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HARRY DELANEY STOOD at the top of the staircase to his jet and wondered how it had come to this?

Ziv was in front of him, partway down the stairs. She had both weapons drawn and leveled.

At Luz.

By all appearances, Luz wasn’t about to back down. That in itself wasn’t unusual. He already knew the sicario never surrendered anything, but especially not her weapons. Under any circumstance. Working with her had taught him at least that, if nothing else.

Unfortunately for Ziv, she didn’t know that. While Luz had been out in the trenches on her last job in D.C., Ziv had been left to guard the airplane. That was her job, of course, but it meant the woman had never experienced Luz in action.

Luz had positioned herself well. Both her Berettas were well-aimed. One pointed at Harry. The other was aimed at Ziv.

“Stay where you are, Santiago.”

Luz began sidestepping slowly, distancing herself from Santiago. The move put her in a position where Ziv was forced to squint into the sun.

If nothing else, the woman was a professional and good at her job. Harry knew the woman’s rounds—if she pulled the triggers—would enter their foreheads just above their eyes.

The situation he found himself in had already gone south, and not in a good way.

Luz said, “Put your weapons away, Ziv. You will get no quarter if you do not.”

Harry recognized that Luz was giving Ziv a chance to surrender gracefully, with holstered weapons.

It was a Mexican standoff between a proven deadly sicario and Ziv, his and Mike’s guardian for their children, Christa and Meeka. It wasn’t looking good for Ziv.

Luz kept talking. He suspected it was to give Ziv a chance to think, whether she listened or didn’t.

“You cannot win with me. I have decades of experience behind me. I have watched you work. I know when you will pull the trigger and when you will not. I will pull mine before even the thought to do so enters your head. Or your hand.”

Harry took a quick look at Luz’s weapons. Both fingers were on the triggers.

He shifted his gaze ever so slightly to Ziv. Her fingers were still outside the guard, the way she had been taught. If Ziv attempted to take Luz out, it would turn out to be a losing move with a sicario who killed for a living.

Ziv would be dead before her fingers found the triggers.

As he would be.

Harry said, “Ziv. Put your weapons away. You won’t live with this one. I can guarantee it. No one will think you’re weak. Everyone will think you’re smart—including Luz. And me.”

Luz said, “I have told you before, Ziv. Your job is to take care of the plane. My job is out here. I do my job too well. You know that. I never surrender and I take no prisoners. Do I need to remind you of more than that?”

Harry said, “It’s true, Ziv. I’ve witnessed the sicario in action. She has no equal in the lifetime of my experiences.”

Luz witnessed the pistol in Ziv’s left hand waver.

The muzzle moved away from Luz only slightly. It was enough. If she was going to fire, now would be the time for it.

Luz said, “Your concentration is wavering. You are asking yourself too many questions. It is giving me the advantage. Now would be a good time to holster your weapons before you make a mistake fatal for everyone. Listen to Harry. He is your loyalty.”

Both Ziv’s weapons wavered. She dropped them to her side before reluctantly holstering both.

“A wise decision. Now button your shirt, please,” Luz said.

The move would make it difficult for Ziv to draw on her again with any degree of speed.

Harry moved down the staircase to address Ziv. He bent to the woman. His lips moved against her ear.

Ziv turned and walked past him into the plane.

Harry nodded at Luz before he moved to join Ziv in the jet.
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[image: ]


Jim Nash witnessed the encounter begin to unfold from inside the fixed base operator’s office window. By the time he made it outside to stand beside Luz, the situation was already out of control.

He was tempted to intervene, but he knew better. His experience with Luz across la lìgne in Matamoros was in his mind like it was yesterday. There was no calling her off there. There would be no calling her off here.

Luz would make her own decisions. Fortunately for all of them, Ziv recognized something in Luz and knew she wouldn’t win.

That was good.

He had recognized Ziv’s inexperience when he witnessed her trigger fingers outside the guards.

That was bad news in a confrontation with Luz.

Any move by the woman to put finger to trigger telegraphed a trigger pull long in advance.

Ziv would die trying.

And Harry would die as a consequence of the woman’s negligence.

He also knew it wouldn’t stop there for Luz.

He had to be certain whatever it was that triggered Luz didn’t occur again.
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JIM NASH RECOGNIZED the man appearing on the downstairs camera. Harry Delaney was reaching a hand to press the bell.

Jim buzzed the man in before he had a chance to push the button. He listened as Harry trudged up the stairs to the second-floor office. To be sure, his gait was slow and steady. Resigned. That didn’t sound anything like the Harry Delaney he knew.

The Harry Delaney he knew was sure of every move he made.

Jim stood up to greet the man as he entered his office.

“Maddie is upstairs. I’ll call her down. She’d love to know you and your people are in town.”

He turned away from Delaney and called up the staircase. “Maddie. There’s someone here you’re going to want to see.”

Friday barked.

Maddie called back, “I’ll be right down. It’s not Don, is it? He’s been bugging me about you two going on another fishing trip.”

Jim looked across the desk at Harry and grinned. “Nag. Nag. Nag.”

“I heard that, Jim Nash.”

Friday rushed down the stairs ahead of his mistress and burst into the office. The black Labrador came to a skidding halt when he recognized a new person in the room. He backtracked to remain beside his mistress, ready for a command.

“Friday. That’s Harry. Go and say hello like the good boy you are.”

Friday ambled up to the man and sniffed and snorted before returning to his mistress. He didn’t bother to give the man the time of day, nor enough time to get a scratch and a pet for his trouble, either.

“So that’s the infamous Friday. He’s a big one, isn’t he?” Harry said.

Maddie said, “Friday. That’s not how we greet our friends. Harry is a friend of mine and a friend of Jim’s.”

Friday went and stood beside Harry.

The man reached down and slapped the dog’s side. His hand moved to stroke him on the side of his body.

Friday looked from Maddie to Jim and back, as if to say, Okay, the new male has had his pet and his pat. I’ve had enough. Can I come back now?

Harry said, “I always wanted a dog. With all the traveling and the desert life, it wouldn’t have been right for him. Not even for a dog like this good boy.”

Friday was warming up. On hearing ‘good boy’, his tail wagged slightly. He remained beside the male a little longer.

“Did the rest of your crew come with you?” Maddie asked? “I really appreciate what all of them did to help find James.”

“I’m so sorry your sojourn to Djibouti turned out the way it did, Maddie. I had no idea—”

“Of course you had no idea,” Maddie told him. “No one did. It’s all good. Jim and I are home safe and sound. That’s all that matters.”

Harry said, “There is one thing. The American troops have been going through a bit of a tough time, what with the drugs and cash and everything else going on. Can I ask a question?”

Jim said, “I don’t see why not. We have no secrets here, especially since you provided us with all that help in D.C.”

“Did Luz come back with you?”

Jim hesitated. He didn’t like it when others queried him on the work ethic of his people—no matter what that ethic involved, or who was asking.

“Why do you ask?”

Harry said, “The drug dealers and the cartels local to Djibouti are having a tough time of it, if you get my drift. I was wondering—”

Maddie said, “Luz came back on the airplane with Jim and I.” She looked across at Jim. “As far as I know, she’s been here the whole time.”

Talk about a non-answer.

She returned her gaze to Harry. “Is there something we don’t know?”

“Not at all. I was just wondering, is all. Is she here now?”

Warning bells began sounding. Jim reached beneath his desk and flipped a small switch. It would transmit the office conversations to both Luz and Emma’s apartments—if they were home to listen.

“Luz is out of the office. If you want to see her, I can try to get in touch. Did you have something specific?”

Harry didn’t say anything.

“What’s going on, Delaney? You’re not talking, yet you’re looking for Luz. You ought to know by now that unless you’ve got something specific, you shouldn’t be asking. And when you do ask, it goes through me. Or Maddie. No one else.”

Maddie sensed Jim was becoming upset. “It was good to see you again, Harry. Say hello to your crew for us, all right? Come on, Friday. Let’s go home.”

Friday gave the strange man a wide berth as he joined Maddie on her walk up the stairs.
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Maddie pushed the apartment door closed loud enough to be heard downstairs. She hesitated and listened before returning to the hall. She walked to Luz’s door. She halted in front of it and tapped softly.

Immediately, Luz let her in. The pair sat at her kitchen table and cocked their ears to the speaker link from Jim’s office.

It wasn’t long before there was another knock and Emma was let in, too. “What’s going on?” she asked.

Maddie said, “We don’t know. Harry Delaney just showed up at Jim’s office unannounced. I only stayed long enough to introduce Friday. I got the idea there’s something going on we don’t know about. I left, hoping it would free up Harry to say something to Jim.”

“That’s weird he wouldn’t say anything,” Emma said. “Especially after all we went through together in D.C.”

“He was asking about you, Luz. Did you hear? It sounded to me like he might want to hire your services.”

Luz said, “Yes, I heard. Both Santiago and I have made it clear to that man many times. I think he is not a good listener. I would never join with him and his team.”
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HARRY DELANEY LISTENED before going on until he heard Maddie close the upstairs door.

“I’ve got a problem. Whatever it was Luz started in Djibouti has gotten a lot bigger. In fact, it’s gotten out of control. It turns out the general was only the tip of the iceberg. When he was eliminated, it created a power vacuum that’s still being settled. When it will end is anyone’s guess.”

“I can tell you Luz won’t be interested in returning to the source. She flew in, did her job, and flew out. That’s how she operates. That she killed someone distributing drugs was a huge plus in her book. It was nothing more than that, I can assure you.”

Jim left out the cash stash and the money bags acquired by Luz and Jofre, but he figured Harry already knew. Jofre would have told him as soon as he saw him. Just like Luz had aimed one of those bags in his direction. No matter. He’d be damned if he was going to mention any of that to Delaney.

“Harry, Luz has enough money that neither you nor anyone else can afford to buy her loyalties.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured that when I saw a woman who turned out to be Luz step off that plane in Djibouti. Who the hell travels by cargo jet?”

“Someone who wants to help a friend and do it as fast as they possibly can. Do you plan on being in town long with your people? We should go out to dinner. I’m guessing you’re about fed up with the bougie places and you all want some real food.”

“That would be nice. We’re staying at the Hacienda.”

“Well, you can’t get more bougie than that. The only thing missing from that place is the Habanos cigars.”

“Missing cigars? What’s with that?” Harry asked.

“Cuban cigars aren’t allowed into America,” Jim explained.

“Ah. Of course. Tell me, how long have you and your team been in Miami?” Harry asked.

“Quite a while, actually,” Jim said. He didn’t want to give anything away, much like the man in front of him was giving up nothing.

“What’s quite a while?”

“Long enough. Quite a while. You get the drift, I’m sure. Is there something specific you wanted, Harry? You’ve been beating around the bush since you arrived here unannounced. What’s going on?”

“Mike Williams has been kidnapped.”
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LUZ EXITED HER APARTMENT followed by Maddie and Emma Mayberry. She locked her door and the women walked down to Jim’s office.

Harry nodded. “It’s good to see all of you. I figured you were listening.”

Jim said, “When did Mike go missing?”

“Two days ago. I think. I’m not sure. He might have eloped with Ziv. They’ve been a couple for quite a while since he divorced his wife.

“What’s the wife’s name?”

“Barbara Williams. She kept his name and is trying to run her agreed-upon part of the biz that Mike left behind up north in Edmonton, Canada. I think it’s on the verge of going bankrupt.”

“Could he have gone up there to offer support—financial or otherwise—without telling you?”

Harry said, “Mike and I have no secrets. We’ve been best friends and business partners since forever and a day. We met our wives while we were on a trip up the Baja in a Cub. That’s a small tricycle-gear airplane.”

“Were you on a flying vacation, or whatever it might be called?

Harry looked from Jim to Luz. “Not exactly. We stole the airplane on the mainland. Mike flew it across the Golfo de California with two bales of pot on board. Once we got the stash back home, we were going to sell the pot to get some cash to start our charter flying business.”

“How did that work out for you?” Jim asked.

“Not
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