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Chapter 1: Not All Dreams Are Good Dreams
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Lying face-down at the edge of a mesa and peering through the scope of my Ruger 10/22 Takedown rifle, I made positive ID on my latest assignment: Abdul Salaam, a mover and shaker in the world of illicit drugs and sex slaves. Some quarter-mile away to the south on a trail about 500 feet below me, he was moving north. On a camel. 

He was dressed in a white thawb, his head protected from the blazing sun by a keffiyeh.  

I frowned. Why is he even here? From everything I’ve read, Salaam is far more at home in a business suit and tie and sipping martinis during board meetings. Yet there he is: swaying on the back of a camel in the middle of nowhere.

I gauged the camel’s pace against the distance to where Abdul would die. He would be directly below my position in range of the little rifle in ten minutes, give or take a handful of seconds. 

The early afternoon sun dispensed heat relentlessly, and my tucked-in, button-down grey cotton shirt was soaked with sweat. My ballcap was reversed, the bill protecting my neck and the cloth—at least so far—keeping sweat from running into my eyes I left the rifle in place, the fore stock perched as it was through a small sage bush, and rolled over my left shoulder onto my back.

I grinned up at the sky—there wasn’t a cloud in sight—and closed my eyes to better absorb the sun on my face and throat. 

And how about ol’ Abdul? Unlikely as it should be that our paths would ever cross normally, there he is, coming up a desert trail. And on a camel, no less! The improved model with two humps. 

I grinned again and shook my head slightly at the absurdity of it all. 

And here I am, a human lizard—albeit a lizard with a rifle—sunning himself on a mesa and waiting.

The mesa was strewn with shards of chipped granite, lumps of ancient, sharp-edged, red-black lava, and chalky, off-white limestone rock. All of that was often punctuated with the woody grey stubs of former bushes, and every one of them stubbornly protruded a half-inch or so from the ground. No part of the stupid surface was comfortable. In fact, at the moment, it felt like most of that was beneath my back.

I didn’t forget the camel’s pace and the distance to zero. The high-tech splayed-left-hand timing device in my mind ticked off the fingers and thumb—1 through 5—then splayed again in a do-over as I counted down the time in imaginary seconds that Abdul had remaining. 

By the way, that’s just how I do it. Your method might vary, if you even have a method for counting down time in your head. I don’t use the right hand too because I never know when I might have to grab a weapon and squeeze a trigger. But then, I’m an operative for Blackwell Ops.

When the hand became a fist for the 60th time, I rolled to the left again and put the rifle inside my right shoulder. I pressed the toes of my boots into the ground, lifted my hips and shifted them slightly, then settled again and peered for a moment over the rifle and through the sage bush. 

He’s almost there. Almost in position.

As before, my left forearm rested almost comfortably against a perfectly angled chunk of chalky, off-white limestone rock protruding from the ground. The fore stock rested on my left hand. I relaxed the toes of my boots and slipped my right index finger into the trigger well. I swung the end of the barrel a few inches to the right and peered through the scope. 

I closed my eyes, opened them. 

The crosshair, centered one inch to the right of the top of Abdul Abulabula’s right ear, appeared to jostle slightly as he swayed with the rhythm of his camel. 

But the sight picture was crystal clear. His temple was mostly covered with white hair, but owing to his mixed heritage—English and Iranian—underneath it was brown. And I’d seen pictures. It was all brown as recently as a few months ago.

Quietly, I said, “What aged you so much, Abdul old boy? Bad whiskey or bad women?”

But it was time. 

The sight picture didn’t jostle enough to make a difference.

I took a breath, released half of it, and squeezed the trigger three times.

Three .22 caliber 40-grain lead pellets flew from three successive low-velocity long rifle rimfire cartridges and struck Abdul in his greying right temple.

In a flash of white rags he disappeared from the scope. 

I raised my head slightly and looked through the sage bush just in time to see him disappear past the edge of the 800 foot drop beyond, and:

somewhere close by a woman screamed an elongated, “No!,” and: 

a flood of masculine Iranian voices flooded over me, and: 

something small and very solid pressed against the back of my head.

Then the hammer of a weapon clicked plaintively in the flat desert air, and—
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Chapter 2: My Angel on Earth
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“Oh goddamn!” 

I twisted hard from my belly to my back and sat bolt-upright in bed, sweat beads on my forehead and cheeks and throat and chest. 

To my left, Delilah sat up almost as quickly. “Jack?” She wrapped her arms around me. “Baby?”

Deli’s voice was like a siren song, her arms comforting. The wailing woman’s sobbing and the masculine Iranian voices fell away as quickly as Abdul had.

Deli’s lips and then her cheek planted against my right shoulder. Her splayed hair tickled my left shoulder blade as she moved her whole body, rocking me side to side like a child. “Baby, are you okay? It was only a dream, Jack. It was only a nightmare, sweetheart.”

Her voice pulled me the rest of the way off of the bright, scorching Iranian mesa and back into the dark, cool confines of our bedroom in the house in Miami. 

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m good.” I shrugged slightly. 

As she let go, something surged through me. I kicked the covers lower with my feet, annoyed at being tangled up. Finally I swung my legs off the side of the bed. I put my feet on the carpet and my head in my hands and dug my toes in. Grounded myself. I’d had nightmares before, but never with a witness. Never in front of Delilah.

The mattress shifted as she crawled across the bed, knelt to my left, and put her arms around me again. She pressed her whole body tightly against mine, kissed me on the temple, and started rocking me again. “It’s okay, baby. It’s all right now.”

The heat of that firm, soft body. I’m one lucky son of a— 

I shook my head, put on a smile, and turned my head to the left. I looked at her beautiful face, dimly illuminated by the blue light of the bedside clock display. “Sorry I woke you because of a stupid nightmare. I’m a little embarrassed. That’s never happened before.”

“Oh, baby, you don’t have to be embarrassed. What was it?” 

I shook my head. “Nothing important.” I raised my right hand to cup her cheek. “You’re my angel, you know that?” I leaned forward and kissed those amazing lips. Then, my palm still on her cheek, I touched my forehead to hers. “I’m so lucky to have you.”

After a moment, she leaned back slightly and grinned, her teeth bright in the dim light. “See? We agree on almost everything.”

I chuckled, then glanced to the right at the clock. “Whoa, how is it already almost 5? I might as well get up.” 

As she released me, I stood up and walked into the ensuite. 

I’m in the habit of getting up around 5:30 every morning and going for a run-swim-run. 

I run to the beach first. The cool, invigorating water of the Atlantic is only around 200 yards away, and the beach is closer by about two-thirds of that. When I get there, I slip off my sneakers and my t-shirt and swim for fifteen minutes or so. Always near sunrise. Then I get out, slip into my shoes and t-shirt again, and run until my shorts are dry. That usually works out to four or five miles. 

When I get back to the house, Deli’s cooking breakfast, and by the time I get out of the shower, it’s on the table. Like I said, I’m a lucky guy.

As I walked back into the bedroom from the ensuite, Deli said, “Are you going for your swim?”

I glanced over my shoulder. “Yeah. Catch up on your sleep if you want. I’ll make breakfast when I get back and holler when it’s ready.”

“Thanks, but I think I’ll go with you this morning. That okay?” She leaned back and switched on her bedside lamp. 

As she swung her lovely, smooth-caramel legs off her side of the bed, I grinned. “Sure! Always!”

She probably wants to talk. Like she said, we agree on almost everything.

But that’s fine. Deli’s my Venus and my angel on Earth. And I see myself as her protector.

She sees herself as the confident, competent young woman she is. And she sees me as her ideal match, albeit one who’s slightly misguided regarding the notion that she needs to be protected. So she does her best to ignore that notion.  
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Deli swims like a fish, but she usually prefers to wait until the water warms up. That’s why I figured she wants to talk. She usually swims in the late afternoon. I guess in a way, I greet the sunrise and she eases the sunset. 

In that and every other way, we complement each other. We’re a perfect team. Only three weeks ago she even saved my life. Literally. She popped my target just as he cocked his revolver to do the same to me. That was in a suite in a swanky hotel on the beach in Belize City. 

That’s a whole other story, but it’s also the story we haven’t quite fully resolved yet. That’s probably what she wants to talk to me about.

And that’s fine. 

Being a perfect team doesn’t mean we don’t disagree on some things. 
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Chapter 3: Decisions
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As we stepped out through the front door, the air was pleasantly cool. The eastern sky was grey-blue transitioning as we watched to light blue. A thin line of distant, dark-grey, orange and golden clouds hung just above the horizon. And there was no breeze to speak of yet. Perfect. The sun would peek over the rim about the time we dove into the water.

I was dressed in my usual sneakers, blue shorts, and black t-shirt. 

Deli wore sneakers and another of my t-shirts as a cover-up. It was a blue t-shirt today. Like all of my t-shirts, it hung on her trim body like a tent. Beneath it she wore her yellow bikini. 

As we started walking toward the beach, she took my hand. “Let’s only walk to the beach, okay? Then we’ll swim and then we’ll run.”

I grinned. “That’s fine. I figured there was something you wanted to talk about.”

She laughed. “You know me so well.”

I looked at her. “So? It is about the house or...?”

“I’m not gonna sell the house. Well, not right away. You were right. I still want to move, but keeping this place will give us more time to look.”

“Okay, good. Thanks.” I hesitated. “And the other?”

She only looked at me for a moment, then looked away. As we continued walking, she brought my hand up to her lips and kissed it, then continued swinging our hands between us. “I know you’d rather I wouldn’t, Jack, but I’ve decided I’m going to call TJ.”

Of course, she can call anybody she wants whenever she wants, even TJ Blackwell, our boss. Contacts can do that, although we operatives can’t. 

In my mind, I had my fingers crossed that she’d only decided to resign as a contact. She’d been considering that, and it was fine with me. With my income as an operative we don’t need the money. Plus if she resigned, she could do pretty much anything she wanted to do. 

But she’d also been considering calling him to request he reassign her as an operative. I don’t like that at all. It’s too damned dangerous. So I’d come up with a plan too, just in case I needed it.

Still, it’s her decision, so with a knot growing in my gut, I only smiled and said, “Okay. And?” 

She hesitated, then gripped my hand more tightly. “I’m going to do it. I’m going to ask him to put me on the payroll as an operative.” She looked at me. “I’m really sorry, Jack, but—”

“Don’t be. I think that’s fine.”

She canted her head. “Really?”

“Sure. In fact, I’ll even fly up to Golden with you.”

“Okay, but—” She paused. “I might not have to fly to Golden.” She hesitated. “I originally applied as a contact. And I passed all the tests, so....”

I stopped walking and frowned. “You did? So why didn’t he—” 

“You know at the end of the interview when he gives you a last chance to back out?”

“Yeah.”

She shrugged. “I didn’t want it.” She paused. “I wasn’t sure I could even do it, Jack.” She shrugged again. “Then in Belize, you know, I found out I could.”

“All right. But would you do me one favor?”

“If I can.”

“Go ahead and call TJ. But instead of asking him to put you on the payroll right now as an operative, tell him it’s something you’re thinking about doing.”

“But I’ve been thinking about it, Jack, and I’ve decided.” 

I put up a hand. “I know, just hear me out. Tell him it something you’re thinking about doing, then ask him to let you come on my assignments with me for the next three months. So you’ll be sort of an operative trainee. After that, you’ll really know. And you won’t make some of the stupid mistakes I’ve made, okay? Please?” I put my arms around her, and kissed her on top of the head. “Let me protect you just that much, okay?”

She stepped back and looked up at me. “But you know he never wants operatives to take anyone on assignments. Isn’t that the rule?”

“Yes, but this is a different situation, and— Look, I think he’ll go for it. And if he doesn’t, you can still tell him to sign you up, right? So what’ve you got to lose?”

She only looked at me for a moment. “All right.” She tugged at my hand, then rose onto her tiptoes and kissed me. She smiled. “Any chance we might skip the swim-run this morning? I have a different kind of workout in mind.”

We did run, but only back to the house.
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After we enjoyed our workout, then showered, ate breakfast, and cleared the table, I went to sit on the couch.

Deli stayed in the kitchen. She picked up the phone and called TJ.

I overheard just enough to know she was talking with him about training as an operative.

After about five minutes, she said, “Yes, I understand.” Then she cupped the phone and turned around. “Jack?”

I looked up. “Yeah?”

She gestured with the phone. “TJ wants to talk to you.”

I got up and went into the kitchen. 

As Deli handed me the phone and turned away, I caught her hand. “You can stay.”

TJ said, “Jack? You there?”

“Yes sir, I’m here.”

“Okay, in the first place, you know the rules, right? You aren’t supposed to take anyone with you on any assignments period, right? So the job in Belize—”

“Yes sir, and technically I didn’t. Technically, Deli was only there to enjoy the beach.”

“Technically my ass. She even took out your target, didn’t she?”

“Well, yes sir. But that
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