
    Abandoned Angel – Janson and Ruiz, Part 1

    “I need a sniper rifle, an Intervention M200. Can you get me one?” Colonel Janson leaned forward and rested his hands on the desk in the small container office. The light was so dim, he could barely see his contact sitting behind it. But he knew he was there, since he’d been there for three hours already, watching the container at the far end of the junkyard through binoculars. That’s how he’d clearly seen Mr. Billings park his car—a dented Ford—next to the neighboring container and then walk through the door Janson had also used two minutes earlier. Of course, he had had a background check run beforehand. He had taken a photo with his binoculars and forwarded it online to Lieutenant Ruiz, who had simply reported “Positive” after thirty seconds, whereupon Janson had crept toward the container along the route he had previously mapped out. Cat-like he had moved through the junkyard, dodging cameras and staying only outside the line of sight of the many employees who were using cranes, trucks, and tractors to sort metals and building materials that were then prepared for reuse. He was a master of movement, able to hold any physical pose and then catapult himself directly back into top speed. Thanks to years of training, he was a dynamic powerhouse with the most incredible body tension his boss claimed to have ever seen. And that was exactly why it was he who, with his dynamics, crept across the scrapyard—and not Ruiz or Bricks, who were both significantly larger and less flexible and would never have been able to hold on to a ten-centimeter-long strut in a crouched position between two containers for five minutes, using just one hand, until the damn tractor had finally disappeared around the corner. Just wrapping his hands around the bar would have been impossible with their huge hands. Ruiz, in particular, was a true giant, nearly six feet tall and as broad as a wardrobe. And now Janson stood here in front of the desk, already annoyed because Billings seemed to have fallen into a state of shock. He leaned forward even further and noticed that he was being stared at. “Do you need a round of introductions? Then you should have become a high school teacher, Billings.” Janson hated being looked at like that, and he briefly considered just slitting the guy’s throat in the corner. “Are you…?” he stammered. “Yes, I am. If you don’t like my appearance, there’s nothing I can do about it. But you can answer my question. Intervention M200.” “Yeah, of course I can. There’s nothing you can’t find in Panama City.” “I don’t give a damn about that, stop bullshitting. What about necked-down ammunition?” “Why do you need that? You reduce the weapon’s performance by at least thirty-five percent if you don’t use the .408 rounds.” Janson gritted his teeth. “Asking questions can be deadly, too. And it’ll take me maybe five minutes to find another idiot who’ll get me the stuff without giving me a hard time. If you deal in weapons, you know exactly why I don’t want to shoot with the .408.” “You’re not after maximum range, but increased velocity at close range.” “Bingo, smartass. Now, again: Is this available here?” “Yeah, in Panama…” “Shut up!” Billings clamped his mouth shut. “You’re delivering all this shit to me in a guitar case with backpack straps. Including a ballistic calculator and a silencer. Ten rounds of .375 will do for me.” “The software installed on the PDA…” “…is for the .408, you smartass, I know that too. And don’t look at me like that, or I’ll slit your throat.” Billings lowered his gaze and looked at the table, where a prepaid cell phone lay. “Please give me a phone number so we can coordinate the handover once I’ve compiled your requests.” The colonel reached into his pocket, pulled out his own phone, went into the settings, and read off the number. The phone was brand-new, and he’d probably make exactly one call with it. “How long will it take you?” “For what? To get the stuff?” “Nope, to fuck your mother! I already told you that asking questions can be deadly.” “About three hours.” “Great, then right after our call, you can shove your fat ass into your beat-up Ford and bring me the shit.” Billings looked up again. He looked horrified and frightened, exactly how Janson wanted him to. “Have you been watching me?” The Colonel grinned. “Don’t I look the part, do you think? I probably don’t actually look the part, but I’m your worst nightmare, you stupid, fucking bastard.” With that, he turned and left the container. Billings didn’t move an inch until he’d closed the door behind him.

    Janson parked the motorcycle in front of the motel room next to the rental car. He positioned it so it couldn’t be seen from the front; this was essential for his plan, and since he’d stolen it the day before, it was probably already being searched for. To be on the safe side, he’d swapped the license plate and removed the serial number, but you never know. Once he was satisfied with his hiding spot, he climbed the three steps to the motel room door and knocked three times. It took a moment before it opened and he could step inside. “Where’s Bricks?”, he asked immediately, because aside from Ruiz, no one was in the room and the bathroom door was open. Ruiz looked sheepish. “He said he had something to take care of, and then he was gone.” “Marco, are you out of your mind? The only one who had something to take care of here this morning was me. You guys are my backup! What if I’d gotten into trouble with the arms dealer? One less colonel, or what?” Janson had ripped the helmet off his head and thrown it onto the bed. “I’m sorry, he said…” “I don’t give a damn what he said. You both disobeyed my orders.” He pulled the hair tie out of his hair and shook his head wildly before brushing his thick brown hair out of his face. Ruiz now looked even more sheepish. “Louis, you know I’d never do anything to put you in danger.” “But you did. And don’t give me that look. It doesn’t make it any better.” He went into the bathroom and closed the door, then ripped his sweaty clothes off and stepped into the shower. If Bricks wasn’t there, he might as well take advantage of the situation. He stood under the warm stream of water with his eyes closed for a few minutes, then opened them again and inspected the parts of his body that were now stinging due to the wetness. He discovered plenty of small scrapes he’d picked up during his mix of parkour and calisthenics at the junkyard, though none of them were worth a second glance, and he lathered himself up with the shower gel from the dispenser on the wall, ignoring the temporary increase in pain, washed himself off, scrubbed his hair, and then wrapped himself in the towel before stepping out of the shower. Then he grabbed the pile of clothes and left the bathroom. Ruiz was sitting cross-legged on the bed. He had the park map in front of him and was drawing in the barriers and entrances set up for the festival event where they would eliminate their target. He looked up. “Louis, I…” he said, blushed, and looked back at the map. “Please get dressed.” Janson rolled his eyes. Then he rummaged through his bag for fresh underwear and a pair of jeans, yanked the towel off his body, and got dressed. “Better?” he asked. Ruiz nodded without looking up, then slid the map toward him. “From the planned position, the fences block my view of the target location. What am I supposed to do now?” It had already become clear to Janson during their joint reconnaissance mission—which they had undertaken as a tourist group—that the angle Ruiz had suggested, was impractical. However, he had ignored this fact because, as the operational leader and officer in charge, he would decide for himself who did what, when, and where. Contact with the target, a Colombian arms dealer, had been exclusively in writing via encrypted emails, and the plan was simply to exchange a USB drive containing codes for American air-to-ground missiles for Bitcoin. And the whole thing was to be done inconspicuously in a large crowd, as the target, Hernandez, suspected. He had no idea what the supplier of his goods would look like, while Janson, Ruiz, and Bricks all knew exactly what Hernandez looked like, which is why it didn’t matter at all which of the three would get him in their sights. “We’re making the exchange,” said the colonel, shaking his damp hair and then tying it back into a ponytail. “What?” Ruiz looked up and blushed slightly again when he met Janson’s gaze. “You can save yourself the trouble, Lieutenant Ruiz, of always looking at me like that,” he said, throwing a pillow at him. Ruiz caught it and put it back on the bed, then rubbed his eyes. “What do you want to swap?” he asked again. “I’ll take the shot.” “But that was…” “I’ll take the shot. And Bricks won’t find out about our swap. Since my planned position is so far from his that he wouldn’t have been able to see me, you can easily take my spot and I’ll take the shot.” “I get it. Are you going to tell me why, too?” “Where did he go?” “No idea.” “There you go. That’s all the reason I need.” How convenient some coincidences could be. Janson was pleased with himself, because Ruiz was now silent. There was a knock three times. The colonel stood up, positioned himself behind the door, opened it wide, and slammed it forward as the person standing there took a step into the room. He heard a groan, opened the door again, grabbed Bricks by the jacket, pulled him into the room, and slammed the door shut. “Where were you?” he hissed. Bricks looked slightly confused for a moment. When he recognized his attacker, however, he grinned, looking demonic with his bleeding nose and split upper lip—though not much scarier than usual, since his closely set eyes and huge hooked nose beneath his receding hairline made him look like a giant bird of prey. A repulsive, brutal, inhuman bird of prey. Janson had every reason to hate him, and he did so from the bottom of his soul, though until now only in secret. “Milk Boy is back,” Bricks chuckled, touching Janson’s hairless forearm. “Save your comments, Bricks, and just tell me where you were? We don’t just go anywhere here without it being agreed upon beforehand.” “I was checking something out again, regarding tomorrow’s mission,” Bricks replied half-heartedly. It was completely obvious that he was lying, and he seemed to not care at all. “What are you going to do, sweetie? Do you want to slam the door in my face again, or maybe spank my butt?” He turned slightly to the side and swayed his hips. “Very funny. I am your commanding officer, Sergeant Bricks, and I will not tolerate such behavior. If you can’t stand me, keep your opinion to yourself. But I am also responsible for all our lives, and Lieutenant Ruiz could be harmed as a result, and he certainly has nothing to do with your problem with me.” They both looked toward the bed, where Ruiz sat with a slightly unhappy expression. “Bricks, it really would be better if you told us where you were,” he took Janson’s side. “Then you’ll have to shoot me and look inside my brain. You and your kindergarten buddy,” said the sergeant, sitting down on the sofa, still grinning. “What the hell is this?” Ruiz seemed unsettled by the situation, and Janson felt sorry for him. It didn’t unsettle him, though. He felt vindicated in what he was planning and sensed the anticipatory tingle in his upper abdomen. His favorite feeling. He would get to feel it for more than a day, and that made him almost happy. However, the other two weren’t supposed to notice that. “Bricks, go wash up,” he ordered, and Bricks immediately disappeared into the bathroom of his own accord, closed the door, and then the sound of the shower was heard. “Is he always like this?” Ruiz whispered. Janson shrugged. “Have him discharged, report him. He can’t treat you like that.” Janson shrugged again. “Louis, you can’t be serious. He’s acting like he’s on drugs or something.” “Let it go.” The colonel placed his hand on his subordinate’s shoulder. “Let it go,” he said again, looking him in the eye. Ruiz blushed again and quickly looked away. “Okay,” he muttered quietly. Janson’s cell phone rang. He pulled it out of the pile of laundry next to his bag and glanced at the time on the display before pressing the green button. Exactly three hours had passed.

    Janson hopped back on the motorcycle and roared out of the yard. The meeting spot was located outside the city in a marshy area. He’d found it on Google Maps and chosen it for safety’s sake, in case the handoff went wrong. The suction of the water would surely be a great help to him there. He still had almost an hour to spare, and that would be enough time to scout out the area. This time, he had decided against bringing a backup. Ruiz was supposed to make sure Bricks didn’t leave the motel room again, so he would probably have to handle the rest on his own, even though Ruiz hadn’t wanted to let him go unprotected. But he had to deal with it now; sometimes he could be a real crybaby. Janson raced the motorcycle onto the bypass; as he accelerated through the curve, his right knee nearly touched the ground. He straightened the bike as he hit the acceleration lane and opened the throttle even wider. His field of vision narrowed delightfully; he relished having reached the limit of control. So he raced down the highway, far beyond any speed limit, passing all the other vehicles and taking the exit closest to the marshland, using the deceleration lane for a hard brake and then taking the curve in a half-slide until he came to a stop at the intersection. He turned left and then right again shortly after, driving into the parking lot of the marsh, a designated nature reserve. There he hid the motorcycle behind a bush, placed his helmet next to it, and set out to explore the area. He hopped from rock to rock through the marshy water and climbed a tall, densely leafed tree with fleshy green leaves on a small island in the middle of the marsh. Clinging close to the trunk, he swung himself higher until he could survey the entire area. He was alone. No vehicles, no people, no animals. Only birds cawed and sang somewhere out of sight in the background. Janson lay down on a thick branch and observed his surroundings through his binoculars. The unfamiliar plants were beautiful and much more colorful than back home. Huge blossoms grew on trees and bushes; a wonderful scent filled the air around him, and after a while he was so distracted by it that he jumped in fright and nearly fell off the branch when he caught a movement in the parking lot out of the corner of his eye. It was Billings’ dented Ford, which had just stopped, then driven a few more meters, and finally come to a complete halt. Janson trained his binoculars on the driver’s compartment. There was only one person in the car, scanning the area for someone with tear-stained eyes and sagging cheeks. The colonel waited a moment to make sure that no one else was hiding somewhere on the grounds, but that he himself was the person who was expected. Billings opened the driver’s door and got out. He was ugly, fat, and unarmed, at least at first glance through the binoculars from three hundred meters away. Janson was satisfied. He climbed down the tall tree again, quickly and nimbly. An observer might have described his movements as graceful and dance-like, yes, perhaps even as a ballet performed in perfect rhythm to a melody only he could hear, but there was no one who could see his agile body, and so he reached the ground unobserved and crept silently back to the parking lot, approaching from the side of the Ford that Billings couldn’t see, and pressed a stick he’d picked up along the way between the gun dealer’s shoulder blades from behind. “Don’t move,” he hissed into the gun dealer’s ear. “And now you’d better put your hands up and don’t move.” Billings obeyed, slowly raising his trembling hands, and Janson saw large sweat stains under his armpits that, judging by the smell, weren’t exactly fresh. He tossed the stick under the car and sneered in disgust as he frisked the flabby body in front of him to make absolutely sure he was dealing with an unarmed man. “Yuck, you’re disgusting.” Janson wiped his now-damp hands on Billings’s pant legs. “Turn around, but keep your hands up.” The arms dealer obeyed again, turned around, and Janson saw the sheer panic in his eyes. “I told you I’m your nightmare. It’s up to you whether you wake up from it unscathed or perish in it. Open the suitcase, slowly, very slowly, no tricks.” Billings crouched with his arms raised, continuing to look at Janson. Then he fumbled for the latches and flipped them open. “Stop, turn the case toward me before you open it.” Billings slowly rolled the case around and slid his fingers under the side edge, then pulled on it and the lid lifted. Janson slid his foot into the opening that formed and pushed the top all the way back so he could see unobstructed into the case. “Hands off there. Up with those paws.” Billings raised his hands to shoulder height and remained kneeling on the floor. Janson inspected the contents, counted the individual cartridges lying next to the M200, lifted out the small computer, and pressed the power button. The screen loaded a startup icon, then the input page for readings and the options “preset target bearing” and “manual adjustments.” He clicked the second option, saw that there was a setting for the .375 caliber ammunition, and turned the device off again. “That’ll do,” he said, looking at Billings, whom he’d previously only observed out of the corner of his eye. Then he pulled the case toward him with his foot, put the computer back inside, and snapped the lid shut. “Hey, my money—I did everything you said. That comes to eight grand.” The arms dealer wasn’t quite ready to give up without a fight after all. “Big bucks?” Janson laughed. “I don’t see any here. You’re a fat slob, and I—well, I’m certainly not huge.” But he reached into his pocket anyway and pulled out an envelope of cash, which he flung dramatically onto the floor in front of Billings. “Don’t bother counting it; that’s all you’re getting. Now get up and unlock your trunk. Go on!” Janson watched the man stand up with his hands raised, which made him stagger several times. The envelope wobbled precariously between his fingers. But he somehow managed to stand upright and stumbled over to his dented car. “The key is in your right pants pocket; take it out of there very slowly now.” Billings obeyed and now held the envelope in his left hand and the keyring in his right, both hands raised. “Press the trunk button and throw the key to me.” There was a click and the lid opened slowly. Janson waved his hand and the keys were tossed to him; he caught them deftly and put them in his pocket. “Do you want me to die?” The arms dealer looked back and forth between Janson and the car. “Get in there!” “Do you want me to die?” he asked again, his voice now panicked and shrill. “Get in now, or you’ll have a whole different problem in a second,” said the colonel boredly. Billings stepped even closer to the trunk but made no move to climb inside. “Go on! I’m counting to three! If you’re not in there by then, it’s going to hurt. One… two…” Janson counted. Billings frantically glanced over his shoulder but was too slow. “Three!” A foot struck him between the shoulder blades. It wasn’t particularly large, but the kick was powerful and delivered in a sturdy lace-up boot with a puncture-resistant sole. The arms dealer buckled forward and his upper body collapsed into the trunk. Janson grabbed his legs, shoved them in after him, and slammed the lid shut. “Heyyy, am I supposed to die in here?” came a muffled voice from the cavity. “You idiot, you’ve got a cell phone in your left pants pocket, in case you forgot. Just call someone to get you out of there.” Janson tossed the car keys next to the driver’s door, locked the guitar case, and hoisted it onto his back. Then he disappeared into the bushes, pulled the motorcycle out, and put on his helmet. He noted with dismay that carrying the rifle on his shoulder made him significantly less stable on the bike, and he rode back to the motel much slower than before.

    When he got back to the motel, Bricks was sitting on the bed eating a chili dish from a disposable container. “It’s almost as hot as you are, my little friend,” he said, blowing Janson a kiss and winking. “Bricks, you’re a jerk,” Janson said simply, setting down the guitar case and sitting down next to Ruiz on the sofa. “And you’re a spoiled mama’s boy who probably still gets his ass powdered. Several times a day.” The sergeant laughed lewdly. “At least I have a mom. What do you call her? Hen?” Janson asked dryly. Ruiz burst out laughing and spat the water he’d just been about to drink all across the room, even though he’d tried to hold his hand over his mouth. Bricks flushed red; as annoyed as he was, he must have been well aware of his bird-like appearance. He jumped off the bed and stood his ground in front of the sofa. Tall, broad, brutal, ready for a fight, and so immensely full of rage that Ruiz jumped up and put his body between his two colleagues to prevent the worst from happening. “Bricks, you are and always will be a stupid prick. And now sit down on the bed and eat the rest of your fucking chili,” Janson said boredly, glancing sideways past the lieutenant’s legs. The situation didn’t bother him in the least; with or without Ruiz in front of him, he would have said the same thing. “I’ll get you yet, you little faggot,” Bricks hissed, sat down on the bed, and—to Janson’s fascination—actually continued eating. “Come with me,” said Ruiz, heading for the door. He opened it and stepped out of the room under the awning. The colonel picked up the suitcase, followed him, and Ruiz closed the door. “Louis, I’m not doing this with him. I don’t trust him. He’s putting us in danger. Why did you want him here?” He whispered quickly and urgently, glancing back at the room as if to prevent Bricks from flinging the door open. “Marco, cut it out. Everything is as it should be.” “You’ve got a screw loose. He’s been provoking you ever since we got into the rental car together at the airport. He’s called you pussy, girl, slut, and son of a bitch; just now he called you a faggot. And none of that upsets you? You’re his team leader, his commanding officer, and he doesn’t give a damn. He’s not going to do any of what was discussed, what we came up with. Man, these shitty missions are always about getting home alive. You have two daughters. Do you think about them, too, when you voluntarily throw yourself into the thick of battle with a psychopath here?” “You’re right. Son of a bitch wasn’t okay.” Janson grinned. He would have loved to laugh out loud and dance with joy. Ruiz felt the same way he did, and that made him indescribably happy.

    Janson was sitting in a tree again. He had wedged the rifle in front of him in a fork in a branch and was looking through the scope. It was now aimed directly at the spot where Hernandez was supposed to show up in half an hour for the handover. He was so desperate for the codes that it was actually possible he would show up here, though the colonel wasn’t entirely convinced of that yet. So he would just wait. The scope indicated a distance of six hundred fifty-seven meters, but it was quite windy, so Janson picked up the small computer, activated the .375-series target calculation, and downloaded the current weather data. Then he fed the data into the Intervention M200 and confirmed it. A strong gust of wind blew a strand of hair out of his ponytail. He sat up straight, wrapped his legs around the branch he was sitting on, and tucked the loose hair back into the elastic. As he did so, he surveyed his immediate surroundings, watching crowds of people streaming past him toward the festival entrance. Men, women, and children of all ages, dressed in colorful clothes and some so heavily laden as if they intended to stay at the event for weeks, even though it would last only a single day. A young mother was pushing a stroller containing a child who was about three years old, while another, even younger child ran alongside, wailing loudly. Janson felt sorry for the woman. He knew such situations all too well and always felt terribly helpless himself. “Position two reached.” Ruiz’s voice came through his headphones. The colonel raised the binoculars hanging around his neck and looked in the direction where he now expected the lieutenant to be. There he stood. Tall, broad-shouldered, and dressed inconspicuously in jeans and a festival T-shirt, which he had bought at the entrance as agreed. He leaned with his back against the wall of the restroom building, holding a cell phone in one hand and a huge cotton candy in the other. Janson grinned. Ruiz and cotton candy. He couldn’t get enough of that. He took a relishful bite of the cotton candy and chewed contentedly. He hadn’t looked like that the night before. In a mix of anger and desperation, he’d tried to convince Janson to let Bricks go. It had taken quite a bit of persuasion to talk him out of calling Miller right away. So at some point, he’d promised Ruiz he’d do it himself right after the operation. That had calmed him down a bit. The fact that he’d managed to outsmart Bricks and swap positions hadn’t bothered him anymore either. “At least then you’ll be nice and far away from that asshole,” he’d said, handing Janson the spare key to the rental car so he could retrieve the guitar case from the vehicle. That had worked out perfectly. No one had batted an eye at the unshaven hippie with the shaggy hair, wearing ripped jeans and a colorful shirt, carrying a guitar. He had, however, been very careful not to be seen as he climbed the fifteen meters up the tree. He swung the binoculars toward the spot where Bricks was supposed to be, and was surprised to actually spot him right there, sitting on a bench, a baseball cap on his head and a big hamburger in his hand, which he was just taking a hearty bite out of. Janson wondered if it was because of their height that his two colleagues constantly had to eat something. That was completely foreign to him. He ate when necessary—far too often, in his opinion—but certainly not greasy hamburgers or sticky cotton candy. For breakfast, he’d had a banana from the motel’s neighboring garden. It had been huge and delicious, much bigger and tastier than anything available at the supermarket back home. Besides, it had tasted excellent simply because it was stolen. He lowered the binoculars; the sight of Bricks eating disgusted him. Sitting on the branch was exhausting, and Janson stretched his arms upward, grabbed the branch above him, and let his hips slide to the side so that he was now hanging in the tree, fifteen meters above the ground. It was a wonderful, stretching sensation; only his hands and shoulders bore the weight, but he barely felt it. He allowed himself to close his eyes for a brief moment of relaxation, picturing himself as a child hanging in exactly this position in the chestnut tree in the neighbor’s yard. When it came to climbing, no one could fool him. He was probably even better than a mediocre chimpanzee. He opened his eyes again and slid back into his sitting position. Twenty more minutes. He looked through the scope again. Bricks was right behind his target. Brilliant. He picked up the binoculars again and set about searching the crowd for Hernandez. If he really was such an idiot and would come here. Greed, as everyone knows, makes people careless. He scanned the parking lot for him; after all, he would have to organize some kind of quick transfer, and that was difficult with public transportation, since the nearest bus stop was almost a kilometer from the meeting point, and there were no taxis in sight either. There, a heavyset, older man with a sun hat and gray, curly hair peeking out from underneath. He was just getting out of a large black SUV with tinted windows, then he turned his head, said something to a person inside, presumably the driver, before slamming the passenger door shut. In that brief moment, Janson could see his face. A face with mirrored sunglasses, a broad nose, and a full beard tapering to a point at the chin. Hernandez. Definitely. He’d seen too many photos of the target not to recognize him. He would have recognized him among a thousand men wearing sunglasses and goatees, even after looking at just a single photo. The colonel had a photographic memory. “Moppy Sector Alpha,” he reported. Sector Alpha was the parking lot on their map, and Moppy was Hernandez. Ruiz had referred to his tousled curly hair as a mop and, in a fit of laughter, had given him that nickname. Janson had rolled his eyes and thought it silly, though at some point he’d had to laugh terribly too, because Ruiz, sitting at his desk teary-eyed and gasping for breath, just couldn’t stop laughing, and that cheerful, silly sight in the dreary office had put him in the same mood. At the thought of that situation, he felt a slight tingling in his stomach and had to grin. Hernandez took quite a detour to the entrance area. He was practically dawdling, pretending to be interested in the people around him, striking up a conversation with one person or another, all of whom responded friendly, some laughing, while he observed his surroundings. Then he joined the line in front of the gate. “Moppy Sector Bravo,” Janson radioed, briefly pointing his binoculars at Ruiz, who had finished the cotton candy and was now holding his cell phone in front of him as if taking selfies. He was looking toward the entrance. “Confirmed.” Janson saw the movement of his lips for just a moment before he heard the word. He swiveled the binoculars toward Bricks, who was still sitting on the bench, though now he was also looking at his phone. “Moppy Sector Charlie,” came through the earpiece. The colonel swiveled the binoculars and saw Hernandez now strolling slowly toward the meeting point beyond the entrance. Five minutes left. Bricks hadn’t said a word yet, hadn’t confirmed his presence or given any indication that he’d noticed the exchange. Janson got ready, lay down on the branch, and pressed the support against his shoulder. Then he loaded the rifle. With a loud click, a .375 necked-down cartridge slid into the chamber. Five shots, then he would have to change the magazine. But he had no intention of doing so. Bricks was sitting on the bench. That was all he could see for the moment. So he waited, taking care not to shift the rifle’s position—which, lying face-down on a branch fifteen meters up, with both arms on the weapon and stability provided only by his legs clinging to that very branch, was no easy feat. He lay there for minutes. An eternity. Then a shadow slipped across his scope. The automatic optics brought the image into focus within fractions of a second. At the same moment, he heard Ruiz in his earpiece. “Moppy, target.” But by then, Janson had already aimed at heart level and pulled the trigger. Despite the silencer, the shot was clearly audible. Hernandez vanished from the scope in a mist of blood. Now he saw Bricks again. He was still sitting calmly on the bench. However, he had now sat up straight. The colonel pulled the charging handle, feeding the next round into the chamber. Then he pulled the trigger again. Almost at the same moment, he saw Bricks slump down on the bench. “Moppy down, Charlie down,” he radioed, his heart leaping with joy. Charlie was Bricks, and he wouldn’t be riding back with them, nor would he ever tease him or hurt him again. That made Colonel Louis Benjamin Janson Jr. a little bit happier.   
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