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Chapter 1: Southern Louisiana, a ‘Gator Poacher, and My Contact
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The VaporStream device went off as I was getting ready for bed. I’d already removed my boots and socks and jeans, and my t-shirt was halfway off. I got in too big a hurry and my elbows were stuck in the fabric. So I tugged the t-shirt down, plucked the device off my nightstand, and pressed the On button. Anything to shut up that screaming shriek from hell. 

After all that, the message seemed to take forever to unfold across the tiny screen. But then, that was probably my mood, not the actual speed of the electrons or whatever:


RTO, Lafayette LA

TWP Terrence Gibideaux, major ‘gator poacher 

South of Houma [grid coordinates]

C DM LeBlanc

[Date range]



A major ‘gator poacher? How major could he be if that’s all he’s poaching?

And what the hell is a Houma? I’m joking. I know Houma is a town somewhere south of Lafayette. I’ve been to Lafayette before. Had a great time except for a gay guy trying to pick me up, but I guess that was a compliment in it’s own strange way.

For the ground coordinates, I’d have to check a good survey map. TJ had never sent me actual coordinates before. I suspected those would pinpoint where I’d find the target. Somewhere out in the boonies.

At least the message wasn’t marked ‘eyes only,’ so I just happened to be the first operative in the rotation to receive it. Well, unless some other operative had already received and rejected it. I think that’s how it works. I’m not sure anybody but TJ really knows. But I figure a message can’t go out to everybody at one time. That would be chaos. 

Anyway, since the assignment wasn’t marked ‘eyes only’ I could turn it down if I wanted to. But I figure if you take a man’s money, you ought to do what he tells you to do. Besides, it had been almost eight weeks since my previous assignment and I was getting a little hungry. Not for money or food. For action.

From a more selfish standpoint, this might also be a good respite for me. Winter was rapidly approaching. Still, mid-November couldn’t be all that bad in southern Louisiana, right? Certainly better than where I am in Oklahoma.

So after I read the message a couple of times to commit the essentials to memory, I pressed Accept and the message vanished. I mean poof, it was gone like vapor. I guess that’s why they call it VaporStream. It’s supposed to be the safest one-way communication device on the planet. Or the most secure, I guess.

Now that life was a little more exciting, I wasn’t as tired as I’d felt earlier, so I went through my collection of geological survey maps, found the right one, and checked the coordinates I’d memorized from the message.

Wow. Out in the boonies indeed. Right down to a point protruding south into the Gulf of Mexico. 

No worries. 

But the date range was looming, so I got online and reserved a room in the Best Western on NW Evangeline Throughway in Lafayette, then booked a seat on the next flight to Shreveport and then Lafayette. I could finish researching Mr. Gibideaux after I got into town.
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The flights departed on time and were uneventful, and I was able to rent a Jeep at the airport in Lafayette. Once I checked into the hotel, I got online again and researched Terrence Gibideaux.

I got a lot more than I expected. Apparently Terrence has been a very bad boy for several years, and despite several warnings—usually in the guise of arrests, court appearances, and time served in the parish jail—each year he’s gotten worse.

After several hours of reading articles and studying photos, mostly mug shots, I felt like I knew enough about Mr. Gibideaux to effectively provide him with my own method of relief from his problems.

Then I remembered I had a contact for this assignment. 

Not that I would usually forget such a thing. Usually I contact that person as soon as I get into the hotel room. Sometimes lunch or supper ensued, and I liked to give that every opportunity to occur. But it was too late in the day for any of that. The clock in the corner of my laptop screen read 9:48. 

So at least maybe it will still early enough to call.

I backed away from the laptop, looked for and found the phone directory, then searched for DM LeBlanc. I memorized the number, then sat on the edge of the bed to dial it.

“Hullo?” She sounded like she’d just flown in from Brooklyn. 

“Uh, hi. You’re DM LeBlanc? And you’re a woman?”

She chuckled. “That’s the rumor. You can call me Deborah. That’s with an H. Or Debbie or Deb if you prefer.”

“Thanks. Deborah, we’ve never met but I’m in town to offer a real-time solution—”

“Ha! For a real-world problem, am I right?” I could almost see her smile, even though I had no idea what she looked like. But her voice captivated me.

“Exactly. So how are you?”

“What? I’m fine. So whaddayou need? Tell me how can I help you do your job, Mr. Man.”

“Oh. My name isn’t Man. It’s—”

“Sorry. Nervous habit. Anyone I don’t know is Mr. Man. Or Mz. Thang.”

“Ah. Okay. Well, my name’s—”

“You ain’t gotta tell me if you don’t want to. I know who sent you, so that’s enough.”

“Okay. I’m Jack Temple, and—”

“Ooh! Great name! Mind if I use that in novel sometime? In my spare time, I write stories an’ novels an’ shit.”

I grinned. “So you have a lot of spare time?” 

“Yeah, you know. I get an operative every two or three months, but otherwise—”

“Have you written anything I might have read?” Yeah, I heard how stupid it was as I said it.  

She frowned. I heard that too. “Now how the f—k should I know what you’ve read, Jack?” Then she chuckled. “Anyway, I write horror suspense stories, so if you read those....” She let the sentence fade away, and I could almost hear her shrug. “So what did you say I can get for you?”

“I don’t know yet for sure, but to be on the safe side, probably a Ruger 10/22 Takedown carbine. Or rifle. Whatever. Can you get one? I won’t need a suppressor, and one full magazine should do. Low velocity ammo if you have it.”

“Hey, that’s some easy shit. An’ if you need anything else, call me back, a’right Jack?”

“Okay. Thanks.” An overpowering urge surged through me. “Wait! Don’t hang up yet. Please?”

“I wasn’t hangin’ up. I was gonna ask when you need it. Tomorrow okay? Or I could stop by tonight. I see you’re at the Best Western. Is it the one on Evangeline?”

“I—I guess. I don’t really know.”

“Well, they’re both nice enough an’ I can do a reverse look up of the number. So what else you need?”

I grinned again. “Listen, this is probably gonna sound corny, but—” I paused. “I’d like to meet with you. I mean, over a meal or something. Would that be all right? If you’re not—”

“Sure. I like your voice too. You sound like a bull. How about breakfas’ t’marra’? I know a great place close to where I think you are. I’ll pick you up at 7, a’right?”

My mind shifted gears. 

The opening date of the hit’s tomorrow, and I like getting things over and done as soon as possible. But I figured I’d need to be in position at sunrise—all of Gibideaux’s arrests had happened shortly after sunrise—and I wouldn’t have the weapon by then. Well, unless I asked her to bring it over tonight. And it felt like that ship had already sailed. 

“Sure. Seven’s great.”

“Cool. See you then.”  
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Chapter 2: Face-Down in the Muck and Mud

[image: ]


Right at 7 the next morning, Deborah knocked on my door. When I opened it, she was exactly as she had appeared in my mind. Around 5’2” or 5’3” with coal black hair that hung to a little below her shoulders, huge, gorgeous eyes, a body that wouldn’t quit, and a smile to match. Her attitude was Brooklyn all the way, though as I found out later, she was born and bred in Acadia, the true term for southern Louisiana. 

When I mentioned that I liked her Brooklyn accent, she beamed a smile and said, “Thank you.” She stirred her coffee and shrugged. “I been to New York a few times. Writer stuff. But all Cajun women talk that way. Or most of ‘em.”

I won’t go into details about breakfast and the ensuing day. It would bore anyone but me. Suffice it to say it was a Friday, and I thought we hit it off. We spent most of the day together, enjoying breakfast and then lunch. Later we went to a club with a live Cajun band. We ate supper there and then we danced the night away. 

But in the parking lot after the dance I leaned in to kiss her.

She turned her head away and put up one hand. “No. Don’t do that, Jack. Please.”

“Oh. Okay. Sorry.”

She hesitated, then said, “Look, I like you, a’right? I like most people, but I just ain’t lookin’ right now.”

“I understand.” I flashed what I hoped was a sheepish grin. “Still give me a ride back to my room?”

She laughed. “Of course, dork. Get in.”

After several minutes of uneasy silence on the way back to the hotel, she said, “There was a guy once, Jack. You remind me of ‘im a little. He was the love of my life.” She shrugged. “Only we couldn’t make it work.” She paused. “I think we were both too damaged.” She glanced at me. “You know, too f—ked up by our parents.” She looked through the windshield again. “So I just ain’t lookin’. I don’t think I’ll ever look again.”

I only nodded. 

That was the only thing either of us said until she pulled into the parking lot. She looked over at me. “So we’re good, right? Friends?”  

I smiled. “You bet.”

“So you’ll call me later?” 

“Yeah. The thing—it’ll probably go down tomorrow, so.... Anyway—Oh, just a sec.” I pulled out my billfold and gave her a keycard to my hotel room, then held up both hands and grinned. “It isn’t what it looks like. It isn’t an invitation. I’ll call after I finish. I’ve got the room for a couple more days. So you can pick up the Ruger after I call. Safely, I mean. After I’m gone. It’ll be under the center of the mattress.”

She only looked at me for a moment. Quietly she said, “Thanks, Jack. That’ll work.”

And that’s what we did.
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Okay, by 5 a.m. the following morning, I learned to be careful of saying mid-November can’t be all that bad in southern Louisiana. No matter the time of year, the place where I would have to engage my target was all muck and mud. Or mud and muck. Either way’s just as bad. And I think there are probably few worse ways to start an ice-cold November morning than in a frigid swamp.

But on the final stretch of my ingress, there I was, on my elbows and toes, face down and low-crawling through a swamp. Well, low-crawling through what would become a swamp again after the sun came up and thawed it out a little. 
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I had to be in position before sunup. Fortunately I’d read the paper the day before so I expected the ice. Only I expected something different from what I actually found.

Unfortunately, I had to park a half-mile away from where I wanted to be. On Google Earth, I’d seen that the vegetation was practically jungle. It was far too thick to get through without making a ton of noise. So my smartest route of ingress was through the water. But that was no major surprise. I had expected that before I left my hotel room. I’d just have to be careful walking on the ice.

Fortunately, on my arrival, as the weather forecast in the paper said, the swamp was frozen over.

Unfortunately, ‘frozen over’ means different things in different places. As I stepped out of my truck, my boots went straight through the ice and I sank an inch or so into the muck beneath. 

That was the first major surprise. I’m a lifelong desert rat. I’d seen ‘frozen over’ bodies of water only in photos and drawings. Normal Rockwell stuff, usually with whole families of ice skaters gliding over the ice, seemingly without effort. 

Likewise, I thought the term ‘frozen over’ was used consistently to mean a lake or river or whatever would be frozen to a depth of at least a foot or two. So it would follow that in the case of shallow water—like in a swamp—the mud underneath would be frozen too. 

Yeah. I was wrong. 

In southern Louisiana, the term ‘frozen over’ is practically a lie. It means the water’s covered with a thin sheen of ice, like maybe a quarter-inch thick. Below that sheen, the water’s ice-cold. And below that, the ice-cold but not-frozen muck and mud is waiting greedily to suck you in. And the stench! In the heat maybe it would rise more quickly and mix with clean air. But in the cold, it rose to nose level and hovered right there.
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Once upon a time back when I was a carefree lad running and playing with my friends in a prairie in New Mexico, my attention was diverted by a bloated cow who’d obviously died a day or two before. I tripped over a stubby prickly pear cactus and fell head-first into that cow. The hide was stretched just tight enough that I broke through.

My buddies laughed their asses off while I pulled my head out, spitting and sputtering, and raced to a position upwind of the carcass. I dropped to the ground to hack and cough and frantically wipe coagulated blood and grime and grit from my eyes and face. I spit so many times on my way back to my house I almost dehydrated myself.

Let me just say, the muck and mud in that swamp smelled at least a hundred times worse than the stench emanating from that bloated cow carcass. 

But you know, it is what it is. 
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As you also know, my target was a poacher. His intent was to nail another ‘gator or two for the skin. Hey, I don’t pick which nails to hit. I’m only the hammer. And I have a work ethic.

So after I got tired of whining about the icy cold situation in my head, I started trudging through the swamp, the borrowed Ruger 10/22 Takedown strapped to my back. My immediate goal was to stay no more than arm’s distance from solid ground and the vines or branches I could use to pull myself out if I hit a pocket of quicksand.

After almost an hour of trudging through boot-sucking mud and after more than a few falls and dips into freezing water, to my right the sky started to grow lighter. I glanced in that direction. I wanted to say, “C’mon, man, gimme just another twenty minutes.” But I knew better. 

Like most of us, when the sun first wakes up it isn’t in any mood to entertain requests from the audience.

So I sighed, took one more mud-sucking step, then leaned forward and went to one knee. Although my pants were already encrusted with ice, my last fall into the water had happened several minutes earlier. So my thigh muscles had warmed up a little again from exertion. 

And I learned all over again what real cold is. As my left thigh submerged and my knee pressed into the stinking mud, I caught my breath.

Then I shook my head. 

Maybe I should come back tomorrow. Maybe it’ll be warmer tomorrow.

But it wouldn’t be warmer tomorrow. 

And I’m stubborn. 

And I’m not big on tossing aside almost an hour of excruciating effort.

So I sank my right thigh and knee into the water too. When my right knee had settled into the mud as far as it was going to go, I was almost up to my belt in water. It was not a friendly sensation.

But all my intel said the target would show up at or about sunrise. So the mode of travel for my final ingress through the ‘frozen over’ swamp would have to be a modified low crawl. 

I reached back to reassure myself that the barrel of my 10/22 was still dry and protruding above my shoulder. Then I took a deep breath and flopped forward onto my hands. 

A moment later, I heard what sounded like the door of an old pickup truck closing.

Jesus! After all this, am I late?
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Chapter 3: The Hit on Terrence Gibideaux
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As I had ever since I’d first stepped into the water, to keep from thinking so much about the cold radiating through my body I focused on moving forward. Only now I was breaking the sheen of ice with my rapidly numbing chin and lips instead of my boots. The whole while I also strived to keep my nose and the Ruger out of the water. 

I also watched for brumating alligators. In cold weather they extend only their nostrils above the ice and shut down almost everything but breathing. But unlike hibernating animals, a brumating alligator can come alive when the weather warms and move about to eat or whatever else alligators do. I did not want to be the main course.
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Finally the position from which I would shoot—a stand of reeds and brush and a bald cypress tree—lay roughly twenty yards ahead. 

To this day, that was the longest twenty yards I’ve ever crossed.

At least the mud wasn’t sucking at my knees like it had at my boots. As I moved forward through the ice and water and mud, I tried to locate the pickup and the target.

I caught some good glimpses of the tree line, but I never saw the truck. 

Eventually I saw Terrence Gibideaux. I was still eight or ten yards from my blind. The face on that big square head matched the pictures. He was a large man, maybe 6’2” or 6’3” and in the vicinity of 250 pounds
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