“Boomer, thanks for the time you have spent looking into this mess.”
“Hey, Man, piece of cake, but I gotta tell you, it has only whet my appetite. I'm thinking that you've got some dangerous waters ahead, think we should tag team to get through it.”
Dan was happy to hear this, because as he thought about a confrontation that loomed on the horizon, he was certain that some diversionary tactics would be needed.
“How about I come over so we can do a little planning?”
“Burgers'll be on the grill and the beer's always ready.”




93. DETECTIVE SIMMONS

He wasted no time in getting to Shoreline Park and had Miguel follow him in a patrol car. Just as Mr. Smith had said, they found a blanket-wrapped, man-sized bundle on the ground in front of one of the benches. There were two sweat-stained joggers standing nearby, and one was talking into a cell phone. Dispatch had sent out a radio call and Simmons let the dispatch operator know that he was on scene and had back-up.
After a quick interview with the runners, who had not seen how the bundle arrived, Miguel thanked them, asked them to be on their way, and to discourage them from hanging around, he informed them that this was an ongoing investigation and he needed them to leave the area. 
Meanwhile, Alex began to pull away tape from around the upper portion of the bundle, and Miguel came over to assist, holding the package securely, informing the occupant that he was in police hands and that he was safe. 
As the bundle’s head emerged, and the cap and gag were removed, Simmons could easily recognize that this was one of the men he'd seen in the drone video clip.
“Good afternoon, Sir. What the heck led to you being bundled up like this?”
“I was kidnapped by some guy. Cut me loose, will ya?”
“Well certainly, Sir. We’re working on that but I need to know what’s going on. What's your name?”
“Uhh, Bandahl, Lyle Bandahl.”
"Do you know who did this, Mr. Bandahl? Why'd it happen?” As he watched the man’s face, he signaled Rivera to back off of further unwrapping.
“No! I don’t know who he is. Cut me loose!”
“Sir, Mr. Bandahl,” Simmons continued with a soft, patient voice, “we'll get you free of all this stuff, but I need to ask if you have any weapons or dangerous items that might harm us.”
The man denied having weapons but was clearly anxious and upset, which Simmons used to his advantage.
“Sir, you're safe now. Whoever did this is long gone, so I need you to relax…”
“I'm not going to relax 'til I get free.”
“Will you spell your name for me, Sir?” Simmons continued, and the man didn’t respond. “I tell you what. I'm going to free up your legs so that you can walk. We're going over to that patrol car," he nodded over his shoulder.  "We'll get you downtown and make certain you don’t have injuries, and we’ll see if we can figure out who did this to you.”
“I don’t want to go with you. Let me loose.”
“At this point, Sir, we're going to detain you until we can make certain you're okay. Maybe see about who might have done this.”
“Am I under arrest?” the man bellowed, and Simmons assured him that he was only being detained for now. That seemed to be enough. The man stopped talking and looked away, avoiding any other eye contact with the policemen.
Simmons stood facing him, holding his shoulders, while the patrolman unwrapped tape binding the blanket, pulled it loose. As the blanket fell away, the cop saw the pistol tucked into the back of the waistband. 
"Gun!" 
He saw that the man's wrists were bound. "Don't move," his voice terse, grabbing the wrists, he pulled up on the arms to force the man to bend at the waist, hands up and away from the grip of the gun. He cautiously extracted the weapon, pinching the grip.
"You said no weapons!" Simmons had his face up close.
"That ain't mine."
“Really!?" Simmons paused, nodding at Miguel. "You're under arrest."
"On what charge?" 
"For now, failing to report a weapon in your possession."
"I told you. That ain't mine!"
"We'll see." He looked at Miguel. "Officer, read him his rights."




94. BURGER, BREW, WHAT TO DO?

As soon as large burgers came off the grill and went inside on a platter, the two men fixed them up with condiments, grabbed two cold beers from the fridge and went into the living room to chow down.
Dan quickly summarized that from the way things appeared, his cover, his contact in the agency had compromised his safety and possibly targeted him.
Tony concurred. He'd attended security briefings  run by Col. Faulkner twice, and reminded his friend that the colonel had been a weasel on both occasions, when Tony had asked for back-up information pertinent to their action. 
In Tony’s words, the colonel had “acted like I was asking for his first born” and wasn't interested or willing to delve deeper into specific intelligence issues. He seemed to take offense at the requests, as if it had been suggested that his debrief was inaccurate or inadequate, and responded defensively in order to protect his own position, whatever that was.
Dan asked Tony how he felt about taking a trip to the D.C. area and Tony said he was on board. Dan verbally sketched out a plan that would include Tony’s presence for some diversion. He made it clear to Tony that he wanted his assistance, but that helping in this might get Tony close to the heat of a fire. 
Tony smiled and responded that it was getting a little cool in southern California anyway. They mapped out a strategy and took their first steps on the arrangements the next day.




95. COP SHOP INTERVIEW

Rivera escorted Lyle into a holding room, sat him at the bare table, told him to sit tight. A few minutes later, a man came into the room with a small duffel. He opened a clipboard, pen in hand, ready.
“What's your name?” 
Lyle looked away. The man began pulling out a blood pressure cuff, stethoscope and other things from the bag.
“Hey. I'm fine. I don't got any  injuries.”
“Would it be alright if I measured your vital signs?”
“No. I don’t want any medical attention. I want to be free to go.”
     "Well, Sir. Okay. I can’t let you go, but I’ll indicate that you refuse medical attention.” 
     As he exited through the door, Lyle yelled, “Get that god-damned detective in here.” On the other side of the two-way glass, Simmons and Rivera watched.
◆◆◆
 
“Miguel, let’s let him stew for a while. I think he doesn’t like being here too much. Maybe that'll help. I'm going to review the video we received and in about an hour, I want you to see if our friend would like some coffee, a soda, or something to eat. Let’s see what we can get going. Maybe we’ll find some common ground.”
◆◆◆
 
Minutes dragged slowly over the next hour as Lyle simmered. Rather be a kidnap victim than be in a fucking jail cell. While this wasn't a cell, it was jail. For a brief moment, the image of that little stucco cottage off of a sunny beach popped into his visual cortex, reminding him that he shoulda, coulda, woulda, and “FUCK!” bounced through the walls into adjoining rooms and echoed out down the hall.
◆◆◆
 
Where they stood watching, smiles crept onto the faces of the two cops. About ninety minutes later, Miguel brought a hoagie sandwich and a soda into the holding cell. He apologized profusely for the detective’s poor behavior, but had to report that the detective had left the station and he wasn’t sure where he had gone. 
He listened attentively to Lyle’s ranting and angry diatribe, in between bites of his sandwich and slurping at the soda, including threats of lawsuit for false arrest, civil suits that would cost them their jobs, retirements.
For his part, Miguel told their guest he was astounded at the way an upstanding citizen was being treated. He assured Mr. Bandahl that he would speak to the captain about this, and that it was only a matter of time.
Miguel continued to listen, maintained a straight, sympathetic face, shaking his head and making ‘tsssk’ sounds at appropriate moments. When all that remained of the sandwich was a corner of bread on the wrapper, and the soda can sat next to it, he stepped close, scooped  up the trash.
“Hey, there’s some cake in the break room. I’ll go grab some for ya, get you another soda.”
He turned, exited the room. As he entered the hallway, closing the door behind him, he handed off everything to Simmons, who had emerged from the next room.
◆◆◆
 


Simmons hustled those items to his lab guys, who'd received heads up that he was coming. They'd assured him that they could have a simple match, if one existed, between blood and saliva within a couple days.




96. VISE JAWS OPEN

VIRGINIA
Looking into Faulkner’s eyes would be critical. Questions about the Senator, about  Dan’s home visitors. They'd need to get him away from Langley and alone. Shouldn't be difficult. If the colonel was rotten, he’d be dangerous and in a defensive mode, so they had to hold cards that would keep the colonel from acting out.
Tony convinced Dan that it would be smarter if Tony did the face to face and Dan stayed back, behind the curtain. If they worked it right, once they had the colonel in a neutral mode, they could join up and bring pressure to bear.
With verifiable identifications in their respective alias covers, they flew to Baltimore, rented a car and secured a motel room.
Dan called Faulkner using the satellite phone and asked for a meeting. The colonel suggested an out of the way place, and they agreed to a time and location. Perfect!Unbeknownst to Dan, it happened to be the colonel’s favorite bowling alley bar. 
Meet time at 1500. Tony and Dan pulled into the parking lot at 1415. They parked away from the building’s main entrance but with a clear view, and spent the time exploring ‘what if’s’ that might take place. At 1450, a car pulled into the lot and they could recognize the colonel driving, and alone. Dan stayed in the car while Tony, dressed in loose sweats, a ball cap and sunglasses, walked in.
◆◆◆
 
After allowing his eyes to adjust to the darker interior, Tony walked through the bowling alley and into the cocktail lounge, spotted the colonel sitting at a booth. He walked over and sat down on the opposite side. 
By the time he'd finished saying, “Good afternoon”, another man approached, pushed himself onto the same bench seat, pressed something hard into Tony’s ribs, whispered, “Don’t move.”
“What’s this?” Tony asked, not in a whisper, looking at Faulkner. The man next to him said nothing. The colonel looked at the face under a hat, behind the shades. Maybe a hint of recognition, but clearly, not Dan.
“What do you want?” Faulkner asked.
“I want this conversation to be private," Tony stated calmly. "If this asshole doesn’t go away now, whatever he's pressing against my ribs will be shoved right up his ass.” He'd turned to face the man next to him as he said this, saw nothing in the eyes looking back.
There was a very brief exchange of looks between them, then the colonel nodded. Tony’s bench buddy did a quick one-handed pat down of Tony’s waist, then pocketed what he held in his right hand, slid out and walked over to the bar where he sat on a stool, facing the two at the table.
“Now, what do you want?” Faulkner repeated. “What I want, Colonel, is to make certain that when you meet with a mutual acquaintance of ours, it remains a friendly meeting. It appears you don’t necessarily share the same desire, based on your dickhead friend over there.”
“Considering what Hardesty's mixed up in," the colonel’s reply was caustic, "I hardly expect it to be a friendly meeting.”
“Okay. Fair enough. You're both anxious. Let’s start there and try this again. Maybe we can have a better outcome than what would have erupted here. Wanna try again tomorrow?”
“All right," he nodded, "tomorrow. Same time. Tell Hardesty I don’t have time to waste if he doesn’t want to show up.”
Tony nodded, slid out from the table, then walked over to the bar. He leaned in so that the man there could not miss his whisper.
“If we should meet again, keep your dick in your pants if you don’t want to lose it, fuckhead.” 
He straightened, walked out of the lounge, out of the building and turned toward the back of the lot, watching over his shoulder to see if his pals had emerged. Nobody came out of the building as he got to the car, where he slid into the passenger seat.
Both he and Dan hunkered down so that a casual glance would not see their heads through the windshield and while they peeked over the dashboard to watch the doors, Tony briefed Dan on the meeting.
As they'd imagined might happen, about a twenty-minute, two-cocktail slam later, the colonel emerged from the building and got into his car. They watched it lurch into the street from the parking lot, entering moderate traffic and its driver, perhaps a bit fuzzy, and certainly pissed off, barely glanced at rear view mirrors as he cruised toward home.
◆◆◆
 
Faulkner's mind stumbled ahead, thinking about tomorrow and how best to deal with Hardesty, and consequently, gave no thought or attention to the sedan that pulled out and into the afternoon traffic behind him.
Twenty minutes later, his backtrack drive transformed into a gently rolling suburb of large homes on huge lots, in Silver Springs. As he pulled up into a driveway that bisected the properties of his and his neighbor’s home, he remained oblivious to the car that was just then cruising slowly past the driveway on Live Oak Drive.




97. CLOSING THE JAWS

From the passenger seat, Dan watched the back end of the car as it blended into the afternoon shadows of the driveway's border shrubbery. I'm waist deep in a gulley full of the very shit I hate. When this is done, I have to start over, get further away from old trails. Done with this!
Things had mushroomed over the course of handfuls of hours, and looked like it could finish one of two ways. One direction could end his mission on the planet, and soon, and involved him doing nothing, other than wait. The other path required that he keep his hand on the tiller, steer this in a direction of his choosing.  
Either way, he wasn’t enthusiastic about options.  He wasn't ready to lay down, allow these events to dictate his future. Tony convinced him that they needed to apply significant pressure on Faulkner in order to get him to admit any mishandling on his part.
By 0500 the next morning, they were coffee’d up, waiting down the road from Faulkner’s home. At 0622, they watched the colonel’s sedan appear at the end of the  driveway, pull out into the street and enter the road. 
Fifteen minutes later, their rental car was not quite parked and not quite in the road, but blocking enough of the driveway to prevent a vehicle from getting in or out.
They had the hood up and while Tony sat behind the wheel, Dan stood at the front, looking busy about wiggling wires, checking connections to the engine. He had the ground wire battery connection loose so that it easily slid off the post. He could tweak it to allow the car to almost start, tweak it to kill the power.
Now they had to wait, but not for long. At 0710, as they continued their broken down charade, Claire Faulkner came walking down the driveway with her two daughters to wait for the school bus. 
When they first appeared around the curve of the driveway, Tony's camera, nestled in the crook of his arm, captured a few quick photographs. Then he returned to being a frustrated driver trying to get his car started while his friend screwed around under the hood.
◆◆◆
 
Nearing the sidewalk, Claire realized that car was blocking the driveway, watched them with sideways glances as she chatted with her daughters. The car almost started a couple times. Within a couple minutes, the bus arrived, the girls were on board and the bus drove away.
"Do you want me to call a tow truck?" Claire asked Dan, looking at him from where she stood on the sidewalk. "I can go inside and call someone if you need." 
"I'm so sorry," he apologized. "Would you mind? That would be great.”
She turned to leave, and Dan swiftly closed the distance, got behind her. 
“Mrs. Faulkner, don’t move. If you love your kids and husband, you need to come with me.” 
She wheeled around at her name, finding herself face to face with this man. He looked deadly serious and a quick glance at the other man confirmed it. He'd stepped out of the car, was watching, waiting.  The man standing in front of her informed her that she would not have a chance at getting away. She briefly pondered fighting, but digging up self-defense training seemed like a foggy distance away from the here and now.
“What do you want?” was all she could ask before the man placed his hand on her forearm and steered her to the car. 
“Please don’t do this. Please don’t hurt us.”
He walked her to the car’s back door where the other stood, and he said in a low voice, “Keep these on.” 
He placed sunglasses on her face and eased her down onto the seat. The glasses were immediately disorienting for her and she allowed the strong arms to set her down and then assist in turning her to sit facing forward. He reached across her to connect the shoulder restraint, asking her for her first name. 
“Claire” she responded and before closing the door, he said softly, “You’ll be fine, Claire.”
He walked around and entered the back seat from the other side. She turned to look at him but the glasses  completely distorted his image. She found that in looking through them, her eyes immediately strained to focus, leading to a wave of nausea. She turned her head back to face forward and closed her eyes.  While this was happening, the other man had returned to the front of the car where he pounded on something, then dropped the hood. He got back in and started the car and they drove slowly out of the neighborhood.




98. GLADYS

Gladys Humphreys wasn't a busy-body! She always drank her morning’s second cup of coffee while sitting in the living room, looking out the window on the morning’s activities. 
She didn’t want to add to the local gossip about her being nosey, but the fact that she just watched her neighbor get into that car with those two men didn’t seem right to her. 
She'd first noticed them when they rolled up across the street, blocking the Faulkner's driveway. Sipping at her coffee, she watched them, could hear the car almost start a couple times. She wanted so badly to tell someone. She could try Alfred’s cell phone, but he refused to answer it while driving, and would only return her call after he got to the office. 
She picked up the phone, thinking instead that she might call a friend, then stopped. It was still pretty early. In addition, Alfred was always telling her to mind her own business. Would this be any different? One thing was certain. Alfred had seemed particularly edgy and quick to anger lately. She didn’t need to add to that. 
She placed the phone down and went into the kitchen to wash the breakfast dishes and watch the morning show on TV.




99. PACKAGE SECURE

The rental car traveled southwest, and Tony encouraged her to relax as possible, reiterated that their plan was to keep her safe and secure, that no harm would come to her or to her children.
“But what about my husband?” left a cool stillness in the moving car, and Tony didn't respond. 
“You realize that harm to my husband will be harm to us, don’t you?” Tony gave a small nod she might have seen.
After a moment, he said to her, “Your husband’s future will depend on his actions. There are some things we have no control over.”
Tony was silent for a minute or so, and Claire remained quiet as well. He'd been thinking about her upcoming role and had discussed possibilities with Dan in their planning. He made the decision to proceed, knowing that it was fair that if she didn’t know anything about her husband’s line of work, she should understood some of the risks he faced.
◆◆◆
 
“Claire, do you know what your husband does for the military?”
She didn't reply, having already considered the possibility that these two were spies or foreign agents or something. 
“That’s okay. We know part of his job description. He is directly involved with operations involving drone surveillance and similar functions. Do you know what else he does?”
She didn't want to talk about Sam’s work. She knew she wasn't allowed, yet here she was, feeling like her children’s lives, Sam’s and her life might be at risk if whatever happened here and now didn't go well. 
I'll do whatever it takes to prevent a family tragedy. Claire knew that Sam had top security clearance, dealing with the drone program and that whatever he did beyond that, he didn’t share it with her. 
There were several times in their life together, and even more so recently, when Sam was so distant, had seemed so far away, that while sitting at the dinner table, he might as well have been on the moon. There had been hints of problems at work on numerous occasions, but anytime she'd asked if there was anything she could do, Sam had replied that she shouldn't ask, couldn't know what he was doing. Those types of replies had scared the hell out of her.
◆◆◆
 
“Claire, I'm not going to tell you a lot about your husband’s work. I will tell you that over the last half of his career, he's been involved in some of the highest security level activities taking place in other nations and in our own country." 
"I know this," Tony continued, "because I've been involved in some of the very same activities. Your husband not only directs drone programs around the world, but also serves in a much more secretive capacity.”
“He acts as a government contact point for some very dedicated people," Tony went on, "who work completely anonymously, outside of what one would consider normal military operations, both here and abroad. These people rely on him as a vital link and on occasion, have to entrust their very lives on this relationship.”  Tony let that settle and decided that it was enough, at least for now. 
He reminded her to stay calm and informed her that she'd be talking to her husband soon. Claire tried to look at the man next to her a couple times by keeping her head forward, casting her eyes to the side to look between her cheek and the dark lens, but the glasses were a wrap-around type that did not allow much of a side view and caused more eye strain.
“Can you tell me what this is about? Maybe I can help you. Please tell me.” 
“Our business issues will have to be discussed with your husband. I'm sorry."
The conversation ended and they continued in silence, each of them deep in thought.
◆◆◆
 
Dan drove to Chantilly, near the motel where they were staying under alias, and pulled into a business section of the Chantilly Shopping Center. There was a Walmart and many small fast food and medium-sized restaurants close by. 
Their plan included the need for short-term food and beverages and a few miscellaneous items, but the priority was to determine if this location would serve more important purposes. Dan parked the car amidst a cluster of others, turned toward the back seat and handed the car key to Tony as he asked Claire what she would eat and drink.
“I don’t want anything.” Dan reminded her that their short time together required her cooperation in order to keep it a calm time.
“All right, anything. A cheeseburger, a burrito, some kind of sandwich, whatever is easy. If I could get a bottle of water or some kind of juice, that would be good.”
“Great. Thanks, Claire.” With eyebrows raised at Tony for feedback, and receiving a thumb’s up, he continued, “I'll try not to keep you guys waiting too long.” Dan turned back in his seat and exited the car.
He walked across the lot and entered the Walmart, where he worked his way around the store with a cart. In the hardware aisle, he picked up a small bundle of cordage, a roll of duct tape, and a spray can of varnish. In the automotive section next to it, he grabbed a bottle of motor oil, added to the basket. He picked up a dozen hand-held 'meals', a six-pack of soda, a couple juice bottles, a package of bottled water and an assortment of candy and granola bars.
After making those purchases, he returned to the car and placed them on the front seat, handed two bottles of water back to Tony.
"Okay. One more errand. I'll be back soon."
He walked the other way, crossing a street, and entered a building that appeared to have several food options. He did some quick recon and found what he was hoping for. 
The building offered many choices for the public to access and importantly, had an employee only entrance to the back areas where deliveries were made. He walked in that direction, looking around discreetly to see if any employees were near, then stepped through the “Employees Only” marked door that led to the service and delivery area. 
From there, it was easy to see that this restricted area serviced the restaurants and a couple other store backs and could easily serve them in their needs. Satisfied with the location, he returned to where the car was parked and got in.
“Was there anything else either of you might like while we’re here?” Dan asked, and they both shook their heads. He got into the driver’s seat, belted in, drove them out of the parking lot and back in the direction of their motel.
When they arrived, Dan and Tony escorted Claire to the motel room. Dan walked her to a recliner chair and had her sit. Tony went back out to the car and collected the bags of purchased items and returned, setting the bags onto the dresser top. 
He pulled the cordage from one of the bags and tossed it to Dan, who used it to bind her to the chair so that she could not stand up. She was again reminded to keep the glasses on. Tony placed a roll of duct tape into her lap and informed her that it was best that she stay quiet, and that if they needed to do so, they would be inclined to gag her. That was enough for her to remain quiet. Dan tuned the television to an entertainment channel and set the volume low.
There was no conversation in  the room. About an hour later, Dan selected a sandwich and brought it and another bottle of water over to where Claire sat. When he offered them to her, she asked if she could use the bathroom and Dan agreed, untying the rope that kept her in the chair. He walked her to the bathroom door and opened it, stepped aside to let her pass.
“Claire, don't lock the door, please. We will not be coming in unless we hear anything other than your use of the toilet or the sink, and I can assure you, the door lock won't  slow us down. Is that clear?” 
She nodded her agreement.
While she was occupied, Tony spent a couple minutes gathering up the personal items they'd brought into the room, and when everything was collected into a duffel, he placed it by the door. About two minutes later, Claire left the bathroom, the sunglasses still in place and Dan walked her back to the chair.
“Can we leave this rope off, Claire?” 
"Oh, please. Thank you."
They began to eat, and as they did,  Claire spoke up.
“You men have been very nice, polite, but I'm worried. Our girls ride the bus home from school and I need to meet them when they get home. They won’t know what to do if I'm not there.” 
“Claire, we have an appointment to meet with your husband this afternoon,” replied Dan. “We'll be having you speak with him at that time, but not until then.”
“But what about our kids? Please. It must be getting late and our girls come home from school at 2:30.”
“I’ll tell you what I can do for you, Claire. I'll allow you to call your neighbor or a friend whom you trust, so that you can ask the big favor of meeting your daughters. Whoever you call, you can assure them that you will back home before dinner time.”




100. BIRD FOR THE ROASTER

Robbie was the only passenger on the executive jet that flew to Dulles Airport, then taxied in front of a private terminal. He collected his duffel, walked out of the terminal’s front entry and flagged down a cab, directing the driver to take him to a car rental agency a few miles away. 
After securing a sedan using false identification, he drove out to a neighborhood nearby. He roamed, searching, then selected an older model Ford pick-up truck that would serve his purpose. He parked the rental car around the block, and with his duffel in hand, walked back to where the truck was located.
He was inside of the locked truck in seconds with the help of a slim-jim, and within two minutes, had connected wires from under the dash and started the truck. He drove away from the neighborhood, proceeded in the direction of a military complex where he knew that Colonel Faulkner spent his working day.
When he arrived on scene, he parked under the shade of a tree-lined street where he could see the traffic coming and going. 
As he waited, he considered the options that might present themselves. He believed he was ready for anything.




101. STOLEN VEHICLE

Mark Anderson planned to make the best of a bad situation when he left his house that morning. His blueprint– go to work for most of the day, leave a little early in order to pick up the cake he'd ordered for his son’s twelfth birthday celebration. Frustrating enough that he couldn’t do all of the things he would've liked to do for Tommy’s birthday, but these had been difficult months since his separation from Linda. He was grateful that at least, she'd had the decency to include him in the party plan. He was happy to get the cake.
It wasn’t until crossing the yard to get into his truck that he realized it was gone. He didn’t know that he'd missed the act by only thirty-five minutes. Justifiably pissed off, within a few minutes, he tried to stay calm as he spoke with the police dispatch operator. She completed her intake sheet information and then transferred his call to the office where the details about his stolen truck report would be created.
After finishing the call to the police department, he made a call to his boss to let him know that he'd be delayed, and followed that with a call to his insurance carrier to let them know what had occurred. 
They asked similar questions about whether the truck was locked, whether the keys were in it, and a few other questions that might allow them to get off the hook. Finally, they assisted him with what he needed so that he could make the arrangement to rent a car. 
About two hours later,
relatively back on track, he  headed to work. Throughout that morning’s chaos, his brain ached about this personal affront, and he hoped that somehow, someone would find his truck. 
The thought never occur to him, during the entire process, that there was any luck in the day’s events. Had he not called the police, his insurance company, or the rental company, and continued as possible with the routines of the day, he would have faced some very frightening and stressful hours by the end of it. 
Instead, he shared in eating cake and watching his son at play with friends, celebrating the day, unaware until later that his potential stress was held to a minimum by his actions.




102. JAW’S TOOTHY GRIP

All three picked at the food in front of them, but none of them were terribly hungry, for different reasons. After Dan finished his share of eating and drinking, he left Tony to hold down the fort while he stepped out of the room. 
He made a call to Faulkner’s secure line and informed him they'd be meeting in a different place. When the colonel balked, Dan said “Claire will be joining us.” That statement brought a momentary and heavy blanket of silence down over the Colonel’s protest. After a brief pause, he demanded “Hold on!”
◆◆◆
 
The colonel muted the satellite phone, selected a line on his desk phone and called his home number, then his wife’s cell, neither of which produced his wife’s voice. His facial tone was significantly more reddened by the time he returned to the call from Hardesty.
“If anything happens to my wife or my kids, I will peel your skin.” It was the first thing he said into the phone.
“Believe me, Colonel, we don’t want any harm to come to your family. Ideally, nobody will be harmed, but most of that will depend on your actions, starting this afternoon.”
Dan gave Faulkner an address and description of where they would meet, keeping the time to meet at 3 p.m., and encouraged him to "leave his friends at the office".




103. WEAPON HOT

Faulkner didn't usually carry a weapon.  Easier to get around without such hardware, for even with his high security clearances, there were inevitable delays when one included a weapon on their person.
This morning, he checked to see that his Colt.45 was loaded, placed it into his car’s glove box under the folded papers. He drove to work as he normally did, parking in the slot reserved for him. 
At 1420, he left the office, informing the Duty Officer that he would be out for the rest of the afternoon. He went down to the lot, got into his car, did a quick peek to see that his pistol remained in place, and drove through the gates and off the property.
His mind raced. Faulkner had decided that bringing anyone else along wouldn't be wise, but he'd certainly be armed and ready when he met Hardesty. He didn't notice the old truck that followed him down the avenue and proceeded to follow as he entered the beltway.
He located the restaurant complex in the Chantilly Shopping Center area and pulled into a parking spot near the main entrance.  He shut off the engine, leaned over and withdrew the pistol from the glove compartment. Reaching behind his back, he tucked it into the waistband holster, got out of the car, and checked to be certain that the pistol was seated securely as he straightened his jacket and locked the car.
The bulk at the small of his back, even with this compact design, was a feeling he hadn't felt in years. He was acutely aware of it as he turned and walked between his car and the one next to it, then entered the parking lot’s thoroughfare. The lot was full and he needed to walk past a couple dozen cars before getting to the pedestrian crosswalk and building entrance.
His gait was the brisk, purposeful one of a man with a mission and his mind was less on the mission and more on the face of his wife and kids. When his ears took in the vibratory sounds and transmitted them to his brain, the relevant importance of those sounds did not make it in time to save him.
Before he knew he'd need to jump to safety, he was slammed from behind. The force first broke both of his femurs and tore a large amount of his pelvic girdle’s ligature, causing a scream to explode from his torso. The following trauma that occurred was without sensory pain, as is often the case with injuries of this severity, as endorphin release begins and loss of consciousness follows. The fracturing of multiple bones and tearing that occurred in large regions of soft tissue took place in tiny fractions of a second before his head impacted the asphalt surface. Life’s departure and death’s arrival were merely a measure of moments, later only defined as "immediate".




104. MEETING TIME APPROACHES

Tony handed Claire a cell phone. Within a minute, he could hear that she had a voice on the other end.  "but Susan, I can't tell you now...  You know I do, but...  I'm sorry, Susan. Please!  I promise, we'll talk about it later...    Thank you, thank you so much!...    Okay. We'll talk soon."
She ended the call and handed the phone back.
"It worked out? She'll have your back?" Tony asked for confirmation.
"Yes. She'll pick up the girls and take them to her house. Thank you."
◆◆◆
 
At 1430, Dan and Tony walked out of the motel room with Claire walking between them. She was unrestrained, wearing the sunglasses and calm. The three walked to where the car was parked and Dan opened the back door behind the driver’s seat. Claire got in and fastened her restraint and when it was set, Dan opened the driver’s door and got in. Tony had once again gone around to the other side and he slid in next to Claire where he buckled his own seatbelt.
A twenty-minute drive later, the car turned off a small artery that served parking lots of the Chantilly Shopping Center. It pulled into a spot near a gas station and restaurants. A tree on the lot's perimeter offered dappled shade and the windows were down. The canopy offered thin respite from the sun's rays, but the humidity was inescapable. The shade did offer a variegated pattern in the surrounding landscape of baked asphalt and concrete. 
Tony propped his camera on the seatback. He watched vehicles approaching the local burger fast food site, through a telephoto lens, looking at faces. Five minutes before the hour, he spoke up. 
"Here he comes." He followed the car's progress through the camera, watching as it pulled into the next lot, parked toward the back, away from the building. 
Dan turned in the seat to look at Claire. 
"I'll go over and meet your husband. As soon as I can, I'll call Tony, have him bring you over, okay?"
She nodded, a small, nervous dip of her head.
Tony got out, walked around to stand by Claire's door. From there, he’d use the camera, watching his partner's progress.
Right then, their attention was distracted by the high-revving sound of an engine across the way. Dan was facing that direction and his eyes were able to quickly focus on the movement of a pick-up moving fast between two rows of parked cars. Tony had to turn his head and by the time he found the source, the sound that followed was a human scream and squealing tires. 
They both watched an older Ford pick-up truck skittering out of the driveway across the street and continue speeding as it left the area. Tony's fast finger on the button worked the camera. 
With a glance toward Tony, Dan sprinted across the road and could hear a high-pitched voice begin to scream and saw a couple people running toward the front entry area of the building.
A few moments later, when Dan got there, he saw two people huddled at the ground out in front and saw that they were kneeled next to someone in uniform. Dan continued forward until he was able to see the mangled body and bloody head and face. It was Colonel Faulkner. It did not look like he was going to survive this accident. It looked like he was already a dead man.
Dan jogged back across the street and into the parking lot. He approached the passenger door behind the driver's, and caught Tony’s eyes, shook his head. He proceeded to open the door, helped Claire out of the car and turned her to face him.
“Mrs. Faulkner, I'm so sorry. There was an accident out in front of that building across the street and it looks as though it involved your husband.”
“Wha…?” She partly completed the word, and her knees buckled, but Dan watched her as she almost instantly regained some composure and balance. 
"Okay... okay." She pulled against his arm, straightened her legs, stood upright, looked into his eyes. Hers were rimmed with tears, but none of them descended her cheek.  
"Is he de...  is he gone?" Dan could see in her eyes that she already guessed the answer. 
"I need to go." Her words were soft, a whisper.
He signaled Tony to wait while he started to walk her in the direction of the street. As they got to the curb, Dan kept a hand on her elbow and reached up with the other hand, removed the sunglasses. She was looking ahead and as she stepped forward, Dan released his grip on her arm. 
She broke into a run as he did so and she was across the street in a moment, running toward the group that was growing around the heap that used to be her husband.
Dan watched as she knelt down, fading into that group, then he turned back and trotted to the car where Tony was standing, watching. They didn't want to leave now, here, in this way, but they had no choice. Dan got into the car, and Tony followed suit. They drove out, away from the area.
While Dan stared forward through the windshield, Tony faced the side window, the scenery flickering by without detail. The rolling thunder in both men's heads crashed against the painful silence in the automobile.  Finally breaking the hush, Dan asked, "Who pulled that trigger?"
A moment later, Tony replied, "I might have a photo."




105. 911 CALL - HIT AND RUN

Zeke was a recent graduate of Herndon High. He planned to enter college eventually, but the current plan consisted of building up some savings and buying a better car than the one that was barely getting him around. While waiting for that, he knew that it did get him to his job where he worked in the kitchen of a restaurant in the Chantilly Shopping Center.
He wasn't expecting this evening’s shift to be any different from ‘the usual’, but his expectations would be shaken up and in two different ways. He was already giving a whole lot of thought to and about Tanya, who worked as a food server in the same restaurant. Mainly, he  tried to figure out how to convince her to go out with him. He hadn't asked her yet, but he was working on it, building up his courage.
The young man parked at the far side of the lot as company policy dictated, and knowing he was early, sat for a few minutes, sent a text message to Tanya with ‘work’ being the excuse. He got out of his car as she responded and began a reply text, walking toward the building. 
As he neared cars parked ahead of him, a truck accelerated past. He didn't pay any attention, didn’t see what happened until it was too late. He looked up from the cell phone just a split second before a scream or maybe tires squealing or some combination of those sounds shrieked, up ahead. He had time to see the pick-up truck as it impacted a soldier who'd been walking in the direction of the building. The truck’s sound could have been brakes, but the truck was accelerating, rather than slowing, and Zeke watched in horror as it ran over the soldier, peeled out of the lot. 
Zeke shoved his phone into his pocket as he ran forward. At about the same time of his arrival at the soldier’s side, three other people nearby had approached and they all seemed at a loss of what to do in those traumatic few moments. Then one woman began to check the soldier for a pulse and yelled.
“Someone call 9-1-1!” 
Zeke pulled his phone, activated his dialer and called, and was soon speaking with the operator. She asked if he'd seen the vehicle and he did his best to identify it, though he hadn't seen a license plate in the chaos of the moment. He was able to ID it has an older, dark blue Ford F-150. He informed the operator that he was certain, as he'd been looking at similar models when thinking about a replacement set of wheels. After providing his name and address for future contact purposes, the operator asked that he remain online until paramedics arrived, and he agreed.
It was at that point, when he was beginning to feel a bit nauseous and wondering how long he could manage to hang out there, that he felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned his head and looked up to see Tanya looking down at him, with furtive glances at the body laying nearby.  Zeke rose up and was greeted by Tanya’s arms as she threw them around his shoulders.
“My god, Zeke. What happened?” She spoke into his ear and Zeke began to tell her what he'd seen. All the while, she held onto him and Zeke began to flush at being so close to her, even in this moment of emotional wreckage.
They stood watching the turmoil at their feet, then noticed another woman who'd arrived, knelt at the man's side, crying and talking to the soldier, who she kept calling Sam. Zeke was going to stay, but Tanya looked at him and pleaded, “Zeke, can we go?” and that was all he needed.
“Yes. Let’s go inside. I need to sit down.” They walked into the building with their arms around each other’s waist.

































106.  ASSIGNMENT ACOMPLISHED





Robbie returned to the neighborhood where  where he'd stolen the truck, found a quiet side street nearby where he'd left his rental car, and two blocks from where he'd found the truck. He parked, disconnected the wires under the dash and proceeded to wipe down the steering wheel and controls he'd touched, then left the truck and walked back to his rental car.  
As he drove out of the area and headed toward the airport, he placed a call to Gerald Moore.
"Gerrie, Robbie here. I can only report that the gentleman I came here to see is no longer accepting visitors.” 
"Very well, Robbie,” Moore replied. “I hope  you were able to take care of your concerns and business in whatever way possible.” 
"Absolutely, Sir. Everything is squared away and complete.” 
“Excellent, Robbie. I’ll see you when you get back to the office.”  
The call was terminated.




107. BETHESDA PATROL



Patrolman Rawlings started his shift two hours earlier. He'd received the normal updates and APBs in preparation for the evening. There were several robberies and assaults along with the ubiquitous shoplifting and stolen vehicle reports, but he'd been especially disturbed by the hit and run info he and fellow officers had received during start-of-shift report. That had occurred in nearby Chantilly, so he didn’t really expect to hear more about it, but the vehicle description was disseminated to neighboring communities, so he had it in his mind.
When he spotted the dark blue Ford pick-up, parked on a side street, his mental indicator light blinked on in his brain. He didn’t make a radio call right away, but stopped his Crown Vic, turned on the strobes and stepped out of the cruiser to give it a closer look. 
After seeing that there was nobody in the truck, he went around the front and immediately noticed what  looked like blood on the front bumper. Closer inspection produced more, dried blood and a piece of torn clothing that sure as hell looked like camouflage material.
His radio call took twenty seconds, and dispatch assured him that his back-up would be there soon. The accidental death or murder of a colonel in the U.S. Air Force by hit and run was the hottest topic in the area.
Within an hour, the entire block was cordoned off and personnel were canvasing every house in the neighborhood, hoping to find witness to anything related to the truck.
Registration indicated ownership by a Mark Anderson who lived two blocks away and within a short time, he answered a knock on his door. As soon as he acknowledged his name and that he owned a dark blue Ford F-150, he was handcuffed and escorted to the back of a patrol car,  and driven to headquarters. 
His questions about them finding his truck went un-answered at first and it took about five hours into his evening before the inquiries into his report of a stolen vehicle, his discussion with his insurance carrier, his presence at work as well as his presence at his son’s birthday finally allowed him to be released, with assurance that there would be more follow-up to come.
The truck was impounded and towed to the forensics lab. Mark’s fingerprints were found in and around the truck, but the steering wheel was clean, even of his prints, and wiring under the dash was found to have been tampered with. The dried blood and other evidence was found to be directly related to the death of Colonel Samuel Faulkner.
The detectives in charge of the investigation had privately hoped that the truck’s registered owner was also the perpetrator of the hit and run, to wrap this up quickly, but his alibies were found to be both valid and convincing. This case would eventually become a cold, unsolved one.




108. RETURN TO THE COAST

Dan's cool teetered. What had been only an imagined, worst case scenario, appeared to have taken place! Faulkner had betrayed him, no doubt. He'd been holding onto a thin line of hope that somehow, there'd be a way to clear up this mess. Some extenuating circumstances would come to light, take the edge off of what had felt like a razor at his neck. He also knew that with wishes in one hand, shit in the other, one filled much faster, the other might never.
He sat in an F seat, staring out the window at grey light, as they flew toward the west coast. His body moved west anyway, but his mind raced multi-directional. If Tony hadn't been there to help keep him grounded, Dan might not have been able to see past the chaos that threatened to overwhelm his logic processes.
Tony leaned over, close to Dan’s ear and whispered.
“That was no accidental hit and run. Think about it. You witness something nobody's supposed to see. They come after you, to take you out! Who's issuing those fucked up orders? Now, when you were close to learning more, the possible source of those orders was murdered in what's been made to look like an accident, except that the driver fled the scene. That was no fuckin' accident.”
Tony leaned back into his seat and as Dan turned to face him, they locked eyes, acknowledging without words that what he'd said was absolute. 
They retreated into private thoughts, and fifteen minutes later, both had dropped down into necessary, but light sleep. Their good fortune was that over the years, they'd developed the ability to sleep in adverse conditions. The cramped seating and legroom of a jetliner qualified.




EPILOGUE





109. HARDY’S SURF AND DIVE SHOP

No stranger to creating space and a new cover when things got hot, Dan had been in some very wam spaces. During years of active duty assignments with SEAL teams, his pinpoint-focused attention and diligence polished his skills and honed his edges in the use of many tools.
Those skills never went unnoticed or under-utilized. When his active duty eased up, and transition into a semi-retired status began, there were a number of individuals and groups who needed the services that he could provide. Security consultations and professional body guard services were common, and occasionally, there were calls for something flowery-sounding like family relocation and resource procurement skills and services. If one could see his portfolio, it would list work with active and retired diplomats and their families, corporate executives and theirs, and some very high-end security contracts. When he wanted to work, work was good.
After his official on record retirement, he was offered exclusive membership into what his sponsor laughingly called 'S.T.R.O.P'., or Special Team Retirement Option Plan. He never learned whether this was a for real name or his leg being pulled, but the acronym did fit well. This membership allowed him to remain on a very small roster of individuals, whose skill sets and bags of tricks were remarkable, and those who stayed on kept their razors extremely sharp.
He'd learned tricks mirroring witness protection programs, where one could melt into a community as a totally different person, including complete changes in appearance and persona. He was adept at causing financial manipulations, usually from sources with soft underbellies, providing grease to fund his endeavors. Those sources usually didn’t want any extra attention and considered these encounters as costs of doing business, and most often turned a blind eye.
One of his favorite cover spaces was an unassuming little hole-in-the-wall surf and dive shop. He found a tiny store space, tucked between two well-established businesses in a tropical, coastal town. He bought the space outright and paid a handsome bonus to the property owner for allowing him to re-route power so that it was subtly married into the main building’s power supply. He would never see a utility bill.
A friend and colleague known as 'Flip', who'd retired ahead of Dan, was an easy pick for a partner, and he was afforded free rein to run the shop as he saw fit. Dan only used the shop as a quiet base for vacation escapes and for chill time when things got a little too warm elsewhere. There were a few times when his partner convinced Dan to help out with a dive charter, but more often, they would both grab boards and hang out in the surf and nearby beach bungalow bar, exchanging flirtatious cavorting with the visiting honeys.




110. SANTA BARBARA DISTRICT ATTORNEY’S OFFICE

Compounding evidence that developed over several days justified the District Attorney’s motions to the court that the ‘John Doe’ (a.k.a. Lyle Bandahl) being held as their person of interest in the homicide of Senator John Turner should not be released on bail.
When officially charged with homicide in the first degree, during the course of the investigation, along with a few other juicy federal charges including tampering with evidence and attempted arson, he made a call as allowed him by law, to a number that typically connected him with his old
friend Frieda. 
His hope was that he might get some legal counsel assistance from friendly sources who knew something of his background and service, but what he found was that his call never connected to a real voice. Instead, the digital reply started out well, with promise to connect the caller to a staff member, but it never went beyond the menu options that continuously looped back to the same ignore mode or worse, a disconnect.
Lyle began thinking about whether he might want to strike a deal with the prosecutor. The young barrister seemed quite eager to score a victory on this case and had informed him that while the evidence had started strangely and circumstantial, it had developed into what, in her estimation, would be a slam dunk and promise of full-time residence in a correctional facility for their Mr. Lyle Bandahl. 
She informed him that additional charges were pending. When/if they determined his real and true identity, after initial scouring for information on him came up empty, she would have more confidence in the trial’s conclusion.
The prosecution's evidence was heavy, never-the-less. The most critical piece was the video, and if allowed to be seen by a jury, would provide the coup d’grace as extremely persuasive. They had additional pieces, such as critical blood DNA evidence proving their suspect’s presence on the boat, evidence of the Senator’s DNA through comparative analysis, as well as the other dead body, identity as yet to be determined. 
Plenty of fingerprints were found, though there were none of Bandahl’s found on the cutting, edged weapons. Fragmented prints from the pistol found on the deck pointed to Bandahl, but an adequate attorney's surgical skill could excise that evidence.
One very big missing piece was the missing body of the Senator. The district attorney's office knew there had been a dead body, and the video was compelling proof of that. If the jury saw the video, they would know enough, and both dead bodies would be tied to, laid upon the shoulders of their jailhouse guest. If they weren't able to locate Turner’s body, the amount of blood evidence on the boat identified as his blood would be enough to convince the jury that he'd died there.
The fulcrum for whether this case ended in a conviction or exoneration for Mr. Bandahl was going to depend on whether the defendant had a good legal defense. 
Fingerprint data being sketchy, there remained  clear evidence of at least complicity in a capital crime. 
A defense able to drill holes in a case based on the preponderance of circumstantial evidence might do well, whereas a defense that was forced to acquiesce to the circumstantial evidence would have a tough go at receiving exoneration. 
As in most things, time would tell the end to this tale. Meanwhile, Mr. Bandahl could only fret about the prospect of a long prison sentence.




THE END…
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