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Chapter 1: Prologue
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"Je pensais que j'étais en retard." Camille Marie Cignón Temple

Within minutes after we escaped our wedding reception shortly after sunset, Cammy and I were standing alone in the dark yard on the north side of her mother’s house. The twilight was crisp and clear, but the air wasn’t cold. 

For the reception, she’d changed into her white leather thong sandals, a pair of jeans, and a white tank top with only spaghetti straps over her lovely dark-coral shoulders. Her right arm was angled upward at about forty-five degrees as she pointed with her slim index finger. As usual, she was excited. She was trying to show me something. 

But a fancy cinnamon-brown Peugeot had turned onto our street only a moment earlier, and it was moving along slowly east to west. A thick left elbow protruded through the rolled-down driver’s side window. Something didn’t feel quite right about that, but neither was it enough to set off any real alarms.

It should have been.

As I always do when I’m outside, I had my Kimber Ten II .45 caliber pistol with me, but it was shoved into the back waistband of my jeans. 

Still pointing, Camille squealed. “There, Jahk, you see eet?” She glanced up at me, her face filled with joy. “Look where I am pointing for you, Jahk!”

Just as I tore my gaze from the Peugeot to look where Cammy was pointing, in my periphery something about the elbow changed.

I jerked my head back down to the car.

The elbow was still there, but a hand was balanced on it, and the hand was filled with something dark and fat and round.

A revolver!

Cammy saw it too, and she reacted more quickly than I did. She threw herself in front of me just as the revolver exploded and—
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All my breath rushed out. “God NO!” My eyes jerked wide open. I sat straight up in bed and shoved both arms straight out in front of me, beads of sweat on my cheeks and forehead, my legs tangled, my feet kicking at the twisted sheets and blankets. My imaginary Kimber was leveled in my right hand. The other hand was empty, the palm facing out far too late to defend Camille. 

That’s when I felt the bed under me. Still, I yelled, “Cammy?” and twisted my head to the left.

Camille rose onto her right elbow. “Jahk?” She reached to gently caress my face. “Eet ees okay, my lahv. I am righ’ here.” 

I only looked at her for a moment, but—

Ah. She’s there. 

A calm washed over me, and I released a breath and looked down and shook my head. I wiped my palms up over my sweaty face and forehead. “I’m sorry, baby.” I dropped onto my back again.  

Cammy’s okay. She’s right there. I let my left hand reach over to verify that.

As my head sank into the thick pillow, Camille shifted closer. She nestled her beautiful head into the hollow between my left shoulder and my chest and draped her left arm over me, lightly tracing one finger over the bandage on my right side. “You have nahthing to be sorry for. You save’ my life, mon héros. You sleep now, okay?” She kissed me lightly on the cheek. “Sleep now.”
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But I had a lot to think about. It’s terrible what can affect a person the most strongly. What really happened was a split-second different than the nightmare. 

In the same instant when I realized the man in the Peugeot was holding a gun, I also saw Camille’s left shoulder twitch and interpreted it correctly. She was moving to intercept a bullet that was meant for me.

My feet refused to move, but even as I brought my Kimber out and around and up, I hit her with my right shoulder, jarring her back to the right.

In the next split-instant the man’s revolver exploded and bucked, and before the gun reached the apex of the recoil, my Kimber barked. 

Even as something tore along the right side of my ribcage, my bullet took the shooter full in the forehead. 

The Peugeot veered hard right, I grabbed Cammy’s hand and all but dragged her toward the house. Seconds later, we almost collided with her mother, who had slapped through the screen door on the south side of the house and was coming around the corner.

I said, “We’re okay!” then all but slung Camille toward her. “Inside! I’ll be there in a minute!”

Cammy yelled, “Baht Jahk, I wan’—” 

I didn’t hear the rest. I’d already turned and was running, angling across the west and north yards. The Peugeot had bumped up over the curb and come to rest against a wide maple tree. The engine was still running. 

As I raced across the street, the revolver lay on the asphalt. I leapt over the curb, hit the top of the driver’s side door hard with my left palm, shoved the Kimber through the driver’s side window, and— 

The shooter was slumped to his right in the seat. Dark matter had sprayed across the ceiling of the car, the right side of the windshield, and the passenger-side window.

I closed my eyes and released a breath, then opened them and shoved the pistol into the back waistband of my jeans. I reached into the car, shifted it into Park, and switched off the engine. As I turned away, I pulled the Kimber again and carried it in my right hand, my head on a swivel. 

If there are any others around—I stepped over the revolver and kicked it back toward the curb nearer the car—and either there weren’t any others, or they had withdrawn.

As I was stepping over the curb into the north yard again, the spring of a screen door complained behind me. Probably the house with the maple tree. I continued back toward the house. I made no effort to conceal the Kimber. I didn’t think of it. 

I only wanted to check on Cammy.

When I walked in, nobody was in the living room. I called out, “Camille? Are you okay?”

She appeared at the opening to the kitchen, ran to me, and threw her arms around me. “I was so scare’!” She leaned back and looked up at me. “You are all righ’?”

“I’m fine.” 

Her mom walked in from the kitchen with a tall glass of water. “You are okay, Jahk?”

I nodded. 

But as Cammy stepped back, she noticed a smear of blood on the inside of her left forearm. She frowned as she held it out. “Jahk?”

Oh. My stomach turned over, but I only said, “I felt something earlier.” I raised my arm a little and looked down at my right side. My blue t-shirt had a tear in it, and from the cut to my waist it was soaked purple.

Cammy leaned forward. “You are hur’!”

“No, it’s okay. Just burns a little.” I smiled at her. “He missed.” 

As I lifted that side of my t-shirt, her mom pivoted in mid-step and went back into the kitchen. 

The gouge was a little less than a half-inch wide and about five inches long. It wasn’t very deep, but it was seeping blood. The waistband of my jeans was soaked almost down to the front pocket. I smiled, trying to keep my voice calm. “Okay, we’ll need to bandage that.” 

As she turned away and started toward the kitchen, Cammy said, “Cahm. I weel do eet.” Then she called, “Maman!” 

Over the next half-hour or so the women were efficient bees, little flashes here and there, getting and cutting gauze and tape, cleaning around the wound with alcohol wipes, dabbing the wound itself with peroxide, thickly layering the gauze with some kind of salve, and finally taping it all shut. 

Cammy and I had planned to fly home the next day, but we postponed our trip by two weeks. Cammy even called TJ to let him know I was wounded. He suspended my assignments for a month.
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Chapter 2: Home, a New Assignment, and Delilah Schiff
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Our flight to Paris from Belize City had taken just under thirteen hours, but going back was different. There were no direct flights from anywhere in Europe. We hopped from Paris to London, then to Miami, then finally to Belize City. The trip took a little over twenty-one hours. 

The cab ride from the airport to the house took a little less than a half-hour, but it seemed the longest part of the trip.

Over the next week, we got used to being home again—and to being on our own again. It was wonderful. 

The third day of the second week we were home, my VaporStream device went off. 

Camille was making breakfast for us and I had just stepped out of the bedroom. 

As she glanced over her shoulder, I said, “I’ve got it.” I pivoted and went back into the bedroom. I swiped it off the nightstand, pressed the On button to squelch the annoying screech, and held it up.


NO eyes only but prefer you if well

RTO Miami

TWP Miguel Sornos et al

Drugs

Miami Sands, 11897 Oceanview #306

C Delilah Schiff

[Date/Time range]



If I remembered right, the flight from Miami was only a little over two hours. The date range was actually only one day: the day after tomorrow. The time range was from 8 p.m. to 4 a.m. I called out to Cammy. “Got an assignment.”

“Where?” She paused. “The breakfas’ ees almos’ ready.”

“Okay. Miami.” 

As I read over the message again to set the particulars in my mind, I heard Camille setting plates on the table. She said, “An’ wheen?”

“Oh. I’ll have to fly out tomorrow at the latest.” 

I looked one more time at the address and the contact’s name. 

As I pressed Accept, Cammy called, “Eet ees on the tahble, Jahk.” The toaster popped up.

I grinned, laid the device on the nightstand, and started for the kitchen. 

Her back to me as I stepped out of the bedroom, Cammy buttered the toast. Loudly, she said, “An’ I can go?”

“Sorry, but not on this one.”

She jerked around. “Oh! You frightene’ me.” As she brought the toast to the table, she said, “An’ why no’?” 

As she set the toast plate on the table, I pulled out her chair for her. She sat down and I kissed her on top of the head. “Because it’s et al and it’s short notice. I’ll have to do a lot of research.”

“Baht—”

As I sat down, I said, “No, baby. Not on this one. It’s too tight. But I should be back in three days, okay?”

“Okay. Baht because you ‘ave the job to do, oui? An’ the praparations to make? I on’erstan’ you weel not do tha’ eef I am weeth you. Baht no’ because you are worry’ abou’ me? You know I can take care ahv myself, oui?”

“Yes, I do know that.” I paused. “Mostly. But that guy in Paris might’ve been after either of us.”

She wagged a hand at me. “He wass trying for you, Jahk, no’ for me.”

“Still, just let me watch out for you for a little while, okay? It’ll make me feel better.”

“Eef I ‘aff to.” She reached to squeeze my hand. “Baht you weel take care ahv you too.”

I grinned. “Always.”

After breakfast, I got online and checked for flights to Miami. I booked a seat on a flight that would leave at 10:32 a.m. tomorrow, then checked the Miami Sands hotel and booked a suite for three days. I wouldn’t even have to rent a car.

I got up to pack a bag. Once that was done, I could spend the rest of the day with my lovely bride. I hated to leave her. Ours had been a whirlwind romance with her bowling me over from the moment I first saw her. And she had loved me like I have never been loved. 
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The next day my plane landed in Miami at a little after 2 p.m. and before 3 I was checked into my suite in the hotel. The living room was large. At the far end where the kitchen would be in a better suite there was a small dining table and four chairs, and then of course the bedroom with an ensuite. 

As has become my practice, I went into the bedroom, found the massive directory in the  nightstand, and dialed the number for my contact.

“Hello?”

“Is this Delilah Schiff?”

“Speaking.”

“Hi Delilah. I’m in town to offer a real-time solution.”

“For a real-world problem. Got it. So you’re Jack?”

I smiled. “He told you I was coming?”

A smile entered her voice. “Yep. Called me yesterday. Your flight okay?”  

“Short and pleasant enough.”

“Know what you’ll need yet, or are you just checking in?”

“Actually, I think I do, but it might sound a little odd.”

“Try me.”

“You wouldn’t have a Glock 18 lying around would you?”

I could almost hear her frown. “Isn’t that full auto?”

“It has that capability, yes. But I’d also need a suppressor for it.”

“Can’t do it. Sorry. I could probably lay hands on an 18 in a day or two, but no way could I get a suppressor for at least a week.”

“Okay. I thought it’d be a long shot. So I’m going to need two nine millimeter pistols, both suppressed and each with a full mag plus one in the chamber.”

“But I get them both back?”

“Yes. And you get a stay in a luxury suite for at least one night if you want it.”

She chuckled. “I’m flattered, Jack, but I don’t date op—”

“No no.” I grinned and held up one hand. “That isn’t what I meant. I promise. I always rent the room for an extra day. Then I give you one of my keycard and call again to let you know when I’m gone. Then you come in to get your—”

“No. Thanks, but that won’t work.”

I frowned. “I’m sorry? Why?”

“Listen, could we meet? I’m not comfortable talking about this on the phone.”

“Sure, okay.”

“I know where you are so.... Listen, did you bring swim trunks or shorts or something? Would you look natural walking on the beach?”

My mind flashed back to an outcropping of rocks where Camille and I had made love for the third or fourth time. “Yeah, I look okay.” 

“Okay. Would a half-hour be convenient?”

“Sure, I guess.” 

“Okay, what’d you bring? I mean, what will you be wearing?”

I shrugged. “I’ll probably be bare-chested. I think the shorts are blue.”

“And you’re a Caucasian, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Okay. Tell you what: Walk straight out from the hotel and stay close to the water. I’ll find you. I’m tall, trim and black—and I don’t mean brown—with wild hair.” She chuckled. “I’ll be in a lime-green bikini. And just to be sure, we’ll exchange passcodes again, okay? I’ll see you then.” She hung up.
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A half-hour later I was on the beach near the edge of the water. Of course there were a few dozen other people out there too, but from what I could tell they were all at least paired-up, no singles. There were also a few groups of three and some couples with children. 

Looking at the couples, for a moment I missed Cammy even more strongly than I’d been missing her ever since she dropped me off at the airport.
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Chapter 3: Meeting Delilah Schiff, and a Plan for Egress
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As I thought about my bride I wandered a little way into the water and glanced south along the coast. There was nobody in sight that way. Behind me to the north, the happy laughter and conversations of hotel-based beachcombers permeated the air. The water was warm around my calves and the breeze was even warmer. It looked to be a great day.

Something splashed behind me to the left. 

I crouched and jerked around just in time to see a well-rounded lime-green bottom slip under the water. 

I grinned, shook my head, and straightened. 

A second or two later, a strikingly pretty woman with mocha skin surfaced a few feet from me on the seaward side. Her hair was remarkably similar to Camille’s, but more in ringlets than curls. As she bobbed in the waves, she smiled broadly and wiped water from her face. “Another step,” and she pointed one slim index finger at me, “and you’d have gone for a dip.” She chuckled.

Her brown eyes were honest and large, her features apparently chiseled. She could have been a runway model. I crouched in the water, smiled, and quietly said, “Real-time solution.”

She ducked her head under water, surfaced again, and spat water to her right, then looked up at me again. “Right. Real-world problem. So do you swim okay?”

“Oh. Sure. But,” and I jerked a thumb over my shoulder, “if we need to talk I’d rather—”

She turned away to her left. “No. Come on.” Then she dove into the water again.

I dove in after her. 

We swam for a good thirty or forty yards south before she finally angled slightly toward the shore. A couple of strokes later, she stood up.

Then my fingers felt sand. I pulled for one more stroke, then stood up too. I laughed. “That was pretty great. Thanks.”

Without looking back, she said, “Good job keeping up.” She gestured back along the way we’d come. “I stayed close to the shore in case I had to drag you out, but you did okay.”

I nodded and chuckled. “Thanks for that too.”

“Now we can walk. Not as many people down here.”

I took a couple of quick steps and caught up with her. “Okay, so what’s up?”

As we walked, she wiped her palms over her face again, then her hair, then canted her head to one side and wrung out some water. “I know the job.”

“I assumed.”

She stopped and looked at me. “What?”

I shrugged. “If you weren’t a good contact, we wouldn’t be—”

“Oh.” She wagged a hand. “I don’t mean I know my job. I mean I know the job. I know your assignment.”

I frowned, suspicious. “TJ would never—”

She held up a hand. “Two days ago I would have agreed with you. But this time he did. He told me everything about it. He told me he was sending a guy named Jack Temple
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