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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	CORY

	 

	The sky blackened and the tempest raged. Lightning crawled across the dark abyss like white, glowing veins, illuminating the ether before the nimble jet. Thunder rumbled in the distance, twisting my gut into a knot.

	I closed my eyes, gulped, then gripped the phone even tighter in my hand. It was the only link I had to my wife, Janet.

	Anna, my companion on this peerless journey, sat in the seat next to me—calm and collected. Not a bit of worry lingered on her young, flawless face.

	“How are you so calm?” I asked, white knuckling the arm of my chair.

	“It’s just a bit of turbulence.” The slight distortion from the headset made her voice sound more robotic than human. She looked my way, adjusted the strap of the seat belt across her thin waist, then pulled it tighter. “All part of flying through a storm. It’s always bumpy.”

	“If you say so. This seems to be a bit more than just regular turbulence to me.” I shoved the phone deep into the front pocket of my jeans and tightened my seat belt.

	The pilot thumbed the battery of switches and knobs on the dash before him. His other hand kept a firm hold on the yoke, fighting to maintain our current course. He spoke into the mic attached to the headset, but I couldn’t make out what he said.

	“Hey. Is everything all right up there?” I called over the tumult outside of the plane and the roar of the engine.

	The gauges dimmed, then flickered. He tapped the glass fronts with the tip of his finger.

	I leaned forward in my seat and grabbed his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

	He pointed out of the split windshield at the violent storm that waited for us. “That’s what’s wrong. I’m getting a bunch of interference that’s wreaking havoc on the avionics and communications. Make sure your seat belts are locked and secured.”

	“Meaning?” I shot back, my tone rising an octave.

	“Meaning that we need to get out of this mess or it’s not going to end well,” he answered.

	Anna tilted her head back, then sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”

	I leaned back in the seat, then sniffed. The foul stench of rotten eggs or sewage assaulted my nose. “Yeah. What the hell is that?”

	“Sulfur maybe. I don’t know,” Anna answered, her face contorted in disgust.

	“Why would we be smelling sulfur?” I shot back, confused.

	She shrugged. “There could be something burning. Not sure. It can’t be good, though.”

	A loud clap of thunder shook the heavens, stealing my breath. My heart skipped a beat. The hairs along my arms stood on end.

	I cowered in my seat, then peered out of the window. Long snaking lines of hot-white lightning burst in the dismal sky like fiery explosions next to the plane. Odd--gray snowfall fell, coating the outside of the window.

	The lights in the fuselage died, then flicked back to life. The turbulence grew more violent, hammering the jet to its metal skeleton.

	The pilot’s hands shook with worry as the plane tilted toward the ground. He pulled back on the yoke, trying to keep the nose of the aircraft stable and in the air.

	A klaxon filled the fuselage. Dark, red lights flashed on the dash.

	“Shit. Are we going down?” I asked, my voice rising an octave.

	The pilot held his tongue, focusing on keeping the bird in the air and finding a way out of the furor they’d flown into.

	A layer of gray snowfall coated the windshield. The rubber ends of the windshield wipers swiped from side to side, knocking it away from the glass.

	What is that? 

	“Can you find a way out of this mess?” Anna asked, her voice thick with worry.

	“I’m trying, but—”

	The engine coughed, then stalled. The interior lights running along the ceiling and on the dash died. The propellers wound down, sending the aircraft plummeting toward the earth.

	Acid bit the back of my throat. A wave of adrenaline made me lightheaded. I closed my eyes and mumbled a prayer under my breath.

	Thunder exploded every few seconds, rattling the powerless aircraft. My fingers gripped the ends of the arm rest and curled under the slick metal.

	The pilot ripped off his headset in a fury, then dumped the headset into the black space between his seat and the cockpit. “Make sure you’re strapped in and secured back there. I’m going to have to make an emergency landing.”

	Oh, shit.

	Anna pulled her headset off, then threw it to the floor. She shouted at me, but I couldn’t grasp what she said. Her hand smacked my bicep, trying to steal my attention from the window.

	The nose of the plane plowed through the dark swollen clouds ignited by blasts of white lightning and rumbling thunder. I gripped the armrest of the seat tighter, preparing for impact.


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	 

	SCARFACE

	 

	Even the most powerful men plead when you put their feet to the flames.

	Jackal dragged Andrès’s bloody body across the rich tile floor by the scruff of his collared shirt. The flashlight in his hand illuminated his bloody face and clothing. His head sagged, chin pressed against his chest as his knuckles scraped over the smooth surface.

	The recessed lights in the ceiling flickered, then vanished. Darkness laid claim to the inside of the spacious, luxury home, cloaking any and all as shadowy figures.

	“Please. You don’t have to–do this. I’ve got money. Lots of money.” Andrès lifted his arm, reaching for Jackal’s wrists. Thin lines of blood ran from the corner of his lips and down his chin. The feeble attempt to break Jackal’s hold made the aged gangster look even more pathetic. “I–imagine we can make–some sort–of deal here.”

	“Why do they always beg like dogs in the end instead of facing what’s to come like a man?” Jackal tossed the broken and beaten man at my feet.

	“For some, meeting the end is never easy. Once you’ve been the king of your own world, it’s hard becoming a peasant,” I replied, looking down at his bloody rags. I trained the small Maglite I pulled from my coat pocket at the back of his head.

	Andrès lay prone on his stomach, his face a scant inch away from my dress shoes. “What do you want? Who sent you?” he asked in a whimper. “You’ve killed all of my men and have left me exposed against rival gangs. Why have you done this? Who hired you?”

	Jackal stood watch like a sentry, scanning the large bay windows and dark hallways for any movement with his flashlight.

	I slipped my shoe under Andrès’s shoulder and flipped him onto his back. “I’m going to keep this short and to the point, seeing as my business associate and I are running on a tight schedule. Lawson and his companion, where are they going?”

	“I–I–” Andrès stumbled over his words. “I don’t know.”

	“Wrong answer.” I smashed his hand with the heal of my shoe.

	Andrès wailed in pain, screaming with his eyes clamped shut.

	I kept the pressure on and dug into his hand. “Again, where is Lawson and the girl heading?”

	“I don’t know, all right,” Andrès said through a painful cry. “All I know is that he wants to get back to his wife and kid and needed to use my plane. He never said where they were going, and I had no intentions of letting him use it anyway.”

	Jackal dipped his chin, stared at the howling man, then cut his eyes up to me.

	“The plane. How do you track it’s movements?” I removed my foot from his battered hand. “I know you’ve got some sort of beacon or GPS locator, or some other way of being able to do it.”

	Andrès pulled his arm back and cradled the damaged hand. “What? What do you mean by tracking?”

	I grabbed a handful of his sweaty hair, ripped his head back, then rammed my knee into his face.

	He flew onto his back, hitting the floor with a dense thud. He turned his head to the side and coughed. Blood spewed from his dark, red lips, splattering against the tile.

	“You’re not too good at listening, Andrès. I told you we are on a time table here, and each second you waste of mine only makes this more painful for you.” My fingers repositioned over the United Cutlery Push Dagger—a weapon I’d used many times to extract those most hidden secrets from my marks.

	Andrès coughed, writhing in pain as he rolled to his side.

	“We’re wasting time here,” Jackal craned his neck and peered through the blinds of the large window before us. The light reflected off the glass. “He could have more men inbound. We need to wrap this up and ghost.”

	“I’m working on it.” I shoved Andrès over onto his back with the sole of my shoe and stood on his arms. I lowered down and traced his face with the tip of the blade. “I know you have a way of tracking that plane of yours. Tell me now or I’m going to peel off your face, slow and painful like.”

	“All right, just stop.” Andrès shouted and pleaded.

	I pushed the dagger into his skin, drawing a line of blood that ran into his beard. “Speak.”

	“There is a GPS locator on the plane,” he answered.

	“How do you track it? Phone? Computer terminal? What?” I shot back.

	Andrès pulled and tugged at his arms, trying to free them from my bulk. I pressed down harder, causing him to wince and gnash his teeth.

	“Both, but I’m not sure how it all works.” Andrès struggled to open his eyes. The lids lifted back slowly, revealing glassy eyes filled with tears. “I had people who ran and maintained it. It’s safe to assume you’ve killed them all.”

	“Where’s the–”

	A sharp report sounded from the long hallway behind Jackal. The incoming round hammered the drywall near his head.

	I flinched, then covered my head with both arms.

	Jackal ducked, dropped to one knee, then searched for the shooter. The beam from his flashlight swept the corridor from side to side, revealing a shadowy figure lurking in the blackness.

	A lone gunman limped down the hallway with his heater trained in our direction. He used the wall as a crutch. His shoulder painted the surface with streaks of blood. “Get away from him, now.”

	Jackal popped off a single round, striking the injured man’s kneecap. His leg buckled, sending him hard to the floor.

	“Hold up for a minute,” I said, stopping Jackal from squeezing the trigger again.

	“Why?” Jackal asked, keeping the barrel of his rifle fixed at the wailing man’s skull. “That asshole almost nailed me with a head shot.”

	“Just hold on.” I removed my arms from my head, then glanced down at Andrès. “Would your man down there know how it works by chance?”

	Andrès tilted his head, looked down the hallway, then nodded.

	I whistled at Jackal.

	He peered over his shoulder at me.

	I nodded at the wounded man on his side, grabbing at his knee.

	Jackal stood and closed in on the man writhing on the floor.

	“Come on. Get up.” I stepped off Andrès’s arms, then grabbed a handful of his shirt.

	Andrès’s grimaced, face scrunched from the pain coursing through his body. He whimpered like a wounded animal. His head sunk farther into his shoulders, and he shielded his face with his bloody hands.

	Jackal closed in on the shooter with his rifle and light trained at his chest. He kicked the heater from the Hispanic man’s reach.

	“You’re going to pay for that,” the man said through his clenched jaw.

	“Sure I am. Get up.” Jackal grabbed him by the arm and helped him to his feet.

	I lugged Andrès down the hall toward Jackal and the gangster’s man. I pressed the sharpened blade of my dagger to his throat. “Where’s your security room? I imagine that’s where you’re tracking the plane?”

	“Screw you, white boy,” the wounded man replied with a snarl. “I’m not–telling you–shit.

	“Not too wise unless you want us to paint the elegant marble floor with your boss’ blood. Make no mistake, I’ll kill both of you in the worst way imaginable. You’ll experience every painful second of it.” I moved the dagger across Andrès’s throat, drawing more blood. “Slow or quick. Your call.”

	“Just take them to the security room, Juan,” Andrès said.

	Juan favored his injured leg, limping down the hall. Beads of sweat raced from under his brow and down the sides of his brown-red tinted skin. “You should have put a bullet in Lawson’s forehead when we got back instead of messing around.”

	“Should’ve, would’ve, could’ve,” Jackal quipped. “Now move.”

	Juan turned and grumbled in pain. Jackal aided the wounded man down the dark hall with Andrès and myself following close behind. We skirted past the black mass of dead bodies and members of Rhys’s 2nd team who’d assisted us in breaching the house. They served their purpose–helping us to infiltrate Andrès’s home.

	“It’s up here on the right.” Juan lifted his weary arm, pointing at the smooth painted door. A light from the nearby window shone along its surface. “Hopefully, the backup generator is still running.”

	“For your sake, I hope it is,” Jackal replied.

	“Are we going to find any surprises in there?” I asked in Andrès’s ear.

	He shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of. Like I said, you killed most, if not all of my men.”

	Jackal shoved Juan against the wall, then trained his rifle at the keypad next to the door. “Open it, now.”

	Juan narrowed his eyes. A scowl formed on his face. He turned toward the door, then thumbed the access code into the keypad.

	The door clicked, then popped open. Jackal grabbed Juan’s shirt and pushed him through the door, knocking it all the way open. Juan fell to the floor and slid across the tile.

	Jackal moved in and swept the rather large-security room for any additional men while Andrès and I waited in the hallway.

	“Clear.” Jackal lowered the rifle and waved us in.

	The gleam from the wall of monitors lit up the dark space. A wave of heat escaped from the room. The rhythmic hum of equipment running melded with a steady beeping noise.

	“What’s that beeping noise?” I forced Andrès into the security room, then lowered the knife from his throat.

	Juan crawled across the floor to one of the small, black-task chairs facing us. “Sounds like one of the battery backups has failed.”

	Jackal pointed at the console with his rifle. “Show us where the plane is currently at?”

	Andrès wiped the blood running from his nose onto the sleeve of his shirt. Juan pulled himself up into the chair, panting. He spun around with his wounded leg sticking out straight, the heel of his shoe resting on the floor. His hands trembled, fingers slow to pound each key on the keyboard before him.

	“Faster,” I said, keeping Andrès close to me.

	“I’m working as fast as I can,” Juan shot back, his voice laced with venom. “It’s kind of hard to concentrate with being shot and all. Plus, I’ve only done this a handful of other times, so give me a second.”

	I glanced over my shoulder at the dark hallway, then craned my neck.

	“You got something?” Jackal asked.

	“Thought I heard movement. It’s nothing,” I replied. “How are we coming. I’m losing my patience and am about to start cleaving skin off.”

	Juan pounded the keys in frustration. “There. I think–I’ve got it.” He pointed at a red blinking dot overlaid on a map.

	“Where is that?” Jackal asked, inching closer to the screen. Andrès and I moved in for a closer look as well.

	Juan zoomed out. “That’s strange.”

	“What is?” I asked, looking down at him.

	“The plane is no longer moving from what I can tell. Looks like they stopped in Utah, near Salt Lake City. That’s the last known position of the aircraft,” Juan answered through strained breath.

	Jackal glanced at me. “You think they crashed or something?”

	“It’s possible, or some interference is blocking the signal like everything else,” I replied. “Who knows? Either way, we need to find out for sure.”

	“If they crashed, then job completed,” Jackal shot back. “Is it necessary to track down wreckage?”

	I pointed at the screen with the tip of my dagger. “We need proof and that isn’t it. If we go back and tell Mr. Coleman that the job’s been completed and Lawson pops back up, our heads will be on the chopping blocks.”

	“Listen. I don’t know who hired you–or why you’re after Lawson, but it seems–that we’re after the same thing here.” Andrès tilted his head to the side while keeping his fingers pointed at the ceiling. “Like I said, I have money–and resources. Perhaps we could–work together on this. Find a mutual beneficial resolution for both–”

	The tip of my dagger plunged into Andrès’s throat, shutting him up. He gurgled on his blood, then dropped to the floor.

	Jackal placed a round in the back of Juan’s head. The sound of wet cement slapped against the console. His body draped over the control board—lifeless.

	I bent down and wiped the blood from the dagger on Andrès’s pants. “Thanks for the offer, but I think we’ll pass.”

	“Shit.” Jackal took a step closer to one of the surveillance monitors.

	“What is it?” I asked.

	“More trouble.”


CHAPTER THREE

	 

	 

	SCARFACE

	 

	I stared at the security monitors, watching the small convoy of vehicles roll up alongside Andrès’s estate. Their headlights sliced through the darkness as they came to a skidding halt.

	“We don’t have time for this,” I said under my breath, agitated by the inconvenience of the backup forces arriving.

	Jackal ejected the magazine from the assault rifle he carried. “Not going to get too far on what I’ve got left. We need some more firepower.”

	I peered over my shoulder, then pointed at the gunmetal-gray, steel locker on the far wall. “See what’s in there. Could be a cache of weapons.”

	“Roger that.” Jackal turned and sprinted toward the cabinet. “It’s locked.”

	“Bust it off, then.” I skimmed over the monitors, watching the suits unload from the sedan.

	It looked to be Gao’s men, the Chinese mob boss we hit up in Chinatown earlier. He couldn’t have been there for us. He had to be coming to speak with Andrès, though, the drawn weapons they packed said they wouldn’t be doing much conversing.

	Their flashlights flickered to life as they spread out and converged on the house.

	I looked over the control board, searching for anything to log the last known position of the plane and my payday. The Maglite helped some, but I struggled to find anything of use.

	A loud clanging sound echoed in the room. Jackal rammed the buttstock of the rifle against the lock. It gave and fell to the floor.

	“Bingo.” Jackal clapped his hands, then rubbed them together. “They’ve got some goodies stocked in this cabinet. You got an exit for us or are we plowing the road?”

	I scrounged up a scrap piece of paper and a pen from the control board that Juan’s dead body laid on, and jotted down the coordinates and the city.

	“Talk to me,” Jackal said, his tone a bit louder.

	I searched the screens while pocketing the paper and flashlight, looking for a way out of the house with the least amount of resistance.

	The tip of my finger tapped the monitor. “Far side of the house near the exterior garage. We’ve got a Suburban and no activity that I can see on the cameras,” I answered. “Looks like Gao’s men are coming through the front entrance.”

	“How many?”

	“Enough to be a problem. Too dark to get a good headcount. We’ll need to go stealth mode. No lights.”

	Jackal removed a rifle from the hold, then whistled. “Here.” He tossed me the weapon.

	I snatched it out of the air, then secured my dagger in its sheath inside my tattered coat. I thumbed the Maglite off and shoved it into the pocket of my trousers.

	Jackal doled out a couple extra magazines and a Glock 17 from the small armory. He cycled a round, then turned toward the open door of the security room. He thumbed his flashlight off, then asked, “You ready?”

	I pocketed the extra mags and chambered a round. “Let’s get out of here and back on to business.”

	Jackal shouldered the rifle and made for the door. He swept the area quickly, then ventured out into the dull murk of the hallway.

	In the distance, muttered voices loomed from the interior of the expansive home. Footfalls rapped against the marble floor. We moved as one, sweeping the dark halls for any inbound shooters.

	We hit a blind corner and stopped.

	Light probed from the adjoining hallway. The tip of a dress shoe stepped out from around the bend, followed by the barrel of an Uzi.

	Jackal held firm, waiting for the shooter to present himself. The tailored suit emerged from the blind corner, offering Jackal a clean shot at the side of his head.

	Jackal squeezed the trigger, placing a single round in the side of the man’s skull before he could react. The report echoed down the hall, and back in what seemed a never-ending loop.

	The tailored suit dropped the flashlight, then collapsed to the floor. The light clanged off the marble, then rolled on its side. Angered Chinese voices and shouting echoed through the halls of the sprawling house.

	I tapped Jackal on the shoulder. He leaned forward, peered around the corner of the hallway, and checked the corridor for any movement. 

	“We’re clear.” Jackal stepped over the dead body with me in tow. We moved at a good clip, staying close to the walls and concealed within the darkness of the hallway.

	I checked our backs, sweeping the hallway for any shooters looking to clip us as we made our getaway.

	Beams of light traced along the floor toward our position, highlighting a small portion of Jackal’s body. The hammering of gunfire erupted from the blackness before us. We sunk into the wall, scooted past a closed door, and took cover behind a large pillar.

	“How much farther we got?” Jackal asked, shouting over the cacophony of gunfire.

	The swarm of incoming rounds punished the pillar. Fragments rained to the marble floor.

	“Far enough for it to be a bitch to get to in the dark,” I replied. “Doesn’t matter, though. We have to get out of here and to the airport now, or we can kiss our payday and lives, goodbye.”

	“Cover your ears and close your eyes.” Jackal dug his hand into the pocket of his coat, fishing out some sort of black cylinder. He waited for the gunfire to ebb, pulled the pin, then tossed it down the hallway.

	The canister clanged off the marble floor and tumbled toward Gao’s men who surged up the corridor. A loud explosion sounded, followed by a blinding light.

	The inbound shooters stopped dead in their tracks–footfalls silenced.

	I waited a few seconds, then cracked open both lids.

	Gao’s men staggered about, dazed and confused. Their weapons and flashlights lowered, giving us our chance to move.

	Jackal swung out from the pillar with his rifle at the ready. I followed at his side. We mowed down the disoriented men with tactical precision.

	Body after body crumpled to the floor. Screams of agony fled their lips before falling silent. We placed additional rounds into each shooter that twitched and moaned from the flats of their backs.

	We moved up the hallway side by side while we searched for a way out of the house. I spotted a set of glass double doors a few paces ahead of us. “There. We can— Watch out.”

	A set of lights rounded the corner, then gunshots erupted from the darkness.

	I shoved Jackal toward the glass doors, then rolled to the side against the far wall. The incoming rounds looked like fireflies buzzing through the air. I held fast, waiting for Gao’s men to reload.

	Jackal tested the doorknob, then rammed his foot in the center of the doors. They buckled, then swung outward.

	A rush of cool wind breached the house, followed by a high-pitched howl. He craned his neck and skimmed over the outside of the home with his rifle.

	Bullets punched the wall near the narrow gap I hid behind. A stray round caught the outer edge of my coat. I tucked my arm into my side. More hammered the wall near me, drawing closer.

	Jackal motioned with his fingers, pointing at me, then nodding at the door. He leaned out from the concealment of the wall and returned fire.

	I ran across the wide corridor firing blindly. Bullets zipped by me, grazing past the top of my bald scalp. I dove through the opened doorway and down the few steps.

	The stone patio cushioned my fall as I tumbled end over end. My head caught a sharp edge of rock, taking a small slice of flesh from my scalp.

	Jackal retreated down the stairs, unloading the magazine until it clicked empty. “You good?”

	The gash on my head stung, but I ignored the bite of the cut. “Yeah.” I got to my feet and moved toward the garage.

	Jackal ejected the magazine, discarding it to the ground. He pushed in a fresh one, slapped the side of the rifle, then cycled a round.

	I shouldered mine and traversed the few steps down to the driveway. The area looked clear—free of any shadowy figures or beams of lights tracking through the shrubs or trees that covered the lawn.

	Jackal turned, ran across the patio, then down the steps after me.

	I tested the driver’s side door. It opened with ease. I slipped inside the plush driver’s seat, then looked for the keys.

	Jackal stopped, turned toward the house, then dropped to one knee. He fired at the beams of light that stormed from the open door.

	The men scattered like roaches, taking cover wherever they could.

	The interior light of the large SUV illuminated the dash and black-leather seats. I searched for the keys, checking every nook and cranny.

	Incoming rounds pelted the side of the Suburban and the driver’s side door. I flinched, ducked, and slammed the door closed.

	Jackal retreated, darting around the front end to the far side of the truck.

	I grabbed the visor and pulled down. The keys dropped into my lap. I slipped them inside the ignition, then turned the engine over. It roared to life.

	Fire spat from the muzzle of Jackal’s rifle. 

	White flashes lit the scowl on his face as he fired from across the hood of the SUV. Spent casings pinged off the vehicle like coins in a slot machine.

	I thumbed the switch to the headlights, then pounded my fist on the dash.

	Jackal ceased fire, then opened the passenger side door. He hopped up inside the cab and slammed his door shut. “Anytime now would be good.”

	“Waiting on you,” I shot back. I grabbed the gear shift on the steering column and jerked it into drive.

	The back window exploded, sending shards of busted glass into the Suburban. I punched the gas, throwing the SUV into reverse toward the gate. A dull thud slammed into the rear hatch, followed by a faint scream. 

	My foot mashed the pedal to the floor as we plowed through the partially open gate. The SUV shuddered as it knocked the gate off the railing.

	A barrage of gunfire pelted the hood, trailing toward the windshield. Bullets punched through glass, zipping past us.

	Jackal lowered the passenger side window, leaned out, and returned fire. The rifle barked as we flew down to the street.

	I cut the wheel clockwise, skimming past the back bumper of the sedan. “Hold on.” I spun the wheel, then slammed the brakes.

	Jackal held firm, rocking back and forth. He leaned on the window and continued to fire at the men charging down the winding driveway.

	“I’m out.” He slipped back into the passenger seat.

	I hit the gas, spinning the rear tires. The SUV tore down the road.

	I checked the side-view mirror, watching what men remained rush out into the road. A few rounds popped off before they ceased fire.

	Jackal ejected the spent mag and fished another one from his coat. He slapped it in and cycled a round. “Are we heading to the airport now?”

	I nodded. “Yeah. It’s time to get back on the hunt.”


CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	 

	SCARFACE

	
	The Suburban tore down the highway at full tilt. Wind blew through the gaping hole in the back window, funneling the cool air inside the SUV and chilling me to the marrow.

	“Christ. Is it getting colder?” Jackal shivered, then cupped his hands. He blew onto them, then rubbed them together. “I didn’t think it ever got cold in California—one of the many reasons I enjoy coming here. Well, use to enjoy coming here.”

	The digital read out on the SUV’s instrument panel read forty-five. 

	“I don’t know. Maybe a little.” I pointed at the large dial on the dash. “Kick the heater on if you want.”

	“Aren’t you cold?” Jackal asked, reaching for the dial on the dash. He twisted it to the red, then turned it on. Cool air blew from the vents, then changed to a warm, steady heat wave that lessened the bite of the chilled air.

	“It’s not that bad, but I manage it much better than you,” I answered. “You always complain when we do jobs in cooler climates.”

	The rifle fixed between his legs fell against the dash. He grabbed the muzzle, then leaned it against the center console.

	“I like my warmer weather, all right,” he shot back. “Me and the cold don’t mix well. Never have. I operate better when the sun’s shinning and the heat is on. My fingers don’t ache as much and are steadier on the trigger.”

	“Adapt or die, my friend. You don’t always get what you want.”

	“Isn’t that the truth.”

	I checked the side-view mirror for any vehicles in tow. We’d given Gao’s men the slip when leaving the city. It seemed like they hadn’t picked up our trail.

	“So, what’s our plan here?” Jackal asked. “Hop into Mr. Coleman’s plane and fly around looking for the wreckage in the dark? That’s going to be hard to do and a time suck.”

	“We’ve got the last coordinates of the plane. We get in the air and we’ll figure the rest out later. I want to wrap up this job fast. It’s taking too long and costing us money on other jobs we have pending,” I answered.

	Jackal nodded. “Yeah, yeah. I know. You hate when your schedule gets messed with.”

	“Time is money. That hasn’t changed. You know this.” I hooked around the sharp curve from the highway without slowing. The tires squealed, fighting to keep the bulky SUV on the pavement and out of the dirt. “Every second we waste on this job is money lost on another. We’re already behind schedule.”

	Jackal grabbed the bar in the corner mounted to the frame of the Suburban. “Perhaps we didn’t receive all of the intel on Lawson. He’s proving to be a harder mark than Mr. Coleman told us he would be.”

	We drove the narrow two-lane highway for about a mile, then turned off onto a rocky road toward the small airstrip where Rhys’s plane waited for us.

	“I don’t think he withheld any intel, not that it really matters,” I replied, pushing the SUV past one hundred miles per hour. “We’re given whatever the client offers and work off that. This isn’t any different. Lawson is just like any other mark we’ve gone after except for the whole earthquake and tsunami hitting. He’s gotten lucky. That will run out soon. Trust me.”

	Jackal shrugged. “If you say so. I’ll believe it once we have him, or his head, in our possession.”

	“Soon enough.”

	The headlights of the SUV sliced through the dull, hazy murk of the night sky as we crested the hill and down the other side. We slipped through the open gate that had barbwire coiled around its top.

	A large, rusted, red-and-white sign hung cockeyed from the diamond steel fence with Private Property–No Trespassing etched on the front.

	“You know, for as much money as Mr. Coleman has, you’d think he’d have a nicer place to keep his plane than this.” Jackal sounded unimpressed by the meager landing strip and two steel buildings that resided on the property.

	“As long as we can take off and land without dying, then, I’m good with whatever,” I quipped.

	“Agreed on both accounts,” Jackal replied, nodding.

	We drove past the hangar and out onto the airstrip. Rhys’s private jet waited for us in the dark—void of any lights.

	Jackal leaned forward in his seat, staring out of the window. “Damn pilot is probably sleeping. Last thing we need is him flying while being half asleep.”

	“Well, we are a day or so behind schedule. I’m just glad he’s still here. If he’d taken off, that could’ve screwed us over good.” I honked the horn as we rolled up alongside the aircraft. The interior lights came to life inside the cockpit, then the rest of the plane.

	“See. He’s awake.” I placed the SUV in park.

	“We’ll see.”

	The door cracked open, then lowered to the ground. A large man stood in the cabin with his flashlight trained at the Suburban. His unkempt beard and hair made him look more animal than man.

	The beam hit me in the face, causing me to squint. I lifted my hand in the air, blocking the intense gleam of the light.

	“That doesn’t look like Tony, the normal pilot,” Jackal said.

	I grabbed the rifle from the floorboard next to me and killed the engine. “Mr. Coleman could’ve changed them out. Just be cool.”

	Jackal slung his door open, then hopped down to the ground. He slung the rifle over his shoulder and breathed into his hands.

	The pilot ducked, stepped out of the cabin onto the top step, then spoke, but I couldn’t make out what all he said.

	Jackal slammed the passenger side door shut, nodded, then pointed at the SUV. I left the keys in the ignition and thumbed the headlights off.

	The bite of the air dropped what felt like a few more degrees than before. Jackal wasted little time in getting to the plane and climbing inside the cabin past the pilot.

	“You’re late,” Grizzly said in a loud, agitated tone.

	“Couldn’t be helped. We had some–complications,” I replied. “Where’s Tony?”

	“He was unavailable. Mr. Coleman asked me to take his place.” He lowered the flashlight, then stepped back into the cabin. “What sort of complications?”

	I climbed the stairs and walked past him. “The earthquake and tsunami kind. Did you not feel the tremors here?”

	“Some, but it didn’t seem that bad.” He shined the light at the Suburban again, then asked, “Where’s Lawson?”

	“In the wind.” Jackal took a seat in one of the plush chairs.

	Grizzly thumbed his light off, then turned back toward us. “What does that mean?”

	I took a seat next to Jackal. Grizzly secured the door to the plane, severing the cool, brisk breeze. “It means that he’s on the run, and we’re going to track him down and make good on our arrangement with Mr. Coleman.”

	He looked at me, then cut his narrowed eyes over to Jackal. His thick arms flexed as he chewed the side of his lip. “I believe Mr. Coleman was quite specific with the scope of work he hired you two for. He wanted Mr. Lawson brought back to him as soon as possible.”

	“And that’s what we’re going to do,” I said, raising my tone. I secured the rifle on the floor between my chair and the wall of the plane, dug my hand into my coat pocket, then fished out the piece of paper. “Listen, I’ve got the last known coordinates of where Lawson was heading. If we leave now, we’ll be able to catch up to him and finish our assignment. You can reassure Mr. Coleman that we will finish this job and deliver the mark as promised. We’ve never failed a job, and I don’t plan on starting now.”

	Grizzly took a step forward, then snatched the paper from my hands. He unfolded the crumpled yellow paper and skimmed it over. “I can’t let Mr. Coleman know anything since the radio is down. Has been for some time now. Same thing with my cell.”

	“See. There you go.” Jackal added his two cents to the mix. “Get us in the air and to those coordinates and we’ll complete this assignment. At the end of the day, Mr. Coleman wants Lawson by any means necessary. Well, this is by any means. We’re wasting time sitting here when we should be in the air.”

	Thunder rolled in the distance, rattling the plane. Lightning crackled, sharp and loud. Grizzly ducked, then looked out of the window to the blackness beyond the plane.

	“We shouldn’t be concerned with that, right?” Jackal asked. “I can get a bit queasy during bad turbulence.”

	“It’s not anything I can’t handle,” Grizzly answered, puffing out his wide chest.

	“Listen,” I said. “Get us to those coordinates so we can finish this. Mr. Coleman wants his son’s killer at all costs. I doubt he would appreciate you taking that away from him.”

	An awkward, tense silence draped over the plane like a cloak as we waited for the pilot to make up his mind.

	Grizzly skimmed the paper one more time, then said, “All right fine. Make sure you’re strapped in and secured. We’re taking off. You better hope these coordinates are right.”

	“Good choice,” I replied.

	Grizzly squeezed between us and made for the cockpit. He settled into his seat and prepped the aircraft for takeoff.

	Jackal fastened the seat belt across his waist, then folded his arms across his chest. A yawn attacked him–his mouth gaped open as his lids clamped shut.

	I leaned forward in the seat and retrieved my travel bag from the floor. I set it in my lap, unzipped the top, and rummaged through the various items stuffed inside.

	The plane thrummed to life as more thunder rolled overhead. Another wave of lightning crackled, causing me to flinch.

	I pulled the bag open farther and trained the interior toward the lights mounted to the ceiling.

	There.

	Strawberry

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
