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      Terence Phillips watched the last rays of the sun set below the line where the sea met the sky. What had moments earlier been a sky awash in vibrant hues of red, orange, yellow, and blue was now suddenly muted and dark. The party had ended. The remorse set in.

      It was beautiful and bittersweet. It was a fitting image to be the last that Terence would ever see.

      The sand of the beach ground against his bare knees as he shifted his weight. It helped some blood flow into parts of his legs that had been aching for hours, but came at the cost of a bloom of pain in his left side, where his ribs felt broken, and in his neck and shoulders, sore from keeping his hands atop his head for so long. At least the chafing from the handcuffs had subsided, his wrists finally numb to the pain.

      Terence closed his eyes and breathed deep, ignoring as best he could the grind of his ribs against one another. As his vision went dark, his other senses immediately heightened. He could smell the sea air, faint of seaweed and rotting fish, could taste the salt on his tongue. The crash and hiss of the waves filled his ears, soothing him with its rhythm.

      Behind the hiss of the waves, he heard voices. Men’s voices, faint and distant, arguing. They grew louder and more clear.

      They were coming back.

      This time, it was for him.

      About fucking time.
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      “Okay, pretty boy,” said the first man, the one with the accent. Definitely Middle Eastern, could be from Gaza, but probably Lebanese, from the south, near Tyre.

      Nice little town, Tyre. Beautiful beaches and lovely people, if you can overlook the poverty and the occasional terrorist.

      “Time to die,” said the man from Tyre. Terence heard the click of the hammer loud in his left ear, felt the cold muzzle jab the back of his bald head.

      He’d been kneeling on the beach for hours. On a bright sunny day. Without a hat.

      He was definitely going to have a sunburn on his head.

      “Lower your hands,” said the other man, an American. Sounded like upstate New York. Probably hating the heat.

      Terence brought his hands down from his head, taking the opportunity to roll the pain out of his shoulders as he did so. It felt so good to stretch those muscles that Terence almost moaned with pleasure.

      For some stupid reason, they were using long-chain cuffs. The upstate New Yorker pulled the chain linking the handcuffs, sending another stab of pain up Terence’s arms as the cuffs bit into the raw skin on his wrists. Hot blood oozed from them, stinging his skin. Terence bit back the pain just as he’d bit back the pleasure a moment before.

      “Stand up,” said Upstate, pulling Terence up by the chain. Once Terence was on his feet, Upstate jerked the chain down again, pulling Terence into a crouch.

      “Step through.”

      Kind of a pain in the ass, this method they had. Why couldn’t they have just let him kneel on the beach with his hands behind his back? Instead it was ‘stand up, step through, on your knees, hands on your head’, then reverse the whole thing when it was time to leave.

      Waste of time, really. And totally unnecessary. Even with his hands on his head where they could be seen, a prisoner was far more dangerous cuffed in front than behind. The range of movement is so much greater. These guys were definitely amateurs.

      Once situated with Terence’s hands behind his back again, Upstate took the lead. Terence followed. Tyre uncocked his pistol–a fucking Beretta–and shoved Terence hard in the back with it. Not quite hard enough to make Terence stumble, but Terence stumbled anyway, just to give the asshole something to make him feel tough. And complacent.

      Both men wore military fatigues, brown camouflage cargo pants, sandy brown t-shirts, heavy brown boots. Upstate had dark sweat stains under both armpits and down his back. He marched quickly and efficiently across the sand, then up a wide, concrete stairway, one step at a time, machine-like, toward a Tuscan style mansion on a terraced embankment overlooking the private beach. Meticulously landscaped grounds extended on both sides, filled with date palms and hibiscus flowers and a number of species that really had no place in the Dubai climate, species that must have cost a fortune to obtain and even more to keep alive. It was a gorgeous estate.

      Upstate marched like a soldier, but like a soldier who had been on patrol for too long without sleep or hot food. The Dubai heat was definitely affecting him.

      Terence glanced over his shoulder, received another jab in the back with the Beretta for his trouble. He ground his teeth through the flash of pain in his side.

      Tyre looked as fresh as the ocean breeze that was finally picking up. His hair was slicked back and he wore oversized aviator sunglasses that looked to be as much for the local ladies as for anything useful. Unlike Upstate, who kept his pistol holstered and his AK over his shoulder on a two-point sling, Tyre slung his rifle cross-body and swung his pistol in his hand like a brass-toothed pimp or a low level mafioso in a bad movie from the seventies, holding it flat, with the butt of the grip pointed to the side, when he pointed it at Terence. Tyre had probably been dozing off while Upstate maintained his awareness all day, did his duty.

      Tyre was a hired thug, but Upstate was a hired soldier. Not a Ranger or a Seal or any kind of special forces, but probably a standout in his unit, nonetheless. Someone that could be counted on to keep his cool when the shit came down hot.

      Wonder why he’s on his job.

      The concrete, strewn with sand and still hot from the day, finally gave way to a strip of cool, thick grass as they reached the top of the stairs. Terence was grateful for the cool grass against his bare feet, soles scorched from kneeling for hours with them facing up at the sun, tops scratched raw by the hot sand chafing his sweaty skin. The thick, well-watered grass and the soft sod beneath it were like a cool massage for his feet.

      The strip of grass bordered the edge of a courtyard ringed with palm trees towering overhead. Rather than pavers or stone, the courtyard had glazed grey and white tiles lain on the ground in an intricate clover-like pattern. It reminded Terence vaguely of the Boy Scout logo.

      That, of course, made him think of Girl Scout cookies. The Boy Scouts gave nothing useful to the world, but Thin Mints were a gift directly from God. The fact that they came through the Girl Scouts was evidence enough for Terence that God was a woman. His stomach growled in agreement.

      In the center of the courtyard was a fountain. Simple, but elegant, it consisted of a stone basin with a pedestal rising from the center, ringed by two progressively smaller basins and topped with a round stone ball from which the water spouted. Two water dragons wound around the column of the fountain, their mouths drooling into the lower basin, leering at passersby, salivating like they were waiting for their chance to strike.

      The height of decadence, really, to have a fountain in the middle of a city whose average daily temperature rarely dropped below eighty degrees Fahrenheit. That's why every fucking home and building in this area had one, to prove that man was smarter than God. And that these particular Dubai residents were richer, too.

      As they approached, Terence peeked in the water. A handful of coins were scattered along the bottom. Terence glanced up, saw the exterior balcony overlooking the fountain.

      Yeah, he was in the right place.

      Between the cookies and the fountain, Terence realized that he hadn't eaten or drunk anything since he'd left his hotel before dawn that morning. He was feeling a bit peckish.

      "What say we stop for a drink and an appetizer before we go on, huh, guys?" Upstate didn't break stride. Terence stopped and turned to face Tyre. "No sense killing each other on an empty stomach, right?"

      Tyre smiled behind his stupid, gigantic sunglasses. His teeth were in surprisingly good shape. Must have a dentist in the family back home.

      He pointed his Beretta at Terence's face–sideways again–mimed pulling the trigger, then swung his boot at Terence's crotch. Terence timed his backwards jump to absorb the blow as he doubled over, feigning fake pain from the kick, but feeling real pain in his ribs from the movement. He stumbled and fell against the side of the fountain, catching himself with his arms against the cool, smooth stone of the edge. While he coughed and swayed a bit to help sell the act, he splashed some water on his face and sipped from his cupped hands. The water was lukewarm and tasted faintly like chlorine, but Terence still gulped it down.

      Tyre whacked Terence in the side of the head with the pistol before Upstate turned back and pulled him to his feet. The stars Terence saw that time were not an act.

      "It was just a suggestion," said Terence to Tyre, who grinned back with a gleaming, predatory smile.
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      They walked under a low balcony into a wide room with cool slate tile, tasteful and expensive-looking artwork on the walls, and a low ceiling that opened into a massive atrium. A grand piano stood in the far corner, looking like a tiny child’s toy, dwarfed by the space.

      A wide staircase welcomed them from across the room. Its polished wood railings and delicate wrought-iron balusters, formed into intricate curves and loops, were dazzling. A forty-foot ceiling vaulted above it. The stairs branched off to either side, leading to a balcony that circled the perimeter of the room.

      It was breathtaking.

      Upstate held Terence’s arm above the elbow and guided him up the stairs. Terence gaped up at a gorgeous glass ceiling criss-crossed with what appeared to be glass beams. It was so clear and clean, it gave Terence the feeling that he was staring into the open evening sky. Slender chandeliers of iron and gold hung down on long cables from the beams, as if they were floating in space.

      “This house is incredible,” said Terence. He looked sideways at Upstate. “Have you looked at this place?”

      Upstate glanced at Terence, who flicked his eyes up toward the ceiling. Upstate glanced, too, then grunted and continued pulling Terence up the stairs by the elbow.

      “You know, you really should try to appreciate things a bit more,” said Terence, softly. “Appreciate what you have while you have the chance. You never know when your luck will run out.”

      Upstate didn’t look at Terence, didn’t respond, didn’t slow down, but he did ease his grip on Terence’s elbow just a touch.

      It was enough.

      By the time they reached the top of the stairs, the blasting air conditioning had chilled the sweat from the day enough that Terence actually shivered just a bit. He was wearing only khaki canvas shorts and a thin white t-shirt, and the AC was so high Terence was sure he’d see snowdrifts behind one of the many doors they passed as they made their way around the balcony.

      His bare feet sunk into a lush oriental carpet that lined the floor. It was as luxurious and welcoming as the cool grass had been outside. This home really did not disappoint.

      As they turned the corner of the balcony, Terence saw with a quick glance over his shoulder that Tyre had lagged behind. Since Upstate had taken Terence’s elbow, Tyre sulked further back, picking at something in his teeth with the pinky fingernail of the hand still holding his pistol, eyes drifting over the Renaissance artwork, pausing briefly at the paintings with nude women, ignoring the rest.

      Finally, they reached a set of massive walnut double doors halfway around the balcony, directly opposite the main stairway in the room below. Upstate knocked twice, the sound like a bass drum against the heavy wood.

      “Enter!” called a man’s voice, high-pitched and theatrical. Terence smiled to himself.

      Finally.

      Still holding Terence with his right hand, Upstate swung both doors open with his left hand and shoulder. Tyre had caught up by then and grabbed Terence’s other arm. Together, they guided Terence through the doors.

      The room was a spacious, well-appointed office, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lining two walls to Terence’s left, a rich leather couch and two deep armchairs arranged near them. The bookshelves were filled with leather-bound books. First editions, if Terence had to guess. Nothing in this house was cheap.

      A massive mahogany desk filled the middle of the room, with elegant sliding doors behind, opening to a wide balcony overlooking the fountain in the courtyard. The musk of the leather, the dry sweetness of the wood, and the salt smell of the still-warm ocean breeze coming through the sliding doors were intoxicating, the smell of opulence and unfathomable wealth.

      Stacks of money, apparently in the process of being counted, sat atop the desk. A canvas sling bag lay beside them, half-full with more stacks of money

      On the right side of the room was a wet bar, well-stocked with all conceivable spirits and liqueurs arranged four shelves high against a mirrored wall. In front of the bar at that moment, holding a crystal whiskey decanter and a highball glass, was a tiny man shaped like a riding crop with arms. He was thin as a sheet of paper, and his dark hair swept straight up off his head like a candle flame in an updraft. The hair, Terence noticed, was graying around the temples.

      The man glanced in the mirror as they entered. When his eyes found Terence’s, the man’s mouth fell open. His face drained of color. The decanter fell from his hand and shattered on the slate tile floor.

      Terence clucked his tongue.

      “Now, Charles,” he said, slowly, enjoying every word. “It’s not like you to waste good whiskey.”
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      Once Charles had taken a moment to close his mouth, splutter a few unintelligible utterances, then step onto the balcony to recover himself, he was able to stand before them once more, the picture of calm authority.

      “Barnes,” he said casually to Upstate. “Why didn’t you tell me the intruder was Terence Phillips?”

      Upstate, who was now standing at parade rest in front of the bookcases, looked Terence over, surprise evident on his face. “Colonel Phillips?” he said, almost to himself.

      “Never mind,” snapped Charles. “Abdel,” he said to Tyre. “Kill him.”

      On Terence’s right, Tyre sneered and cocked his pistol.

      Time behaves oddly in times of stress, especially in combat situations. It's different for everyone. For Terence, time always seemed to slow down, like watching a movie frame by frame.

      It did that now.

      In one swift motion, Terence jammed his right heel into Tyre kneecap, felt it crack and Tyre’s leg buckle backward, then vaulted up, using Tyre’s shattered knee for leverage, and swung his left leg over Tyre’s head as it pitched forward. As Terence’s body slid over the top of Tyre’s, now back to back, Terence smoothly looped the long handcuff chain under Tyre’s chin behind him. Terence pulled his knees to his chest, shot both heels into the small of Tyre’s back, and stood up as far and as fast as he could. Terence’s shoulders screamed with pain as his arms stretched behind him and pulled tight the chain looped around Tyre’s neck.

      With the momentum of Tyre’s fall accelerated by the sudden force to his back, Terence was expecting to break Tyre’s neck. In fact, he nearly ripped his head off.

      Terence took two deep, calming breaths to collect himself and push the pain in his shoulders and his ribs from his mind, then calmly stepped backwards over Tyre’s body and through the handcuffs so that his arms were in front of him and he could pull the chain clear from Tyre’s torn and bleeding neck.

      He turned to face Charles and Upstate. Even with the calming breaths, the whole maneuver had happened so quickly that neither man had had time to react. Even Upstate, a trained and experienced soldier, had not expected that outcome from a middle-aged man in handcuffs.

      “Barnes, is it?” said Terence to Upstate before the situation sank in.

      Once addressed, Upstate gathered his wits quickly. He pulled his Glock from its holster and aimed it coolly at Terence. However, his finger, Terence noticed, was resting beside the trigger, not on it.

      “You’re from New York, right?” said Terence, raising his hands, palms out, in front of him. “Upstate?”

      Upstate eyed him from down the barrel of the gun.

      “Watertown,” he said, sliding his finger to the trigger.

      Charles finally realized what was happening. “Shoot him, Barnes!” he spluttered. “Do it now!”

      “Watertown,” nodded Terence, ignoring Charles, locking eyes with Upstate. “Your wife is there, and… your son?”

      Upstate’s eyes widened for a split second, then narrowed, suspicious, before finally relaxing. He took his finger off the trigger again.

      “My daughter,” he said. “Millie.”

      “Millie,” smiled Terence. “Nice name. A family name?”

      “Patty’s grandmother,” said Upstate.

      “Shoot now, you idiot,” screeched Charles, “or I’m not paying you anything!”

      Terence rolled his eyes toward Charles, then looked back at Upstate.

      “I tell you what, Barnes,” said Terence. “Why don’t you take that money right there and go home safely to Patty and Millie.”

      Upstate paused for a moment, thinking, still aiming at Terence.

      “Maybe use this chance to appreciate what you have,” said Terence, “instead of wasting your time with cheap losers like him.” Terence nodded at Charles.

      “That’s just unnecessary, Phillips,” muttered Charles.

      Upstate released the breath he’d been holding, then swung the barrel of his Glock to point at Charles.

      “What about him?” he said.

      “What are you doing!” screamed Charles. “You traitor! I paid you good money.”

      “You didn’t pay me shit,” replied Upstate.

      “Okay, fair point,” said Charles. “But, I was about to.” He gestured at the money piled on the desk. “That’s what this is for, Barnes. I was just getting it ready for you.” He pointed at Terence. “But you have to kill him first.”

      Upstate glanced at Terence, but kept the gun aimed at Charles. Upstate raised a questioning eyebrow.

      Terence shook his head. “No, Charles and I have some business to take care of,” he said.

      “Sure you don’t need a hand?” said Upstate.

      “I appreciate the offer, soldier,” said Terence, “but I can take it from here.”

      Upstate nodded. Keeping his gun trained on Charles, he filled the canvas bag with the rest of the money, slung it over his shoulder, and backed toward the door.

      “Actually,” whispered Terence as he stepped out of Upstate’s path to the door. Terence held up his hands, still handcuffed. “If you’d be so kind?”

      “An honor, sir,” said Upstate, pulling the handcuff key from his pocket and unlocking the cuffs with his left hand, still keeping the Glock aimed at Charles with his right.

      Terence sighed with relief as the cuffs came off, gently dabbing his raw, oozing wrists against his t-shirt. “Thank you, son, and safe travels.”

      Barnes turned and double-timed out of the house. Terence quietly closed the doors behind him. Once again, he admired the craftmanship, the incredible quality of the smooth, beautifully worked wood, the balanced swing of the massive double doors on their hinges, the almost imperceptible snick as the deadbolt slid past the perfectly aligned strike plate.

      “Good to see you, Terence,” Charles said. He gestured toward the bar. “How about a drink, like old times?”

      Terence ignored the comment. “Whose house is this, Charles?” he asked.

      “What makes you think it isn’t mine?” replied Charles, looking slightly wounded.

      “Come on, Charles,” said Terence, turning to face Charles. “The only cheap thing in here is you.”

      Charles reared back, indignant. “That was not my fault, Phillips. That money didn’t belong to me. You know that.”

      Terence waved him off. “I’m not here for that, Charles. That was a long time ago.”

      “Well, then what are you here for?”

      “Whose house is this?” repeated Terence, slowly.

      Charles threw his hands up, exasperated. “I don’t know, Terence,” he said. “Some rich oil sheik laundering money on a third house for his fifth wife, I guess.”

      “You broke in?”

      “I’m offended, Terence.” Charles grinned. “I didn’t break a thing.” His smile faded when he saw the look in Terence’s eye. “Why does it matter? Whoever it is probably has fifty houses. He won’t come here any time soon.”

      “You sure about that?” said Terence.
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      Shots rang out, first the pop of handguns, then the stutter of semi-automatic gunfire.

      “Time to go,” said Terence.

      Charles threw up his hands, exasperated. “You gave all my fucking money away.” He ran from behind the desk to the door. Terence stopped him.

      “Not that way.” Terence gestured toward the balcony. “That way.”

      “No,” replied Charles, pointing toward the door. “The money is that way. There’s another stash in the master suite. It’ll only take a second.”

      Terence grabbed Charles’ arm and turned him around.

      A woman's scream filtered through the closed door.

      Terence cocked an eyebrow at Charles.

      "That'd be Fatima," Charles said.

      "Who is Fatima?"

      "Fatima is... a friend."

      Not again.

      Terence gave Charles his best disapproving look.

      "How good a friend is Fatima?"

      Charles grinned. "Fatima is a very, very good friend."

      Terence thought he knew what that meant, but couldn't be totally sure. After all, it had been a while since he'd seen Charles.

      "Should we go after her?" Terence asked.

      "What?" Charles replied. "No, Fatima will be fine. Why would we..."

      His voice trailed off.

      "Actually," he said, moving to open the door, "yes, we should go after her. She'll be in the master suite."

      Terence slammed his hand against the door, holding it shut.

      “Fine, fine,” said Charles, turning back around and stumbling over Tyre’s body. He looked down at Tyre’s mangled neck, blood pooled in a dark red halo around his head.

      “That was impressive, by the way,” he said. “How do you do it?”

      “Do what?” said Terence.

      “Move so well,” said Charles. “For a man your age, it’s really quite surprising.”

      Terence shoved him toward the balcony, following him out. Both men dropped to a low crouch when they saw flashlights sweeping the courtyard. Charles dove to one side to hide while Terence ducked behind a large potted palm. He could smell the fronds, the bark, the rich soil in the pot. It smelled like life, like home, like normalcy.

      Or so Terence imagined.

      The flashlights swung up at the balcony, searching, then passed. Darkness fell again.

      Terence found Charles hidden behind a small outdoor bar. He had already managed to find a bottle of whiskey and a glass and was pouring himself two fingers. He held the glass out to Terence, who hesitated for a moment, then accepted it. Charles tapped the glass with the whiskey bottle. Both men slugged back a drink.

      “First,” hissed Terence, wiping his mouth, “fuck you. I’m not that old.”

      Charles nodded somberly. “So, lying to yourself is your secret?”

      Shouts reached them, but not from the courtyard. These seemed to come from the hallway outside the office. Terence heard the doorknobs rattling. He pushed Charles in a crouch to the edge of the balcony, swung over the railing, and shimmied along a cornice to the corner of the house, Charles close behind. Terence peeked around the corner and saw two men on the path below. They both held Sigs and flashlights, searching the side of the house and the bushes and trees beyond.

      He turned back to Charles, held up two fingers and pointed down. Charles nodded.

      When the guards were almost even with him, Terence swung himself around the corner, falling down onto the shoulders of the first guard. The direction of his fall twisted the guard’s body backward, helping Terence torque his neck. He felt the crack of the vertebrae shudder through the guard’s skull. After all this time, he still hated the feeling of killing a man, even an enemy.

      The twist of the guard put his now lifeless body between Terence and the second guard, whose shots thudded into his companion’s body armor, giving Terence enough time to grab the dead man’s hand and squeeze two shots from his pistol, the first into the other guard’s heart, the second into his head.

      Charles dropped softly to the ground a half-second later.

      “Second,” said Terence, retrieving the second guard’s weapon and tossing it to Charles, “yoga.” Terence tucked the first guard’s pistol behind his back and winced as his ribs twinged with pain.

      “Ah, I see,” said Charles. He looked at the two guards lying dead on the walkway. “Remind me to namaste the fuck off your shit list.” He chuckled at his own joke.

      Terence didn’t.

      “Too late for that,” said Terence.
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      Terence and Charles crouched behind a hedge in the front of the house. From that vantage, they could see the guards moving in and out of the front door of the house. There was a small army of them. As they watched, two Suburbans with blacked out windows pulled up to the driveway. A dozen more guards poured out. One, standing statue-straight amongst the other, pointed and barked orders. He held a cell phone to his ear and looked toward the sky.

      No fucking way. Terence closed his eyes. Then he heard it, still faint in the distance.

      “Choppers,” he said, softly.

      “No fucking way,” whispered Charles. “Wait, did you say ‘choppers’, with an ’s’?”

      “Looks like you picked the wrong house not to break into.”

      Something didn't feel right, though. Even if this were the home of an important personage, they clearly weren't here. Sending all these men was one thing, but sending multiple choppers seemed like overkill.

      Just then, Terence heard an angry shout in a woman's voice.

      "Let go of me," she said.

      He looked through the hedge and saw a young woman, tall, thin, and beautiful. She was wearing only a silk robe that came down to her knees, a kimono-like robe with an ornate pattern of red dragons against a black background. It didn't look like she was wearing anything underneath.

      She was being escorted from the house, dragged by her arm by one of the guards. With the movement, her gown had loosened in the front, exposing the rich brown skin of her neck and upper chest. Her long, dark hair, shining in the light from the lamps lining the walkway, flowed down to provide her some modesty.

      "Let go of me now or my father will hear of this," she said, pulling her robe shut as best she could.

      The guard dragged her to the man on the cell phone, who promptly loaded her into the Suburban.

      Terence suddenly had a sinking feeling that he knew why the choppers and all the men were there.

      "Please don't tell me that's Fatima," he said.

      Charles was quiet for a moment.

      “Well," he finally said, softly, "you can’t argue with my taste.”

      “No,” said Terence, “just your intelligence.” He peered through the hedge at the crowd of guards. “There’s no way we’ll make it to my car now.” He thought for a moment. “How did you get here, Charles?”

      “Despite my apparently inadequate intelligence,” Charles said, “I did already think of that. I have a speedboat, but the boathouse is all the way on the other side of the grounds. It’s even further away than your car.” His eyes darted as he searched for a solution. “Up and over?”

      Terence looked up at the wall of the house. It was smooth stucco, so it didn’t afford much in the way of handholds. There were enough cornices, windowsills, and balconies to make a climb, but the damn ceilings were too high in the house. The stretch from one floor to another was too much to cover. They could get to the second floor, but there was no way to get to the roof.

      A gust of wind brought the smell of the sea back to Terence. With it came a sweet smell, like tulips.

      Terence shook his head. “What about the beach?”

      “Probably covered with guards by now,” replied Charles.

      “No, we can circle around through the gardens and slip along the wall of the bottom terrace. If they’ve already checked the beach, they might have redeployed their guards from there, leaving only a patrol on the balcony or in the courtyard.”

      “Hmm,” said Charles. “With the shadows, we might be able to get by them, and I doubt there’d be any guards at the boathouse.” He chewed his lip. “You really think it’ll work?”

      “Probably not,” said Terence as two helicopters came into view, tiny white lights in the distance, quickly growing larger. “But today’s a good day to die, right?”

      “Hoka hey,” said Charles.

      “Nap time is over,” said Terence grimly. “Time to move.”
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      They had managed to slip down the path and into the relative cover of the gardens without attracting attention, though at one point they’d had to crawl and wait on their stomachs under some bushes as two guards walked by no less than six inches from their faces.

      But finally they had worked their way down to the beach. Terence was relieved to discover that his hunch had been correct. The beach was dark and empty. Only a pair of guards were up in the courtyard.

      The hardest part would be crossing the wide footpaths at either end of the terrace and the even wider staircase in the center, the same staircase Terence had climbed in handcuffs just a short time earlier. In those spots, they would have no cover, no shadows. They would be exposed.

      Only way to get through those spots would be to time it right, move quickly, and hope for the best.

      “Let’s go,” he whispered to Charles.

      It’s not easy to sprint while in a full crouch, but Terence had had plenty of practice. Both made it across the first footpath without incident. Crouching, staying to the shadow cast by the rocks of the terrace wall, they moved to the edge of the staircase. Charles peeked over the top of the wall while Terence poked his head around the side, looking up the staircase. Neither saw any guards.

      Terence gasped with pain and held his hand to his side, over his ribs.

      “Broke my ribs,” he said when Charles threw him a questioning look.

      “Did my guys do that?” Charles seemed excited about the possibility.

      “Please,” said Terence. “Those guys were amateurs. You were always too cheap to hire good help.”

      Charles started to protest, then conceded the point. “Barnes wasn’t terrible,” he grumbled.

      With one more quick glance over the wall and a quick nod to one another, they crouch-sprinted to the other side. Once again, they heard no shouts of warning, no shots, no sound of guards mobilizing.

      “Barnes was ok, but that other guy…” said Terence.

      Charles laughed. “I found him trying to talk some prostitutes into a freebie. When they didn’t go for it, he pulled out a pistol.” Charles shook his head. “Figured if he was gonna get someone killed it might as well be himself.”

      Charles nodded toward Terence’s ribs. “If my guys didn’t do it, what happened then?” he said.

      Terence hesitated. “I fell off a ladder,” he said, sheepishly.

      “Excuse me?”

      The pain of the admission was almost as bad as the broken ribs. “I was cleaning my gutters and I fell off the fucking ladder, okay? Landed on the brick edging around a raised flowerbed.”

      “Just like you, Terence,” said Charles. “You kill a guy in two seconds while barefoot with your hands cuffed behind your back, but hurt yourself on a pile of flowers while cleaning a gutter.” He shook his head. “I told you suburban life would kill you.”

      They slipped to the end of the terrace, on the edge of the last footpath.

      “Well, Phillips,” said Charles, “your luck still hasn’t run out. We might make this after all.” Charles grinned. “As long as no one brings you flowers.”

      They checked once more for guards. Terence peeked around the corner. A few feet up the path, a body lay prone, on its stomach. The face staring blankly into the night, staring at Terence, was familiar.

      Upstate.

      Patty was a widow now, and Millie would never see her father again.

      What a waste.

      “What are you waiting for?” whispered Charles. “Let’s go.”

      They gathered themselves for the final sprint, muscles bunching, adrenaline spiking one more time. Just as they stepped into the footpath, the two helicopters appeared from over the roof of the house, their rotors deafening. Sand swirled up from the beach, filling the air around them. It hazed Terence’s vision. He felt the sand scrape his throat and grit his tongue as he breathed it in. Bright spotlights swept the beach, quickly finding and focusing on Terence and Charles, caught like jackrabbits in the center of the path. Between the bright lights, the dark night, and the swirling sand, Terence felt like he was walking through a dream. A nightmare.

      Their training saved them. The surprise of being spotted stopped them for only a heartbeat before they straightened and sprinted for cover on the far side of the path.

      “Keep going!” shouted Charles from behind Terence. “This path leads to the boathouse.”

      Charles moved in front to lead the way. The path diverged from the beach, curving back into a landscaped walking garden behind a stand of low date palms. One helicopter swung out over the ocean, shining its spotlight through the palms, casting harsh shadows on the path before them, lighting it in stripes of black and white like a funhouse tunnel. The other helicopter kept its light on them from the other side.

      Terence could hear the shouts as guards that had poured from the house and from patrols in the grounds drew closer. He and Charles sprinted down the path, no crouch needed now. Terence’s ribs screamed at him as his breaths became faster and deeper. His sore feet slapped the stone path, jolting his knees and hips with each step.

      Maybe he was getting too old for this shit.

      “We can’t stay in the open like this,” yelled Terence over the noise of the choppers.

      Charles looked around, then nodded to his left. Terence saw a small stand of fir trees, thick enough to block them from view, if only for a moment.

      “There,” Charles called over his shoulder. “We’ll cut that way, then double back.”

      They both broke from the path at the same time, running separate lines away from the beach. The helicopter over the ocean lost them, and the other copter was forced to choose which man to follow with its searchlight.

      It chose Terence.

      Terence zigged and zagged between bunches of flowers and small palm trees shaped like pineapples and the occasional rock garden or water feature. The landscaping was elaborate and extensive, but Terence had no time to appreciate it. His ears were filled with the pounding of the rotors directly overhead, pounding like his heartbeat. His ribs were burning his side. If that weren’t distraction enough, the smells of salt air and fresh cut grass were so strong that for some reason he almost couldn’t think of anything else.

      Almost.

      Terence darted randomly, like an outside center on a try run, juking past the defenders. Only this time, he was juking a helicopter spotlight, not an opposing fly-half.

      And this spotlight was persistent. Terence tried to lead it away from the beach, away from the boathouse, but he ran out of room. Guards appeared from an opening in a hedgerow. Terence ducked quickly as they raised their weapons. He slipped on a mound of soil under a patch of flowering hibiscus.

      Ironic.

      Only this time, the flowers probably saved his life. He heard bullets zing over his head and carom off the stones of the pathway.

      That near miss flooded his system with even more adrenaline than it already had. The pain in his ribs subsided, he no longer felt his feet or his knees or his hips, the pounding of his heartbeat faded, the distracting smells fell from his awareness. Terence sprinted and juked like a madman and finally, finally darted into darkness. Fortunately, he had been heading away from the boathouse when he lost the spotlight. Hoping the helicopter would follow his last direction, he quickly doubled back and made it to the stand of fir trees Charles had pointed out earlier.

      Charles wasn’t there.

      He had probably gone ahead to the boathouse. Terence looked up through the fir branches–who the fuck plants fir trees in Dubai, anyway?–and saw that the first chopper had taken his bait. It was searching away from the beach, away from him, in the direction of the house. The second helicopter was searching the waterline to Terence’s left.

      Good a time as any.

      Terence pulled his car keys from his pocket. He counted slowly to ten, breathing deep as he did so, forcing himself to slow down, to be patient. He watched the first helicopter slowly move further into the distance, searching methodically through the landscaping.

      At the count of ten, he pressed a small button on the side of the key fob.

      A burst of red shone through the trees, the sound of the blast following a half-second later as Terence’s car exploded on the street two houses over.

      As he had hoped, the helicopter he had evaded darted away toward the blast, as did a guard who had come dangerously close to his location in the fir trees.

      Terence waited two more long seconds, then sprinted the other way, toward the boathouse.

      The path curved in semi-darkness through some neem trees, their long-fingered leaves brushing Terence’s face as he ducked through them. It opened to a wide, low boathouse big enough to house two or three speedboats. Enough to get the owner and his entourage back and forth from the luxury yacht to the luxury beach house.

      Undoubtedly, one of these would be the speedboat Charles claimed he “had”. Ownership had always been a fluid concept
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