
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    THE NEVADA JOB: 
 
    A CASE LEE NOVEL 
 
    Book 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    By Vince Milam 
 
    

  

 
   
    Published internationally by Vince Milam Books 
 
      
 
    © 2020 Vince Milam Books 
 
      
 
    Terms and Conditions: The purchaser of this book is subject to the condition that he/she shall in no way resell it, nor any part of it, nor make copies of it to distribute freely. 
 
      
 
    All Persons Fictitious Disclaimer: This book is a work of fiction. Any similarity between the characters and situations within its pages and places or persons, living or dead, is unintentional and coincidental. 
 
      
 
    WANT TO RECEIVE MY NEWSLETTER WITH NEWS ABOUT UPCOMING RELEASES? Simply click below: 
 
    https://vincemilam.com 
 
      
 
    Other books by Vince Milam: 
 
    The Suriname Job: A Case Lee Novel Book 1 
 
    The New Guinea Job: A Case Lee Novel Book 2 
 
    The Caribbean Job: A Case Lee Novel Book 3 
 
    The Amazon Job: A Case Lee Novel Book 4 
 
    The Hawaii Job: A Case Lee Novel Book 5 
 
    The Orcas Island Job: A Case Lee Novel Book 6 
 
      
 
    Acknowledgments: 
 
      
 
    Editor—David Antrobus at BeWriteThere -   bewritethere.com 
 
    Cover Design by Rick Holland at Vision Press – myvisionpress.com. 
 
      
 
    As always, Vicki for her love and patience. And Mimi, Linda, and Bob for their unceasing support and encouragement.

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    I’d walked into the job with eyes wide open. There were no rules. Support was a continent away. Fair enough, although acceptance did not tamp down the unease factor as Chechen mercenaries blasted away at me. You might expect backup in many places around the world. Not out on the Chaco—a quarter-million square miles of lawless emptiness. On the Chaco, you were on your own. 
 
    The Brit spook had had a hand in my decision. He’d encouraged ascending the narrow mountainous spine to assess the mining company on the other side. The MI6 agent received my enthusiastic agreement. Booze lubricated the decision process.  
 
    “Up close, old sport,” he’d said, tipping his Grey Goose-filled glass toward the steep divide. We sat outside tiny Santa Ana’s lone plaza bar. “It’s your best bet, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Bullets whined and slapped nearby rocks and foliage. Yeah, well, old sport, this hadn’t developed into a good bet. I squatted behind a jungle-covered boulder protected from the downhill gunfire and scrambled to assemble the rifle I’d broken down and hauled in my daypack. The cats below me weren’t a significant concern—I’d scoot through thick vegetation and escape back over the top. I doubted they’d follow. It was steep turf, and I was one man—a beat-up ex-Delta operator doing his job. If they followed, bad news for them.  
 
    Their shots exhibited lackadaisical earmarks, avoiding a steep uphill climb after an intruder. Me. They fired in my general area through brush and trees and high grass. I’d never claim hot fire pointed my direction was benign, but so far their efforts mimicked the “spray, pray, call it a day” gunfire I’d experienced far too many times.  
 
    Even with eyes wide open, this hot-fire encounter sat far removed from the unassuming contract language offered through my client, Global Resolutions. A Zurich, Switzerland, outfit. 
 
    “Investigate and provide a report regarding the physical and political issues encountered by the Exponent Mining Company near Santa Ana, Bolivia, and Montello, Nevada.” 
 
    They’d provided geographic coordinates so I could locate both mining operations. I’d never know who had contacted Global Resolutions for a contractor to investigate the situation. It could have been Exponent Mining, or a third competitor checking the landscape and opportunities, or a national government with special interests. I didn’t know and seldom cared. In return, the Zurich gnomes never revealed the contractor’s identity for their clients—in this situation Case Lee, Inc.’s lone employee and chief bottle washer.  
 
    The rifle barrel clacked and locked into place with the weapon’s receiver while bullets continued their angry bee-buzz through nearby foliage. Assembly complete, I slapped a loaded magazine into the weapon and chambered a round. Good to go. And logged a mental note for the Global Resolutions report I’d later file. How’s this for issue number one, folks? You might get your ass shot when inspecting Exponent Mining’s competitor in Bolivia. 
 
    The competitor—a murky outfit called KDB Mining from St. Petersburg, Russia. A consortium comprising the Russians, the Iranians, and the French. A troika for the ages. The executive manager, meaning the guy who ran the show, was Andris Simko—a secretive Hungarian billionaire who, among many other things, hated the West and its culture and its governance. A peach of a guy. 
 
    As for Exponent Mining, they were a legit outfit from Calgary, Canada, with operations around the globe. Informational digging revealed the operations in both Nevada and Bolivia had silent partners who’d made investments in the endeavors. After running into the MI6 spook, I knew it was dollars to doughnuts the Brits were a silent partner. Which was fine—the Brits had not attempted whacking me over the years. While a damn low bar on the “they’re okay” scale, it held heavy coin in the realm of keeping Case Lee vertical and healthy.  
 
    Exponent and KDB’s goal—rare earth metals. Electric car motors, iPhones, military jet engines, batteries, and computer hard drives require rare earth metals to function. Upon taking the job, I expanded my minimal knowledge of these elements beyond them being rare. They made up seventeen chemical elements in the earth’s crust, critical for keeping society running. Rare earth metals have unique magnetic, heat-resistant, and phosphorescent properties no other elements have. This made them nonsubstitutable materials in our technology-driven society. 
 
    China controlled the lion’s share of mineable rare earth deposits. Their global production supplied over ninety percent of these metals. The world’s other major players were less than thrilled with this situation. Hence the scramble for new deposits through outfits such as Exponent and KDB. Word had it Exponent had made a major find in both Bolivia and Nevada. KDB, not so much. 
 
    With the rifle locked and loaded, I scrambled uphill through thick vegetation and rock outcrops and close-packed trees. The shots from below failed to follow me. I breathed easier and focused on hand and footholds for the last several hundred yards before cresting the knife-edge ridgeline and dropping into Exponent Mining’s turf.  
 
    A turbine engine’s far-distant whine brought a new focus. On the flat plain below, over a mile distant, sat KDB’s operational camp. They, like Exponent, had constructed a gravel-surfaced runway for fixed-wing aircraft. But KDB also had a chopper. I leaned against a rock-face fissure for stability and used the rifle’s scope. The blades of a French-made Lama, designed for hot and high-altitude operations, began their slow turn, coming up to speed. Two armed men climbed into the back seat. Great, just freakin’ great. Further ascent would expose my butt against the rock crag, which made easy pickings for someone intent on spotting me.  
 
    I didn’t consider the situation a tight spot. The years in Delta Force and years engaged with gnarly contracts had put me in multiple life-threatening situations. The current circumstance fell more into the ass-pain category. Still, two armed mercs in a chopper headed up the mountain with ill intent. I wasn’t hankering for a fight, so I altered my escape plans. I dropped lower, back into thick foliage, and side-hilled west, farther away from my last known location. My plan—put a half-mile or so behind me and then ascend and cross over the top. The turbine engine’s whine far below hit an irritating decibel level, and another glance downhill showed liftoff. The Lama rose and made a straight shot for the area where I’d been earlier. I kept moving for another two minutes and hunkered down, stone-still, inside thick vegetation.  
 
    The chopper passed over my previous location and performed an operation that cranked up my concern. It flew uphill toward the rocky crest, and the pilot eased into a toe-in against a narrow rock section. The Lama’s skids pressed against the outcrop, the rear side doors opened, and the two mercenaries leapt out. Without their weight, the chopper shot skyward. The two mercs slid a dozen feet downhill, found their footing, and retrieved their slung assault rifles, ready for action. The Lama turned and headed back for the base camp. Dust and noise abated as I continued observing through my weapon’s scope. The entire maneuver from both the chopper pilot and the mercs screamed serious military training. Oh, man. 
 
    They perched several hundred yards away, well above my elevation, in no rush. They too used their weapons’ scopes and began a methodical search of the terrain below them.  
 
    I had a clean shot. Taking one out ensured the other would dive downhill, off the rock face, finding sanctuary in the vegetation below him. Then the long, drawn-out, deadly stalk would begin. For us both. I had zero desire to play that game, at least not today.  
 
    My first encounter with KDB mercs had been the day before, when I’d circled the mountainous spine along a dirt track and driven toward their operations. Armed men met me. Men who held no truck with me advancing any farther, much less fulfilling my intention of entering their operational area and speaking with someone in charge. Their look, feel, and language confirmed my suspicions. Chechens. Hard core pros camped on the Chaco. And a firefight on this mountain ridge translated into a major kick of the anthill. So I remained hunkered down, hidden, and waited them out. What an ass pain. 
 
    They scoped and searched for twenty minutes then headed downhill on full alert. I lost their track among the thick brush, which signaled they wouldn’t spot my movement either. Low and slow, I continued a westward path for a decent distance until I found a deep vertical fissure above me leading over the ridgetop. The rock face cut would hide my ascent from the two mercs. I was more than a little uncomfortable disassembling my weapon and stowing it back into the small backpack, but hand- and footholds ruled the next thirty minutes.  
 
     Rock climbing isn’t my forte, and years of injuries and wounds took their toll as I struggled up the vertical rock slit. It made for an uncomfortable situation as I was well aware my weapon remained stowed while two nearby mercs hunted me. Just another day at the freakin’ office.  
 
    I crested and crawled onto a narrow, flat mountaintop platform. A peek down the other side showed a much less severe vertical angle and thick vegetation near the crest. The tiny pueblo of Santa Ana and its thousand souls lay still and quiet. Several miles eastward, Exponent’s mining operations continued as heavy machinery worked, and dust clouded the area. A lone eagle rode the warm upthrust currents where dry plain met mountain. 
 
    The smart move—crawl over the side, and haul it downhill. But I couldn’t do it. Yes, I crawled over the side. And stopped, reassembling my weapon. Slapped the loaded magazine back into place, eased my way back onto the crest’s flat spot, and searched for the enemy. It took fifteen minutes and involved no skill on my part. 
 
    A single merc exited vegetation, climbed a large naked boulder, and scouted. He was well past the distance for a legitimate rifleshot but close enough to spot. I stood, shouldered my weapon, eyeballed him through the scope, and waited. A few minutes later, he lowered his weapon, dissatisfied, and cast a token upward glance at the ridgeline. My profile against the bright blue sky was a can’t-miss. He cocked his head, smiled, shifted his footing, and scoped me.  
 
    I can’t put a finger on why I do such things, throwing down deadly gauntlets. But it’s inherent in my makeup. With, maybe, a pinch of arrogant surety. So be it. 
 
    Once I had his undivided attention, I lowered the rifle and lifted my left hand, middle finger extended. He lowered his weapon, turned, dropped his fatigues, and showed me his ass.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I was well on my way to Santa Ana and a cold cocktail. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I’d received the job offer from Global Resolutions early one morning in Charlotte, North Carolina. It would be a hot day, but dawn still held the night’s cooldown on Jess’s back courtyard. The brick-wall-lined area had a New Orleans French Quarter feel, complete with potted blooming plants, a large ficus tree, and wrought-iron furniture with cushions. I sat with laptop open, legs propped on another chair, coffee mug steaming. I’d been there three days—a first for our relationship. 
 
    The gentle shifting of coffee preparation items drifted through the open courtyard door as Jess—Jessica Rossi—rummaged about. We’d met in Hawaii and had overcome relationship-challenging road bumps. She was a former cop with the Charlotte PD and now worked as a private investigator, same as me. Well, not quite the same. She worked domestic gigs with a focus on family conflict. I worked gnarly global jobs. Still, we had a professional connection that had grown, in fits and starts, into a personal relationship.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    She’d poked her head through the French doors. An overhead bird perched in the ficus tree hushed when she spoke. 
 
    “Not now. Thanks, though.” 
 
    She padded onto the courtyard tile wearing a light cotton robe patterned with flowers, coffee in one hand, laptop in the other, and kissed me good morning before sitting opposite me. 
 
    “Is there anything interesting happening in the world?” she asked before blowing across the mug’s rim. 
 
    “The usual mayhem, craziness, and overall insanity. But no nukes headed our way, so we have that going for us.” 
 
    “We both make more than a decent living dealing with mayhem and insanity, so it’s good knowing the future is bright. I hate having to leave you later today.” 
 
    She was Oregon-bound. A family member of a large winery had hired her. 
 
    “Me, too. But the timing is right. I just received a job offer, which looks promising.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Bolivia. Mining operations in an area called the Chaco. And the same outfits have Nevada operations. Both job sites sit in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    I sipped coffee and captured Jess’s morning countenance. Man, she looked fine. Short bob haircut, honey-brown eyes, her robe slipping off one shoulder. She opened her laptop. 
 
    “I’ll do a quick assessment of Bolivia’s current chaos factor. You might not even have to arsenal-up, which would make me feel better even if it makes you feel like Lady Godiva. As in naked.” 
 
    “Oh, I imagine I’ll have a few tools with me soon after arrival.” 
 
    She gave me a sardonic half-grin, sipped coffee, eyeballed me over the mug’s rim, and began an internet search. It was a prickly subject, best left alone. At least by me. Jess had other ideas. 
 
    “So where do you find your big-bang tools when you land someplace?” she asked as her fingers flew across the keyboard. 
 
    “A fixer.” 
 
    “There’s a detailed answer. A fixer. Where might they reside in a Bolivian phone book?” 
 
    “I’ll get the contact information from Jules.” 
 
    “The mysterious Jules of the Clubhouse.” 
 
    “Yep. She likes you. I think. Hard to say with Jules.” 
 
    “You run in interesting circles, bub. So, there’s no news about a Bolivian revolution or war at the moment. You’ll have that working for you.” 
 
    She continued her search. The overhead songbird warbled, and a small self-contained water fountain in the courtyard corner gurgled. Jess’s pronouncement sealed the deal. No war or insurrections provided a decent backdrop for a Bolivia trip. Having never been there added to its allure. My Spanish was solid, the job paid—as always—a nice chunk of change, and it had been six weeks since I’d returned from an Orcas Island engagement. An engagement I’d kept on the down-low with Jess as it had involved more than its fair share of bullets and blood. 
 
    She took another sip, leaned over her laptop, and said, “Bolivia is South America’s poorest country.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “The area you’re headed for is best described as desolate. Very few towns, it says, because there is little water. There are few rivers or creeks, and the water table throughout the area is saline. As in undrinkable. It sounds lovely. Check out vacation rentals while you’re down there, would you?” 
 
    “Happy to.” 
 
    “Bolivia once had a coastline.” 
 
    “Once? Coasts are a hard thing to lose.” 
 
    “Not when your Chilean neighbor decides you don’t require sea access. It happened over a hundred years ago. The Bolivians are still angry.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “How’s your coffee?” 
 
    “Low.” 
 
    We rose at the same time. 
 
    “I’ll get it. Thanks, though,” I said. 
 
    “Did you just groan standing up?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Are you falling apart on me?” 
 
    “I’m recovering.” 
 
    “What are you recovering from?” 
 
    “Last night.” 
 
    I shot her a smile, she returned a throaty chuckle, and I made a beeline for the coffeepot. 
 
    “Once again,” she said, “you wouldn’t regret adding a dollop of thick cream and a praline syrup shot to your coffee.” 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Try living large, Mr. Lee. Focus on flavor and indulge yourself.” 
 
    “Should I stir it with a ham bone as well? I do like ham.” 
 
    Her next question floated into the kitchen. 
 
    “For a Mr. Adventure, you aren’t very adventurous. Are you leaving your tub in Morehead City if you take this job?” 
 
    Such an affront mandated face-to-face, so I held off replying until situated back in the courtyard with a fresh cup of joe. 
 
    “Her name is the Ace of Spades. My home. A vessel filled to the brim with character and soul and a sensitive nature. ‘Tub’ won’t do, madam.” 
 
    The Ace and the Ditch were home. The former was an old wooden cruiser that plied the waters of the Intracoastal Canal, or the Ditch as locals called it, from Virginia to Florida. A mobile lifestyle with evenings spent anchored in isolated sloughs under moss-draped oaks or berthed at small towns along the Ditch. The Ace could use some paint and a few minor repairs, but she was reliable and steadfast and comfortable.  
 
    “I was provided a boat tour. Remember? When we had our rendezvous at the Airbnb on the Outer Banks?” 
 
    Jess wore a teasing smile and stretched in her chair, arms upward. Mercy, she looked fine. 
 
    “I remember less than enthusiastic commentary about the plumbing, the throne, the wheelhouse, the smell, and several other things I’ll try and forget.” 
 
    The Ace had a head, a bathroom. Shower facilities involved a topside bucket. The throne, an old recliner patched with duct tape situated under the foredeck tarp, provided a platform for many a comfortable evening along the Ditch’s isolated stretches, Grey Goose vodka in hand. 
 
    “I offered mild suggestions regarding your luxury liner’s amenities. A woman’s touch. Will you accept the contract offer?” 
 
    “I’ll likely take it.” 
 
    “Your kind of job?” 
 
    “Think so. Outdoors, new turf, plain vanilla investigation.” 
 
    “Those plain vanilla ones can turn on you.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be in Oregon’s Willamette Valley, dealing with ne’er-do-wells within a winery family. Drinking wine among forested rolling hills and vineyards.” She sipped coffee, closed her laptop, and smiled. “Now, let’s talk about our relationship.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “How is it working for you? This flyby routine where we see each other and split for a week or three?” 
 
    “Haven’t thought a lot about the logistics. I have given a lot of thought about how good it is when we see each other.” 
 
    I had. Jess intrigued me. My wife, Rae—murdered by a bounty hunter years earlier—had been quiet, subtle, guiding. Jess was big on expression and candor. It kept me off balance occasionally, but the potent pull of knowing where I stood held a strong appeal. 
 
    “That’s a fair-to-middling answer, bub. Shall I score it?” 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Well, I agree on how good it is when we get together. Maybe you could mull over the logistics part during your Chaco job.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “On a side note, forget about getting into politics. Those folks own the art of blather, and ‘okays’ won’t get you far in political theater.” 
 
    “Good to know. Although I hate giving up those dreams.” 
 
    We both chuckled, the overhead songbird sang, and the morning sun struck the ficus treetop. The day began heating up. 
 
    “Our relationship’s logistics are part and parcel of a larger issue, Case.” Her smile and tone was gentle without a hint of rancor or argument. “There’s no point dancing around it. We’re both grown-ups, so let’s be clear with each other.” 
 
    She referenced my contracts, my career. Hanging my butt out on the edge too many times. She had a point, one I’d acknowledged with her when we started dating.  
 
    “I know. My concerted effort for a change in direction has waned. All I can offer is these are the gigs tossed my way. And without patting myself on the back too much, I’m damn good at them. And yes, there’s a prideful element there.” 
 
    “And I’m not denigrating your abilities, tall-dark-and-handsome.” She took my hand and continued her gentle demeanor. “You have earned an element of pride. Good for you, and I mean it. But every contract, every job, puts you in harm’s way. And I can’t live like that long-term.” 
 
    “Understood. I suppose there’s…” 
 
    Jess interrupted, released my hand, and held hers up, palm out. “There’s no need for a solution now, at this moment. I just wanted it on the table. As per the Beatles, we can work it out.” 
 
    Man, she was special. I didn’t have a doggone thing to add. Jess did. She took a final sip of coffee, extended a foot under the table, rubbed my ankle, and winked. 
 
    “Speaking of working out, why don’t you come inside and help me pack for my trip,” she said, eyes bright and eyebrows raised. “If you’re up for it.” 
 
    I was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    A first attempt at bonhomie and casual rapport failed.  
 
    “It’s already a hot one today,” I said, smiling at the elderly Filipino at the dry cleaners as I laid my Glock and cell phone on the counter. 
 
    She returned hooded eyes and silence as several women’s blouses covered my possessions. I continued smiling. She continued her expressionless stare. Oh, well. I’d gone through the “weapon and cell phone on the counter” routine dozens of times, and on a lark had decided to try engaging the Clubhouse’s downstairs occupants. I wouldn’t try again. 
 
    Before leaving Jess and North Carolina, I’d shot Jules of the Clubhouse a brief message and requested a meeting.  
 
    Exponent and KDB Mining companies in Bolivia and Nevada. Meeting? 
 
    Her usual succinct response returned an hour later. 
 
    0900 tomorrow 
 
    The Chesapeake, Virginia, drive landed me in a run-down section of town. A cash-only motel was my evening abode. What it lacked in amenities was more than covered with anonymity. I’d entered spookville. The next morning, I parked several blocks away and strolled toward the dry cleaners, wary, eyes scanning. Jules’s clientele included domestic clandestine services, foreign governments, and global corporate interests. And shadow players difficult to classify. I supposed I fell into that bucket. While Clubhouse turf was neutral—a position enforced with terminal finality if need be—it required wariness as you never knew who might lurk at the edges. 
 
    Possessions covered with dirty laundry, I slid through a nondescript door and ascended squeaking wooden stairs. A roll of Benjamins in one hand, both jeans pockets pulled inside out. Jules allowed nothing other than cash payments into the Clubhouse. Two knocks on the steel door, and a remote-controlled lock clacked open. I entered and stared down the usual shotgun’s twin barrels pointed at my midsection, Jules’s one good eye sharp and bright above the weapon’s barrels.  
 
    “Enter, dear boy, and allow this withered creature full visage of my favorite client.” 
 
    I performed the usual pirouette, arms extended. The door closed behind me. 
 
    “You look good, Jules. I like the new eyepatch.” 
 
    She had replaced the usual black patch with a burgundy one, its strap lost in the short unruly haircut that, as always, could have been administered by an itinerant sheep shearer.  
 
    “Sit, dear, sit.” She pointed at two uncomfortable wooden chairs across from her desk and placed the shotgun back on the desktop. “The new patch is a seasonal change. I do enjoy the color. It has always carried an air of reflection.” 
 
    “Are you feeling reflective?” 
 
    “Perhaps. As of late I have become more aware my mortal pendulum marks time’s passage.”  
 
    “You feeling okay, Jules? This worries me a bit.” 
 
    It did. Jules’s kept her personal life stowed well beyond anyone’s reach. Including me, her favorite client. Or so she said. You never knew with Jules. But I liked her, she’d saved my butt frequently with well-timed and salient intel, and she had more than once proclaimed keen interest in both my personal and professional well-being.  
 
    “Harbor no concerns, Hercules,” she said, plucking a half-smoked cigar from the desk’s edge. She leaned back, fished inside a work-shirt pocket for a kitchen match, fired it along the chair’s arm, and relit the smoke. “I am in fine fettle. Business is robust. Speaking of which, allow us to discuss your latest venture.” 
 
    “Nope. Let’s stick with Jules for the moment. Is there something I can help with?” 
 
    She blew a smoke ring at the ceiling, smiled, and focused with an eagle eye. 
 
    “Yes. Continue being you. It is refreshing to work with my only unjaded client.” 
 
    “Oh, I get plenty jaded on occasion. You sure you’re alright?” 
 
    She wafted a dismissive cigar hand. 
 
    “You remain undaunted by the slings and arrows, with an attitude both positive and unyielding. It refreshes and rejuvenates. Now to business.” 
 
    She slid open a wooden drawer and produced an index card with handwritten notes and tossed it across the desk. It slid to a stop within reach. 
 
    “And this is?” 
 
    “Your Santa Cruz fixer.” 
 
    Santa Cruz was Bolivia’s industrial center and the closest city to the mining areas, albeit still four-plus hours away along the Chaco’s lone paved road. 
 
    The card read “Esma Mansur” along with a phone number, email, and address. 
 
    “I cannot personally attest for Ms. Mansur,” Jules said. “However, third-party reports are positive. Her recently acquired business has filled whatever void the mining operations had regarding supplies and logistics.” 
 
    “This isn’t a Spanish name. Lebanese?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Not surprising. The Lebanese were descendents of the ancient Phoenicians, renowned Mediterranean traders for millennia. More often than not, port towns around the world had a Lebanese supplier operating. Weird, but true. Bolivia lacked a port, but whatever economic development happened in that country emanated from Santa Cruz, so a Lebanese entrepreneur staking a business claim there wasn’t unexpected. 
 
    I memorized the information and slid the card back. You didn’t leave the Clubhouse with hard-copy artifacts. 
 
    “Okay. What else?” 
 
    “Exponent Mining. They have global operations, Canadian operated, with silent partners sharing the risk burden. Please tell me you have already internalized this information. Internet search engines are your friend, dear.” 
 
    She smiled, puffed, and scratched under her chin. 
 
    “Got that part. How silent are these partners?” 
 
    “Given the discovery’s nature—and rare earth metals nest near the top of global interests these days—I would suspect queen and country are involved. Perhaps US interests as well. I am confident, even with your naïf-like approach regarding such endeavors, you shall perform your own informational mining once on site.” 
 
    “Headed in with full awareness, Jules. I’d argue against the naïf-like descriptive.” 
 
    “You enter frays assuming your insertion point is far removed from the lion’s den, Daniel. It never fails to tickle me and is one of your many appealing traits.” 
 
    “We’re circling around to the one big thing, aren’t we?” 
 
    She cackled. The one big thing according to Jules—nothing was ever as it seems. 
 
    “I shall not press the point further. Now, as to KDB Mining.” 
 
    “Before you go there, anything on Exponent’s Nevada operations?” 
 
    “Ah. A distinct failing on my part, dear boy. Not unexpected when you consider the Clubhouse business model. Domestic activities are not my forte.” 
 
    “So, diddly-squat intel is what I’m hearing.” 
 
    “Hardly. And what a crude and disturbing manner with which to frame Clubhouse limitations. I am wounded.” 
 
    She stared at the ceiling, puffed the cigar, and feigned hurt. 
 
    “Okay. Sorry. Let’s move on. KDB Mining.” 
 
    “Allow me a moment of recovery.” 
 
    I did. Thirty silent seconds passed. She puffed on the cigar as a hidden AC vent blew cool air. The overhead naked lightbulb’s pull-chain shifted with the air current. The old Casablanca movie poster, the lone decorative item in the steel-walled room, remained taped against a wall. Once the half-minute recovery time had passed, she leaned forward and addressed me again. Welcome to the freakin’ Clubhouse. 
 
    “KDB Mining. Russia, Iran, and the French,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t get that.” 
 
    “Our Slavic friends have mining interests across the globe.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “The Iranians wish in on the rare earth game. They ally with the Russians.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “The French have long-held and positive ties with Iran. Their relationship with Russia is also amicable. One cannot expect them to remain on the sidelines while a global search for this precious material takes place.” 
 
    “It just seems weird.” 
 
    “While the Clubhouse offers a variety of services, I cannot salve your geopolitical angst. Would you like me to continue?” 
 
    “Before moving on, and as part of my alleged angst, who do you think contacted Global Resolutions for this contract?” 
 
    “The list is long and not worth our time mulling over. Other mining interests, foreign or domestic governments—who can say?” 
 
    Who could say. It was a shot in the dark asking Jules about my client’s requestor, but her spiderweb tendrils around the globe may have tingled at a rumor or overheard conversation. Whether she’d pass it on remained a fifty-fifty proposition. At the moment, it wasn’t happening. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s level-set KDB’s players. The Russians want me dead.” 
 
    “A situationally dependent construct, Poirot. There are segments within their clandestine world that partnered with you, as I recall, during your little Amazon foray.” 
 
    “Okay. Other than that one event, they want me dead.” 
 
    “Again—and this always becomes tedious, dear—you as the object of their ire depends upon the situation. It is not a blanket edict.” 
 
    “The Iranians want me dead. That is damn sure a blanket edict.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Yes, I shall concede the point. You did, in the recent past, leave quite a few expired MOIS agents scattered across the landscape. Now, so as to edify this poor wretch before you, how are your relations with the French? Comme ci comme ça?” 
 
    “I suppose. No issues with those folks, and in North Africa they lent a medical hand to our team. So I’m on firm ground with them. I think.” 
 
    “Fine. Have we completed the teeth-gnashing over your personal safety?” 
 
    “Pretty big concern, that.” 
 
    “Of course. Allow us to move on and address what will be an additional concern for you.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Andris Simko.” 
 
    “Hungarian multibillionaire. Hates the West, and the US in particular. Gets what he wants. Stays in the shadows, as I understand it.” 
 
    “A fair synopsis,” Jules said. Her dead cigar was flicked into an under-desk trash can, and another drawer opened, producing a fresh long, thin smoke. She rotated the sealed end against the ever-present Ka-Bar knife’s blade embedded in her desktop, lopping off the end. Another kitchen match was produced. “I would only suggest in the strongest possible terms you remain aware of his presence. His fingers in this pie, as it were. If you perform your usual activities, he may make an appearance. He is, above all, ruthless.” 
 
    “Usual activities?” 
 
    Match fired, she puffed the new cigar to life and spoke between noisy pulls. 
 
    “Mayhem. Chaos. Critical disruptions. Expired players.” 
 
    “Those things are seldom my call.” 
 
    “So you say. Repeatedly. Because they occur repeatedly. Therefore, I would suggest when presented with an Andris Simko hornet’s nest that you not kick it.” 
 
    “I’m all about low-key, Jules.” 
 
    “As I am all about resuming my rugby career. Just bear in mind our Mr. Simko seldom loses. You would be but a minor irritant for him. An irritant best eliminated.” 
 
    “That’s not a one-way street. I don’t go down easy.” 
 
    She smiled, her eye bright. 
 
    “No, you do not, brave Ulysses. A most admirable quality. Now, I have had my say. Allow us to sully this conversation with business affairs.” 
 
    Her fingers flew across the old abacus resting near the embedded knife. Black balls shot up and down rails until her accounting system satisfied her. 
 
    “That will be three thousand, dear.” 
 
    I peeled off Benjamins and slid them across the desk. They disappeared into a drawer. 
 
    “Before you depart, allow me to ask of your amour. The inestimable Ms. Rossi.” 
 
    Jules had taken an interest in my relationship with Jess. It may have been fodder for the clandestine files or true personal interest or a very human desire for scuttlebutt. Or all three. Hard to say. But I leaned toward personal interest and appreciated her connectivity with my personal life. 
 
    “We’re doing fine. I left her place yesterday after a short stay.” 
 
    “Ah. A positive development. Was all well, Romeo?” 
 
    “I’d say so.” 
 
    “Spoken through a vessel, leaky at best, regarding relationship insights. Allow me to reframe the question. Are there future plans?” 
 
    “Yep. We’ll see each other again once I finish this job and she completes hers. She’s off for Oregon’s wine country, investigating a family feud.” 
 
    “Excellent. You two remain on an even keel, then. I shall look forward to continued updates.”  
 
    The door lock at my back clanged open, our sit-down over. As I stood, Jules reiterated her usual admonitions. 
 
    “Do not hesitate to contact me, dear boy. Day or night, I am here to help.” 
 
    “And I appreciate it, Jules. Always have.” 
 
    “Stay low and watch your back. You will enter an isolated arena. A remote place, where motivations and interests circle great wealth and power. A place where shadow players may well rule the roost.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The commercial flight landed at the world’s highest international airport in La Paz, Bolivia. It sat at over thirteen thousand feet elevation. I’d considered a charter flight but didn’t see the necessity. Nor did I use a false name and passport. Life’s circumstances had changed—the removal of the bounty on my head topped the list—and I exhibited less caution regarding my identity. Oh, I’d still travel incognito when the occasion demanded, an act prompted when spookville was present. This gig had earmarks of industrial conflict, Jules’s comment regarding shadow players aside. Claim jumpers, maybe, or illegal pressure exerted against a competitor.  
 
    I joined several dozen fellow travelers in a transit lounge, awaiting our flight to Bolivia’s commercial center, Santa Cruz. My fixer’s home. A fixer is just that—he or she fixes issues. Don’t want Bolivian customs officials taking a hard look at a shipment? Need weaponry in a country where it’s banned? Require appointments with specific people? Then you need a fixer. They came in all shapes and sizes and breadth of abilities.  
 
    Esma Mansur was my fixer for this job. I’d communicated with her via email prior to departure. 
 
    “Will arrive Santa Cruz in two days. I require an off-road vehicle for travel to the Chaco, food/water/sleeping supplies, and special protection tools. I expect to remain there for seven days.” 
 
    I sent it in English. While my spoken Spanish remained solid, writing in that language was another story. Since Esma Mansur was of Lebanese extraction, odds were high she spoke and read English. And another half-dozen languages. This was the nature of fixers in general and the Lebanese in particular. Her reply followed within an hour. 
 
    “I can meet all your needs. Cash payment in dollars or euros preferred.” 
 
    Done and done. She’d be my first stop once I’d landed in Santa Cruz.  
 
    The transit lounge had a harmless scam working, the setup obvious for seasoned travelers. It was the southern hemisphere’s winter, we sat high in the Andes Mountains, and I couldn’t blame the poorest country in South America for giving it a solid commercial effort. Once the thirty-odd travelers sat within a glass-walled waiting area, a large cart appeared. A drink machine, similar to a margarita maker, fired up and a local booze-laden slushy was produced, delivered in small plastic cups. For free. I didn’t partake, but more than half my fellow travelers did. They downed several ice-cold drinks, after which a large sliding-glass door, exposed to the windswept Andes, slid open. The room dropped thirty degrees, pronto. Well-choreographed, another door with airport interior access opened, and a half-dozen vendor carts rolled in, filled with alpaca blankets, sweaters, scarves, and hats. They did a brisk business. It was a smile-inducing exercise, and I contributed to the local economy with a gray-and-red scarf purchase. A gift for Jess.  
 
    Santa Cruz was another story—all business. The city of two million folks was warm and humid and bustling. A taxi delivered me to the address Esma had provided. It was a large walled area among other similar establishments within Santa Cruz’s industrial section. A large sliding-steel gate stood open. Inside, a hive of activity. Several warehouses, large semitrucks parked and being loaded, assorted materials stacked on pallets, and workers in motion.  
 
    In the action’s center stood a fit woman, midthirties, clipboard in hand, commanding the troops. I shouldered my rucksack and approached my fixer, Esma Mansur. She wore aviator sunglasses, a polo shirt, jeans, and running shoes with long jet-black hair tied in a ponytail. She finished delivering her orders to three men, then turned at my approach and lowered the sunglasses onto the bridge of her nose. A looker, no doubt, and with full control of the organized chaos within her domain. No smile was forthcoming. Instead, a hard assessment with dark eyes over the sunglasses’ rims. 
 
    “Esma? I’m Case Lee.” 
 
    “Mr. Lee. I’m Esma Mansur,” she said as we shook hands. 
 
    “Call me Case. And we can speak Spanish if you prefer.” 
 
    “I prefer English. I do not practice it often enough.” She slid her glasses back up her nose. “Let me show you your supplies, which we have already packed inside your vehicle.” 
 
    A touch of classic Lebanese within a gritty Bolivian city. The Lebanese, very unlike native merchants in many other countries, thrived on closing the deal and moving on. She’d overseen my rental vehicle’s loading with the necessary kit. A package deal, vehicle and supplies. She turned on her heel and with long purposeful strides headed for a smaller warehouse. I followed as backup beeps sounded and workers called among themselves. 
 
    “You will find everything is in order,” she said over her shoulder. “I store the specialty items inside another facility, which is a separate negotiation. We will travel there once we have agreed on the already loaded vehicle price and you have paid me. How do you intend paying?” 
 
    Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am. Somewhat taken aback, I considered the usual alternative when dealing with fixers around the world. Deals filled with false niceties and expected haggling, which often dragged on for an hour or more. None of that today. The Lebanese would negotiate, for sure, but it was seldom a protracted event. 
 
    “US dollars. Cash. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    She slowed, turned her head, and smiled as she again lowered the sunglasses and locked eyes. 
 
    “US dollars in cash are acceptable.” 
 
    She picked up the pace, and I continued following. We turned into the small warehouse’s shade. Esma stopped, placed the glasses on her head, and extended an arm as presentation toward a Toyota Land Cruiser. An off-road version. I sat my rucksack on the dirt floor and began the inspection. 
 
    The vehicle was well-kept and clean. The tires, including the spare, were solid and the mileage midrange. They’d mounted an extra gas jerry can alongside the rear exterior spare tire. 
 
    “Gasoline in the can?” I asked, pointing. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The sweat sheen I’d gained in the humid heat diminished within the warehouse’s relative coolness. Esma stood with hands on hips, expressionless. The vehicle’s interior was well stocked. Bottled water, assorted canned food, a large Brazilian hammock with mosquito netting, nylon rope. A shovel, all-purpose wire, two high-intensity flashlights, and a small stack of towels.  
 
    “It looks good, Esma. I’d also like a roll of duct tape and a tow chain.” 
 
    She retrieved a small walkie-talkie from her waistband and ordered someone somewhere within her large complex to bring the required items. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope. Looks good. Can we drive this vehicle to the other location for the specialty items?” 
 
    “This would be fine.” 
 
    She quoted me a price for the supplies and a seven-day vehicle rental. It wasn’t exorbitant, so I countered with a twenty percent discount. We settled on ten and shook hands. Done and done. 
 
    “There is also a deposit for vehicle damages,” she said. “Three thousand US dollars.” 
 
    “That seems high.” 
 
    “You will enter the Chaco. Many things can happen out there.” 
 
    I agreed to the three large, refundable, and paid for the whole kit and caboodle from a rucksack stash. Global Resolutions would cover the expenses, having never balked at my past invoices. We climbed into the vehicle. I drove and was pleased to find the gas tank full. It avoided the nickel-and-dime stuff common among fixers. 
 
    “You have quite the business here,” I said, following her directions once we’d exited through the compound’s gate. “Has it been around long?” 
 
    “I purchased it six months ago. We have been very fortunate. I made the purchase when rare earth mining started here.” 
 
    “Timing is everything.” 
 
    “I would not disagree.” 
 
    I’d broad-brushed the mission with Esma in my email. As a fixer, she could also provide insight into industrial endeavors and governmental inner workings, both excellent background for the mission. The weaponry—the specialty items—fell into a different bucket. Fixers seldom if ever asked their purpose. Such probing was bad for business and could prompt uncomfortable questions from the local authorities in the aftermath of certain activities.  
 
    “What can you tell me about the mining operations?” I asked, cracking that door open as I wove through traffic and entered a run-down section. “The Exponent and KDB efforts.” 
 
    She pointed at a dirt side street running between a series of squat cinder-block-and-tin-walled buildings. I slowed and turned into no-man’s-land. Such turf existed in every industrial city around the world, tucked away with no business signs or rules or regulations. A place where business transactions were conducted outside the law among players who lived over the edge. Esma lifted her leather sack-like purse and pulled a small revolver. Okay by me—I had entered the area naked, without weaponry. Her pistol eased my wariness as we wove through a seedy landscape that reeked of danger. 
 
    “Ah. The mining companies,” she said, hesitating. “I can tell you many things. But first you should understand something important.”  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Life is cheap in many places. The Chaco is such a place.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    We parked alongside a cabin-sized building constructed with poured concrete walls, a thick steel roof, and a single steel door. There were no windows. Esma keyed open three throw locks with a resounding clang. The heavy door swung open, and we entered the small space. It smelled like musty gun grease. The open door provided sufficient illumination for tool perusal—a good thing as there was no inside lighting. 
 
    As for the items, it was slim pickings. The weapons were old, often single-shot, and had seen better days. Not unexpected—Esma’s clientele within Bolivia would find these acceptable. I didn’t, and Esma knew it. 
 
    “The ones which will interest you are along the back,” she said with a head nod at an old government-issue steel table against the back wall.  
 
    There, displayed as fine china, was a small modern weapons selection. As I checked the limited choices, Esma stood at the open door, eyeballing the outside happenings. It was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “I take it you are an investigator,” she said, addressing the world at large with her back toward me.  
 
    “Yeah. Something like that.” 
 
    “Who is your client with such an interest in Bolivian mining?” 
 
    “I can’t say.” 
 
    “Cannot or will not?” 
 
    “Both. Let’s discuss those many things you can tell me regarding Chaco mining operations.” 
 
    The modern gun selection was Brazilian manufactured. I disassembled several assault rifles and checked their components. 
 
    “It should not surprise you that my company supplies both mining concerns with their everyday needs. Our company is best suited for this, and it required hard work gaining these clients.” 
 
    “I’m sure it did, and good for you.” 
 
    “I tell you this because, whatever your investigation’s purpose, I do not wish having my business relationship with them endangered. Especially the Canadians.” 
 
    “Why especially Exponent?” 
 
    “How do you find the weapon selection?” she asked, switching back to immediate business. 
 
    “I’ve seen better.” 
 
    “We are in Bolivia.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Her subject change signaled either unwillingness to discuss the inner workings of the competing mining companies or a desire to complete the current special tools transaction and get the hell out of there. I hoped for the latter. 
 
    One assault rifle appeared in better shape than the others, and I began familiarizing myself with its feel and function. A Brazilian IMBEL IA2 rifle with a twenty-round magazine and iron sights.  
 
    “I understand there is conflict between Exponent and KDB. Can you tell me anything about that?” I asked, completing the weapon’s reassembly. I checked the receiver’s action. It appeared functional. 
 
    “Is the weapon you hold now ready?” 
 
    I slapped in the ammo magazine and chambered a round. 
 
    “It is now.” 
 
    “Then come stand with me, please.” 
 
    A curious request, justified when a slow-rolling black SUV approached along the dirt road. Esma produced the revolver she’d slid into her jeans’ front pocket. I stood alongside her, the rifle held with a neutral grip. We were both positioned inside the doorway. Our immediate area was quiet, other than tires crunching over dried dirt. The SUV slowed even more and idled to a stop five paces away. Dark-tinted windows didn’t afford an interior view. 
 
    “If the window lowers, begin shooting,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact. 
 
    No point responding, so we stood and waited. Fifteen or twenty seconds later, the SUV resumed its slow roll through the area. 
 
    “Nice neighborhood,” I said. 
 
    “It would be best if you completed your selection. We should leave soon.” 
 
    “I’ll take this IMBEL. And two extra loaded magazines. I also require a pistol. Give me a few minutes.” 
 
    She did and remained on watch as I checked the pistol options. All were well-used, but I settled on a Taurus 9mm semiautomatic, also Brazilian-made, along with an extra magazine. My selections didn’t make up a helluva lot of firepower but would do. Beggars, choosers.  
 
    “Do you have any rifle sights?” I asked. “US manufactured?” 
 
    “There are a few inside the desk’s top drawer. They are quite expensive.” 
 
    The open drawer revealed several new red dot sights, still in their packaging. I chose one with 1X-4X magnification. I also collected an extra ammo box for the rifle. Placing my choices on a rickety wooden table near the door, I asked, “How much?” 
 
    She glanced at the selection and quoted a price. It was high, but not unreasonable.  
 
    “Toss in this shotgun and a dozen shells, and we can call it a deal,” I said, plucking an old Spanish-manufactured side-by-side double-barreled shotgun from a pile. Someone had taken a hacksaw and cut the barrels down to twenty inches, ensuring its accuracy at any distance was iffy, but also ensuring I’d hold the upper hand with up close and personal encounters. If it fired. The shotgun shells, twelve gauge, were double-aught buckshot. 
 
    Esma glanced again at the collected weaponry and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Load them into the vehicle. You may pay me then. We should leave.” 
 
    We did. I drove with the sawed-off shotgun across my lap. Esma suggested we stop near her warehouse compound and have a bite to eat and further discuss Exponent and KDB operations. Her now-apparent willingness for a discussion was heartening. She would attach a price for certain information, but as a fixer within the current environment, she held most of the cards. 
 
    Open-air and tin-roofed, the establishment was a working person’s eatery. She ordered for us, including two Bolivian beers. The atmosphere was rudimentary, the air warm and muggy. We both received a dish called majadito. Made from rice, dried meat, eggs, and fried plantains, it was hearty and filling. The beer, just below room temperature, was unremarkable. 
 
    “So your company supplies both mining camps with essentials, right?” I asked between bites. 
 
    “Yes, although they transship the actual mining equipment through Chile. It is a long trip.” 
 
    “I can imagine. You must send regular semitrucks with supplies.” 
 
    “We dispatch multiple trucks at a time. It is safer when they travel as a group. I also sometimes hire Bolivian military to accompany us.” 
 
    Which told me what I needed to know about the four- or five-hour drive on a lonely two-lane asphalt road—I’d better watch my butt. 
 
    “You implied Exponent was the more important client. Why?”  
 
    “They order many more supplies. KDB does not require as many supplies or services.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Their operation is much smaller. I have three large trucks driving to Exponent Mining tomorrow with supplies. You should join the group. It would be much safer.” 
 
    I didn’t doubt her warning, but flying solo was much more in my nature. While it afforded freedom of movement, it also often increased the danger. Trade-offs, and part of the overall framework with my gigs.  
 
    “No, thanks. But I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    “I would suggest this is not a good choice. But I am not the one traveling. You should be aware there are toll stops along the route. Three stops, soon after you leave the city. If they find you with guns, it will be a major issue.” 
 
    “How far does a hundred-dollar bill sticking from my passport cover me?” 
 
    “Make sure the police commandant receives it at each toll stop. He will wave you through when offered such a large sum.” 
 
    “But you are suggesting there are other issues on the road trip.” 
 
    She shrugged and took a sip of beer.  
 
    “Once you pass the last toll station, there is no law.” 
 
    “Good to know. Can we discuss the conflict between the two companies?” 
 
    “Again, I can tell you many things.” 
 
    Having dealt with Jules over the years, I had no trouble picking up on the inference. Information, valuable information, cost money. Fair enough. So far, Esma had not gouged me on price for either the vehicle and supplies or with the armament. She took a bite of food and awaited my offer. 
 
    “A thousand US, cash, for everything you know or suspect.” 
 
    She nodded, businesslike, and began speaking. Exponent Mining had been the first on the scene, their geologists having made a rich rare earth discovery. They had jumped through the legal and legislative hoops with the Bolivian government, played it straight, and were rewarded with what could develop into a major and lucrative find. They had ramped up operations when KDB arrived on the scene. 
 
    “Is KDB legit?” I asked. “I mean, their consortium was just established. It coincided with the rare earth discoveries in Bolivia and Nevada.” 
 
    “You ask if they are legitimate? I cannot say. They do exist, they made a minor effort toward mining work, and they have made important contacts inside the Bolivian government.” 
 
    “From what I understand, that’s a classic approach for Andris Simko.” 
 
    “I would agree.” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow, a sign she was aware of Simko’s cutthroat global business dealings. As a successful businessperson, Esma would also maintain a sharp eye toward the winner-and-loser tea leaves, with a business person’s inclination toward hitching her wagon to the winner. Such was life. 
 
    “What I’m hearing,” I said, “is KDB fiddle-farts around while they develop other inroads. It sounds like they have prepped for classic claim jumping.” 
 
    “What is claim jumping?” 
 
    “Stealing someone else’s mineral claim. Esma, do those important KDB contacts you mentioned lead to taking over Exponent’s discovery? Hence the conflict?” 
 
    She first glanced around the room, then waved a hand at the small diner’s proprietor. When he wandered over, she ordered two somos. Drinks, I assumed. 
 
    “There are strong indications this is the case,” she said. “There may be an effort to eliminate Exponent’s operations. Then Andris Simko will claim their interests.” 
 
    “Describe the Bolivian government. The judicial system and the mining bureaucracy.”  
 
    “Our government’s judicial branch remains in Sucre. The Bolivian capital. The rest of the government, everything else, is in La Paz. Peculiar, I know, but it is what it is.” 
 
    “Do you have contacts in both places?” 
 
    Completing this job’s Bolivian portion would require I visit their government’s legal and administrative branches. Answers would be few, for sure, with muddy waters the day’s order. An ass-pain endeavor, but it would ensure I’d covered the bases. 
 
    “I do. And I will make introductions as part of our agreement.” 
 
    The thousand US dollar agreement. A logistical plan for the job began forming. Visit both mining locations, perform interviews, observe, collect intel. Do a run-through with the government’s legal arm and mining bureaucracies. Call it good and head toward Nevada. Can do, easy. 
 
     “Okay. Let’s get into the conflict’s details. How does it manifest? I mean, what does it look like?” 
 
    Two drinks arrived. Milky-colored, thick, cool, with a hint of cloves and cinnamon. 
 
    “Somo,” Esma said, taking a sip. “They make it with corn.” 
 
    It was refreshing, filling, and far superior to the beer I’d consumed. Esma was waffling—avoiding a factual presentation of what was happening at the mining operations. I eyeballed her and waited. She glanced around the open-air space again and leaned forward. 
 
    “Simko’s operation is not a mining business as much as a small collection of armed soldiers. Foreign soldiers. They shoot at and harass the Canadians. They have killed two Bolivian workers. Other workers consider leaving.” 
 
    “What is Exponent doing about it? I mean, are they fighting back?” 
 
    “They are a mining company. Not an army. Perhaps they require someone like you.” 
 
    “I’m not a hired gun, Esma. It’s not what I do.” 
 
    “But you can provide them guidance. You can provide them strategies and tactics. I am most certain these things are in your background. It is obvious for me.” 
 
    “Yes, I can give advice. If it’s asked for.” 
 
    “They will ask it.” 
 
    An uncomfortable underpinning accompanied her statements. Her premise reeked of Old West regulator activities. A hired gun brought in to clean up. It wouldn’t happen. There were other shadow contractors who performed such duties. Not me. 
 
    “Okay. What else should I know before I take off tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “Know you will be alone. There are no police, there is no law. Only you. You, and Simko’s small army. It is a very dangerous situation, Case Lee.”  
 
    Yeah, well, been there, done that, got the T-shirt. A chunk of me internalized disappointment that another benign-sounding gig held a razor’s edge. Man, it got old. Another part acknowledged the danger and accepted it. Maybe more than accepted it. Either way, I would head out the next morning, well armed and aware. Time to rock the Chaco. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I had an early morning start, the day clear and warm as Santa Cruz faded in the rearview mirror. It was good and fine heading into the field, into operational turf. I covered the rifle on the back seat with a light jacket and kept the sawed-off shotgun and pistol on the passenger seat. My unpacked hammock hid them. 
 
    People and civilization faded, and the road surface quality deteriorated. The three toll stops, all soon after leaving Santa Cruz, were uneventful. At the first two, the police officer in charge glanced at my passport, pocketed the protruding Benjamin, and waved me through without a vehicle inspection. The third and last toll stop involved more commentary. The guy in charge pocketed the bill, returned my passport, and asked if I’d traveled this route before. 
 
    “No. This is my first time.” 
 
    “You understand it is dangerous? There are no police out there.” 
 
    “I understand. I have work at the mining operations.” 
 
    He lowered his fake Ray-Bans and stared at the passenger seat. I glanced at the same. The shotgun peeked out from underneath the folded hammock. We locked eyes. 
 
    “The Chaco is a poor place to die,” he said, arms resting on my window’s sill and his voice low. 
 
    “I don’t intend to die.” 
 
    “It is fine that you would say this. But intentions and reality are two very different things.” 
 
    He pushed the sunglasses back up his nose, straightened, and extended an arm eastward, toward my destination.  
 
    “Vaya con Dios.” Go with God. 
 
    Three miles later I pulled off the two-lane asphalt road and eased into scrub brush. I fired a dozen times with the Taurus pistol, becoming familiar with its aim and feel and operation. It took ten shots with the rifle, each followed with sight adjustments, until the scope’s accuracy satisfied me. Then the shotgun. Both barrels fired as the weapon kicked like a mule with each shot. I was good to go. 
 
    The terrain became dry and flat, with scrub trees and brush. Air through my open windows blew warm and humid. Toward both the north and south an occasional mountain spine protruded above the landscape and extended several miles until they sloped back into the flatland. There were no villages or pueblos and no traffic. This was the Bolivian Chaco, where salinity hampered drinkable subsurface water, and there were few available streams or creeks. It was large, lonely country, isolated, and a place where you’d best haul in what you needed. I made steady cautious progress for two hours, avoided potholes, and then ran into other people.  
 
    They had spotted me from a distance and driven their old pickup truck across the road, stopped, and prevented passage. There were two in the cab and four in the truck’s bed. Road bandits. I eased to a stop fifty paces from them and kept the engine running. The six men hopped out. Three carried firearms, the others wielded machetes. The guns were old single-shots, rusted and wired together. Weapons that could kill you, sure, but it would take a lucky shot at any distance. They spread across the road and stood still. A few were shirtless, a few without shoes. They were young men, although the driver and his compadre from the truck’s cab were older.  
 
    Their motionless stance signaled other activities were afoot. On my left, in the distance, a faint wood-fire haze rose. A small pueblo, established no doubt with a shallow water well producing potable water. As for an avocation among the villagers, well, this was it. Rob and possibly kill lone travelers.  
 
    A glance in the rearview mirror showed coordination with a second vehicle and three additional men. One steered, the other two pushed. An old sedan without doors or an engine hood rolled across the road at my rear, another fifty paces distant. Once situated, the three gathered an old shotgun and two machetes. Then they too stood still.  
 
    I supposed the expected reaction from me was a vehicle exit with hands in the air. I turned off the SUV, exited, and shoved the pistol into my jeans’ waistband. I also toted the automatic rifle retrieved from the back seat. I racked a round and stood alongside my vehicle. It emitted the scene’s only sound—the occasional metallic ping as the engine cooled down. 
 
    This was spaghetti western stuff, and I had no intention of escalating the situation. Nine threadbare bandits arrayed across a middle-of-nowhere road. Dirt poor, this is what they did to get by. They might also have been killers and rapists, but I wasn’t perched in a judge’s chair. I was a guy who wanted to get on down the road.  
 
    Beside my vehicle was a collection of cracked and broken asphalt. I wandered over, retrieved a black piece, set a Benjamin in the road’s center, and secured it with the asphalt chunk. 
 
    “I will leave that for you. Now move your vehicle.” 
 
    My voice, calm and low, carried in the quiet. The vehicle’s driver at my front, his single-shot rifle held over his shoulder with one hand, spoke. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “One hundred dollars, US.” 
 
    The announcement created a stir among the gang at both my front and behind me. A nice payday, there for the plucking. But there’s always one asshole in these situations, and the bandit who’d spoken stepped into the role. 
 
    “Empty your vehicle. We will have it all. And remove all your dollars from your pockets. We will have that as well.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    Silence was mixed with chicken sounds from the nearby pueblo, their ruckus drifting through the scrub brush and stunted trees. My adversary brought the rifle into a firing position, aimed in my direction. I returned the favor, and kicked off the festivities with a round only an inch from the cat’s left ear. That got his attention. The shot sent him, and the others, scrambling for protection behind their truck. A glance behind me displayed the three advancing with caution and a fading commitment. I facilitated their immediate decision-making process and aimed at a machete a young man dangled in his hand. When the bullet struck the blade, his arm lifted at impact. He dropped the weapon like it was electrified and hustled to join his two compadres at their nonrunning vehicle. They hunkered down near the rear trunk.  
 
    A single bullet slapped and whined off asphalt several feet away. I knew who’d fired it, but I had zero intent engaging in a firefight with this motley crew. I was less concerned about myself and more focused on my vehicle. A long, lonely drive lay ahead, and a hole through the radiator was the last thing I needed. Plus, Esma would gouge me if I returned her Toyota with a bullet hole or three. Adios, deposit. 
 
    I jogged into the scrub trees and brush on my right, disappearing from their sight. The understory was dry and brittle, which worked to my advantage for this little psyops maneuver. The area remained dead quiet, except for the footfall crunches working toward the pickup truck gang. Hidden from their sight, they’d focus on my movement’s sound, aware the boogeyman approached. I continued past their spot, which caused a mad scramble and general mutiny. 
 
    “He is behind us!” the leader called. “Get on the other side of the truck.” 
 
    I heard but couldn’t understand the unanimous response, the Spanish expression perhaps unique for this area. But the meaning came across loud and clear—screw that noise, boss. Brush and brittle ground limbs crunched from the road’s other side as they made a hasty exit toward their pueblo, no doubt hoping I wouldn’t follow them. The boss screamed at them, using every Spanish curse word in the book.  
 
    It may have been machismo or an act upholding his standing as their leader, but the boss remained. Oh, man. I backtracked, this time slow and quiet. At a point that would correspond with the pickup’s side facing my SUV, I dropped and crawled. A tiny break in the brush appeared and displayed the boss with his old rifle across the truck’s hood aimed toward my last known location. I eased onto my belly and aimed my rifle, the scope’s red dot centered on his head. 
 
    “Leave the rifle on the truck. Walk away.” 
 
    With the rifle still pointed toward my old spot, his head snapped in my direction. His next set of actions would remain a mystery. Whether filled with certainty I’d never shoot him, wild confidence in his own abilities, desperate actions where life was cheap—I’d never know. He straightened up with the rifle, and calmly opened his truck’s passenger door. The window was down, and he slid behind what he thought was protection, the vehicle’s door. He used the open window frame as a benchrest. 
 
    “Don’t do it!” 
 
    He fired a shot toward my voice. The bullet buzzed eighteen inches past my head. The dumb bastard stood straight, cracked open the old rifle, pulled the spent cartridge, and dug in a pocket for another bullet.  
 
    “I won’t miss, cabrón. Drop the damn rifle!” 
 
    He ignored me, produced a round, and dropped it into the weapon. Closing the breach, he once again took calm aim, resting on the door’s sill. I shot him in the forehead.  
 
    The entire scene irritated the fire out of me. Stupid actions, needless death. I stood, entered the road, and checked the doorless sedan behind my SUV. Its occupants had fled along with the pickup truck bunch. Jeez Louise, this one now-dead idiot had refused to do the smart thing. The lone rational act. So irritating. I opened their truck’s hood, pulled the pistol, and shot the fuse box, alternator, and distributor. It would be a while, a long, long while, before the truck would run again. I put it in neutral, shoved it halfway off the road, and returned to my SUV. Another body racked up, Lee. Left on crumbled asphalt in the Chaco’s desolate midst. Great. Just freakin’ great. 
 
    Several uneventful hours later, I rolled into Santa Ana. The pueblo’s thousand inhabitants had ensured their small village centered around a dusty plaza with three scraggly trees, two benches, and a statue of the Virgin Mary. A stick-and-mud shack displayed three old folding tables and a few chairs scattered near its entrance. The town bar. In my experiences around the world, you couldn’t beat a bar as a base of operations. 
 
    I parked nearby and took an outdoor seat with my back against the shack’s wall, the pistol shoved into the front pocket of my jeans, and the sawed-off shotgun eased onto the tabletop. Joining the shotgun, a full Grey Goose vodka bottle. Case Lee Inc.’s Bolivian branch office was now open. An old lady wandered out, eyeballed the shotgun and booze, and asked me if I’d like anything. 
 
    “I would like a glass and ice. I’ll pay the same price as two beers.” 
 
    An English-accented voice drifted from the shack’s interior.  
 
    “I’m afraid, old sport, the only available ice is at the brothel.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    He ducked the low entrance as he exited the shack. Chambers, a British spy. 
 
    “I’m sensing a trend,” I said with a light headshake and a half-grin. “MI6 has a mining department, and you’re their guy.” 
 
    I’d met Chambers in New Guinea during my investigation into a gold discovery. He’d helped Bo, Catch, and me. His wasn’t a major effort, but a real one, and that’s what counted. He sidled over, took a seat, and addressed a perceived flaw on his khaki shirt, brushing it. Give the Brits credit—this guy came from central casting. Tall and thin with perfectly groomed light-blond hair. He carried the demeanor of someone who would fit right in at a university dinner party. But if you knew what to look for, there was also an underlayer of stainless-steel resolve. This cat would whack you in a heartbeat, then join friends in their elbow-patch tweed jackets for martinis.  
 
    “Hardly,” he replied and addressed the old woman, speaking Spanish. “If you would, dear lady, send Juan for a bucket of ice.” 
 
    He handed her some bolivianos, the Bolivian currency. She called for a young man inside, perhaps her grandson, and sent him on his way while admonishing him not to linger “in such a place as that.” Chambers retrieved a briar pipe from a shirt pocket, tobacco in a fine leather pouch from his khaki pants pocket, and futzed with the loading and tamping. 
 
    “How was your drive out here?” he asked. 
 
    “There was one hiccup.” 
 
    “Were you able to mitigate the gastrointestinal distress?” 
 
    “Yeah. So you don’t find this unusual?” I asked. “Running into each other smack-dab in the middle of nowhere. Is the ice safe?” 
 
    “I’d immerse it in the vodka. It has been a while, Lee. How have you gotten on?” 
 
    “If I was any better, I’d be you.” 
 
    He smiled and tamped the pipe tobacco. 
 
    “I understand you and your associates’ New Guinea efforts were a resounding success. I am duly impressed.” 
 
    “Less than resounding. But the rescue effort worked. I seem to remember telling you not to bet against us.” 
 
    “You did indeed, sport. Huzzah for the three of you. And I mean that.”  
 
    “So what did you guys hire me to do on this job?” 
 
    He produced a gold-plated lighter and fired the pipe. He lifted both eyebrows and shot a glance my way. Satisfied with the pipe effort, he said, “Hire you? Why, in the name of all that is good and decent, would we do such a thing?” 
 
    “Then you’re vacationing here in Santa Ana. Solid choice.” 
 
    “Allow me to expound on some background information. Ah, our courier has arrived.” 
 
    The young man hustled up, carrying a tin bucket filled with ice. The old proprietor plonked two glasses on our table. I opened the vodka bottle and splashed a small amount in each glass. Chambers and I, driven through long and too often unsavory experiences, each dipped our fingers in the alcohol and ran them around the glass rims. We added ice and covered it with vodka.  
 
    “Bloody hell, that’s good,” he said after a large sip. “The beer here, served warm, is atrocious.” 
 
    “You could try icing it down. And I’d bet the whorehouse has cold beer.” 
 
    “I have performed the former with little effect on the taste. And I’m afraid I am persona non grata at the latter.” 
 
    “Is there an interesting story behind that?” 
 
    “Not really. Are you familiar with the players out here?”  
 
    “The Canadians operate Exponent’s efforts. British mining interests are partners. Which makes it curious why your outfit would hire me.” 
 
    “You should shift away from that lane. We didn’t hire you. If we had, an act that lies far beyond unlikely, then why in the devil would I be here?” 
 
    He had a point. Maybe. I liked Chambers as far as it went. An MI6 spook who’d assisted me in the past. But he was still a spook, and any expectations I had of him delivering straight answers and full disclosure were nonexistent.  
 
    “How long have you been here?” I asked. 
 
    “Three days. More than sufficient time for lay of the land and all that.” 
 
    “What I’m hearing is you’re here to babysit British interests.” 
 
    “I am here, Lee, because fair play is no longer integral to our competitor’s game plan.” 
 
    “KDB Mining. Your competitor.” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    He puffed on the pipe and sipped Grey Goose. We sat in the shade, and the day began to cool down. The locals would soon begin their daily promenade around the town plaza. In the distance, semitrucks rattled and rolled past on the lonely highway. Esma’s caravan, restocking Exponent’s supplies. 
 
     Chambers referenced the road noise and said, “The supply train you hear rolling past is being delivered through a Santa Cruz company. A company run by one Esma Mansur. You should meet her when you get the chance. She’s quite helpful.” 
 
    “Already have.” I lifted my glass toward the parked Toyota. “That’s hers.” 
 
    “Well, now. Aren’t you Johnny-on-the-spot?” 
 
    “Let’s get back to fair play. What’s the issue with KDB Mining?” 
 
    He stared into his pipe bowl with a critical eye, puffed several times, and with one leg draped over the other, inspected his closest shoe. 
 
    “Bloody dust. It does permeate these environments.” 
 
    “My heart bleeds over your challenges with tidy footwear. Another cross to bear. What’s the deal with KDB?” 
 
    “They are a rough bunch, it would seem.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate on that?” 
 
    “Would you like the abridged version?” 
 
    “Yeah. Keep it simple. I’m a simple guy.” 
 
    Short and sweet guaranteed the spook sitting across from me had less opportunity to plant misdirection and half-lies and false motivators that benefited MI6. The same outfit who may well have been the organization who’d contacted my Swiss client and asked for me, despite Chambers’s denial. Welcome to spookville. 
 
    “They are over there.” Chambers used his pipe stem and pointed toward the mountain ridge a mile or so away. “On the other side. You can drive east and make their camp. The ridge falls away in a few miles. There is a well-used dirt track that terminates at their operations.” 
 
    “Why is it well used?” 
 
    “The bordello, Lee. They make the trip with great regularity. Hence their contribution to Santa Ana’s fair residents. A bordello ice machine.” 
 
    “Without first joining folks at the plaza for a pleasant evening? How rude.” 
 
    “Indeed. A rude bunch. Chechens and Iranians.” 
 
    “An interesting mix.”  
 
    “I find it less than interesting.” 
 
    “Chechens are Sunni Muslims. The Iranians are Shia. That’s not a good mix.” 
 
    “Apparently they find common ecumenical ground at the brothel,” Chambers said. “They are, in short, a small private army and quite well armed. I’d estimate their number at fifteen.” 
 
    The proprietor wandered over and asked if we’d like any food. Chambers responded in the affirmative and asked for a certain bread. 
 
     “A sweet bread made from carob,” he said before I could ask. “May I have another?” He lifted his chin toward the vodka bottle. I slid it toward him. 
 
    “What else is over the ridge?” I asked. “Are they doing any mining?” 
 
    “Desultory efforts, I would surmise. The Canadians had already assayed that particular piece of this godforsaken land long before KDB showed up. There are rare earth traces there, to be sure, but in insufficient quantities for a viable commercial operation. Exponent Mining, on the other hand, has what may be a tremendous find in the rare earth market.” 
 
    “So KDB is just lurking in the area? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “They do much more than lurk, sport. They intend to run Exponent out of town, as it were, and take over their mining claim. Andris Simko plays for keeps, as you may have heard.” 
 
    “Which explains why you’re here. Doing what you can to protect the UK’s interests. And hiring me as muscle.” 
 
    “You must get off that horse, Lee. Understand there are numerous global interests in this discovery. As there are in your state of Nevada. Your client may well be your own government.” 
 
    More misdirection, more bullshit. Then again, who the hell knew? My Swiss client maintained a layer of separation between their client base and their contractors. But Chambers’s US government proposal as my client—or rather the CIA—rang false, the odds low. Damn low. My last gig on Orcas Island had alienated me from the Company for the foreseeable future. And I was more than okay with that. 
 
    “Departing from contractual rabbit holes, tell me about KDB. You’ve explained Iran’s role. Muscle. Plus the Chechens, brought into the game through Simko. Why are the French at the table?” 
 
    He took a sip and spoke while addressing another perceived flaw on his trousers. 
 
    “Pragmatic people, the French.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    “They have an opportunity to sell mining equipment and other manufactured items. With Simko’s vast resources as backing, they are sure to get paid. And, if KDB’s efforts are successful, they get a piece of the rare earth pie.” 
 
    It made sense. As per Jules, the French got along with Russia and Iran, both diplomatically and through trade. Given the financial bonanza for the winning competitor, it was a solid play on their part. As for the conflict over this mining claim, the French would likely remain standoffish and keep their hands clean.  
 
    “Any DGSE or SVR assets in the area?” I asked, probing for either the French or Russian versions of the CIA and MI6. “If I recall the situation in New Guinea, and I do, large mining discoveries attract you people like flies. It was a regular spookville convention there. All that was missing were the stick-on name tags.” 
 
    “I shall accept your vodka offering as an apology for such broad-brush aspersions.” He lifted his glass in salute. “As for fellow travelers in the clandestine world, no. There are no indications others have joined the party. Certainly, the lack of drone missile strikes or carpet bombing would indicate your CIA hasn’t revealed itself.” 
 
    The dig at the US’s involvement aside, it was a coin flip whether he lied about the other espionage players’ engagement. My question was a shot in the dark, but it was still worth kicking over a few rocks to see what scattered. 
 
    “Has Simko appeared?” 
 
    “Rumor has it he landed in La Paz, greased numerous skids, flew into Santa Cruz, and arrived here via helicopter. A French helicopter.” 
 
    The Andris Simko playbook was the same with any endeavor. He was a ruthless son of a bitch, played by his own billionaire rules, and had zero regard for laws and regulations that didn’t accommodate his desires. His home country, Hungary, had banned him from their borders. Not that he gave a damn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Alright. What’s Exponent’s status?” I asked. “Are they looking to cut and run?” 
 
    “Hardly. There are billions involved if this mine is successful. Pound sterling or dollars, take your pick.” 
 
    I’d been through enough similar exercises and recognized more than a hint of being played. Not Chambers—his half-truths were standard fare. But he’d failed to present any active push-back, any Exponent Mining muscle. With KDB importing Iranian and Chechen mercs, why didn’t Chambers offer up similar activities from Exponent? Something else cooked in the kitchen, and I could smell it. 
 
    “Who else teamed with Exponent? Silent partners with deep cover funding.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we are it, Lee.” 
 
    “So what the hell are ‘we’ doing about KDB?” 
 
    “Not my bailiwick, sport. They restrict my capacity here to fact-finding.” 
 
    “Horseshit.” 
 
    He chuckled and relit his pipe. 
 
    “You have asked a question best answered through Exponent’s onsite operations manager, Geoff Peterman. He’s a solid chap. Canadian. Peterman will be here soon. This rustic tavern has developed into our gathering spot.” 
 
    Classic misdirection, and expected. When dealing with spooks, you tried plowing a straight line while they kept just ahead, altering the conversational terrain to suit their purposes. Wearing, for sure, but part and parcel of the deal. I headed down a more mundane furrow. 
 
    “Where are you bunking?” I asked. 
 
    “The Savoy.” 
 
    “Is there any more room at the inn?” 
 
    “I am certain this establishment’s grand dame can provision you. The loo might be a bit dodgy when you inspect the offering, but options are slim here on the Bolivian Riviera.” 
 
    The elderly proprietor, clearly the family matriarch, stood at the shack’s entrance. I smiled and waved her over. 
 
    “Is there a room I could rent? A place where I could hang my hammock?” 
 
    She smiled and nodded and instructed the young man who’d fetched the ice to accompany me to her niece’s house. We drove. As the young man entered the passenger side, I placed the shotgun on the back seat. He didn’t make a comment. The shotgun and obvious pistol were a conscious display that pounded a stake in the ground for observers both casual and serious. Don’t mess with me. Chambers already knew that well enough. 
 
    I parked alongside a tin-roofed-and-walled shack. The niece was home, she showed me an empty room with an outside door, and we struck a price per night. The room had a dirt floor and posts crafted from local trees as the support structure. They would work fine for the hammock. There was an outhouse and a galvanized pipe with a faucet thrust up against the house. It was a new addition. I told the young lady I’d pay double for the added assurance my things would remain unmolested when I was gone. She added that while she might not be able to stop any thieves, she would certainly know them and would be more than happy to point them out so I could shoot them. Her statement ended with her pointing at the exposed pistol in my pocket. 
 
    “Let’s try and avoid that,” I said and paid her for the room. The young man with me watched, sure to inform the matriarch about the transaction so she could get her cut.  
 
    “One never knows,” the young lady replied. “But I will tell any thief that you will hunt them down. And that I will spit on their grave.” 
 
    I walked the quarter-mile back toward the town plaza. An economic boom was evident in Santa Ana. Shacks were being refurbished, shadetree mechanics worked on old vehicles, while humming and song snippets floated from open windows as people prepared suppers. Santa Ana was doing well. 
 
    The tiny plaza filled with townspeople performing a slow-tempo circle around the area. Young children occupied the plaza center. They climbed on the benches and up the scraggly trees, yelling and laughing. The adults chatted and greeted neighbors with self-satisfied smiles at having made it through another day. Women walked arm-in-arm, and the men smoked and shared swigs from small glass bottles of local booze. Several rail-thin dogs meandered about, noses to the ground, seeking a dropped morsel. A street vendor had set up shop, their handcart loaded with warm soft drinks and sweets. The shadows lengthened; the day cooled. 
 
    Chambers remained at the table, joined by three gringos. One was Geoff Peterman. He smiled and nodded at slow passersby. They addressed him as “Patron.” Sweat stains showed under each arm and across his upper back. He was dusty, tired, and took long pulls from a beer bottle. Peterman was in his fifties, average size and build, balding, and with wire-rimmed glasses. His two companions were younger and carried the same signs of a day’s hard work. Chambers contributed to their welfare with three fresh beer bottles plopped into the ice bucket. He’d also availed himself of another vodka-rocks. I didn’t mind. 
 
     The three mining managers stood as I approached, and we made introductions. 
 
    “We’re glad you’re here,” Peterman said. “Things have become worse over the last week. We could sure use the help.” 
 
    There it was—justification for my concerns over this job’s scope. False impressions had been spread, perhaps through Chambers. I wasn’t there as help, wasn’t a lone gunman sent to mix it up with the bad guys. There were plenty other people on this planet who would fit their bill. Not me. I poured myself another drink, scooping ice from around the beer bottles.  
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight. I’m not here as a hired gun. I am here to investigate the situation. Period.” 
 
    “Well, sure,” Peterman said. “I can understand why you’d say that.” 
 
    I locked eyes with MI6. Chambers shrugged with one eyebrow raised, either an expression displaying no culpability for Peterman’s misconception or a “Yes, I may have implied you tend to stir things up. So what?” I’d bet on the latter.  
 
    “Who told you I was coming?” I asked Peterman. 
 
    “I received an email from Esma early this morning regarding the supply convoy. She mentioned you.” As an afterthought, he added, “We have satellite communications at the site.” 
 
    It may have added up. I’d contacted Esma from out of the blue. I’d danced around who my client was. I’d armed myself to the teeth. Hell, yes, I would appear as a hired gun. And despite whatever denials I might toss on the table, Peterman and his men wouldn’t buy it.  
 
    “So tell me the big picture. What’s going on?” I asked Peterman. 
 
    “Three days ago two of my people, locals, were shot.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “At the site.” 
 
    “Killed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who did it?” 
 
    “We don’t know who. It was someone out in the brush. The same thing happened two days before that, although they shot and killed one worker that time.” 
 
    “Okay. Who do you suspect did it?” 
 
    “Oh, it was the men from KDB. Both times. There’s no doubt.” 
 
    “You do realize they may kill three the next time?” 
 
    “Of course we have considered that,” a younger Canadian said. “The question is, what do we do?” 
 
    “You shoot back.” 
 
    Such an obvious answer, but it was clear I might as well have been speaking Swahili. The three mining managers exchanged befuddled glances as if the thought had never crossed their minds. Jeez Louise, guys. The KDB mercs had pulled the triggers, performed cold-blooded murder. Step one—confront them. Let them know there was a price to pay. But it was also clear they had neither done so nor had plans to make it happen.  
 
    “How do the folks in Santa Ana view the killing?” I asked. The evening’s promenade continued with smiles and laughter and an air of normalcy. 
 
    “It’s a strange response,” Peterman said, removing a cold beer from the ice bucket. “It’s tragic, of course, and they’re unhappy about it, but there is a weird acceptance. I don’t get it.” 
 
    I did. Hardscrabble didn’t begin describing their lives prior to the mining company’s arrival. Life for them was, to quote Hobbes, “nasty, brutish, and short.” Dirt poor and living an edge existence, the recent village and life improvements must have come as manna from heaven. Perhaps they viewed the occasional loss of life as penance or an act of contrition. A price paid.  
 
    “How many locals do you employ?” I asked. 
 
    “Over a hundred now,” Peterman said. “When, and if, we start full development the number will grow. Exponent pays good wages and has contributed to Santa Ana’s infrastructure. We drilled a larger water well and buried several water lines throughout the village. We even set up a small clinic at the site in case of injuries and let the locals use it for treatment. It’s first aid, really, but they had nothing before. Not even antiseptics or gauze or tape.” 
 
    I had several approaches available. Remain above the fray, scout Exponent and KDB’s operations, haul ass toward Nevada, and write my report. Or, as I scouted KDB, act as Exponent’s proxy and confront the shitheads. No gunfire or overt hostility. Just deliver a message. But it would be a flimsy message at best. No one at the table, including Chambers, was up for a fight. And it wouldn’t be me. I’d hung up my superhero cape a long time ago. 
 
    “Tomorrow I’d like to check in on your operations, Peterman.” 
 
    “No problem. Happy to have you drop in and have a look.” 
 
    It would provide an opportunity to engage Peterman without Chambers’s input. I didn’t know the relationship between those two, but one-on-one with the mining honcho would at least be unfiltered intel. 
 
    “Then I’ll scoot around the mountain ridge and pay KDB a visit,” I said. “I may talk with their head knocker and gather what intelligence I can.” 
 
    “Good luck with that, sport,” Chambers said. 
 
    I ignored him and threw Peterman a lifeline. It wasn’t much, but if I ended up leaving without at least putting in my two bits, well, it would bug me for a long time to come. The desperate people of Santa Ana had a shot at a decent future. One tiny lonely speck on the globe where life was demonstrably improved. All shot to hell because a ruthless Hungarian bastard and his killer minions had arrived. 
 
    “While I’m there, I’ll confront their manager and let him know what goes around comes around. It’s a weak play, I’ll admit. But it’s all I’ve got. Unless you guys will make a stand.” 
 
    Three blank looks and a Brit spook’s skepticism were returned.  
 
    “Is Exponent Mining prepared to hire their own mercs?” I asked, spelling it out. 
 
    “Mercs?” a younger manager asked. 
 
    “Mercenaries. Hired guns.” 
 
    “We don’t do that,” Peterman said. “And wouldn’t do that. Exponent is a mining company. A successful mining company.” 
 
    They, and the people of Santa Ana, were screwed. I had no dog in the fight and didn’t care if Exponent tucked tail and ran. And it was possible KDB, once they’d taken over Exponent’s claim, would continue hiring locals. But with Simko, you could count out potable water lines and clinics and the other things that improved people’s lives. The situation was an ugly hairball, and my best path forward was mission completion and a move on down the road.  
 
    “Alright. Tomorrow I’ll visit both sites. We’ll see where it goes from there.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The village roosters assured I was up and at ’em before dawn. A borrowed bucket and cold water from the outdoor faucet worked as a shower. Breakfast was an energy bar. My landlord provided boiled water for my instant coffee, courtesy of a small wood-burning stove. Expectations from the get-go were low on the food front. Esma had mentioned in passing that guinea pig and llama meat were quite popular. It was clear Bolivia would never make the foodie all-star list. 
 
    I spent an hour walking around the village and surrounding area, working out the kinks. Back at the Santa Ana Hilton, I used my satellite phone as a hotspot, checking email and news on my laptop. Jess was on a job and doing fine, although the rental car company she used had failed to provide her with sufficient horsepower. Jess liked fast cars and drove like a bat out of hell. I was more the languid hand draped over the steering wheel type, receiving my thrills elsewhere. I replied that things were fine here.  
 
    Mom’s email let me know the garden was coming along although the squash bugs were bad this year. Mom and my mentally challenged younger sister, CC, lived in Charleston, South Carolina. They were everything to me, and I’d drop in every few weeks for a visit. Mom also mentioned that Tinker Juarez, CC’s dog and constant companion, wasn’t helping matters in the garden. He’d developed a fondness for green tomatoes.  
 
    In world news, no recent stories on Andris Simko’s activities. Not a surprise—the cat kept a low profile and used proxies for his dealings. I stretched, performed a few calisthenics before the day heated up, then off to work. 
 
    Two miles due east, and I arrived at Exponent’s site. Heavy earthmoving equipment rumbled, vehicles scooted around a several square-mile area, and small-scale industrial processing equipment started their low mechanical hum. Exponent had assembled two Quonset huts at the site—one for an office and assay lab, while the other was a mechanic’s shop and small supply warehouse. A generator shack droned its low-frequency rumble nearby. 
 
    Peterman greeted me at the office and offered fresh-brewed coffee and a site tour. I agreed to both and insisted on driving. His vehicle didn’t have an assault rifle in the back seat. 
 
    “I suppose the first thing you should understand is modern society functions in no small part because of rare earth material,” Peterman said as we rolled along at a leisurely pace, windows down, coffee mugs in hand. “There aren’t many people who know that, but it’s true. All the computers, gadgets, and gizmos require it.” 
 
    This guy was a miner. He moved dirt and extracted ore. His perspective on gadgets and gizmos brought a smile as he and his ilk were far removed from the high-tech marketing and hype world. He delivered societal backbone stuff. 
 
    “Now, rare earths aren’t all that rare,” he continued. “It is just that the concentration is so low. A rich find, one with a high concentration, still has many rare elements in the one or two parts per million range. That’s what we’re driving on top of now. A high concentration.” 
 
    “So that explains all this earthmoving,” I said as we passed massive bulldozers and backhoes hard at it. Bolivians operated the machinery, and Peterman exchanged out-the-window waves with them as we rolled past. 
 
    “We trained these guys to become equipment operators,” he said, pride evident. “But most of what we’re doing now is removing overburden.” 
 
    “Overburden?” 
 
    “The dirt above the rare-earth-bearing subsurface. That’s another beauty with this find. We can go down five or ten meters and hit pay dirt. Plus there are very few hard-rock structures below the surface we have to deal with.” 
 
    “How do you deal with them? These dozers won’t make a dent in hard rock.” 
 
    “We blast. But again, there isn’t much need for it.” 
 
    “So you dig up the good stuff. Then what?” 
 
    “Then we mill, crush and grind, and separate. We don’t know yet whether we’ll process final concentrate ore here or off-site. What we do know is this is a rich, rich area.” 
 
    “And KDB’s site doesn’t have the same concentration?” 
 
    “No. We drilled numerous core samples in their area before settling on this location. They are seven miles away on the mountain’s other side, which has a different subsurface geology.” 
 
    “When did they show up?” 
 
    “Several months ago. They saw us increasing production and performed geologic due diligence all around us, same as we had done. Their conclusion was the same as ours—this spot is it.” 
 
    “So they packed up?” 
 
    “The geologists and drillers did. Then those armed men showed up and took their place.” 
 
    “The mercs.” 
 
    “I suppose. At first, they just used intimidation tactics. They would drive into Santa Ana in the evenings and hang around the town plaza carrying rifles. They still do occasionally.” 
 
    “I understand their primary focus in town these days is the whorehouse.” 
 
    “Well, yes, which at least keeps them away from the town’s center. You saw how these people gather and walk about. I think it is a pleasant custom.” 
 
    “And then things escalated. When did that start?” 
 
    “Ten days ago. They started taking random shots at the bulldozers while our people operated them. You know, shots at the front blades, acting like jerks.” 
 
    “Peterman, live fire aimed in your general direction is a step or three beyond ‘acting like jerks.’” 
 
    I left it at that. This guy moved dirt and processed ore. Dealing with mercs who had a cutthroat boss named Simko wasn’t within his realm of understanding. One item was clear—the killing would continue. 
 
    The day began heating up as machinery-induced dust lifted and drifted with the steady breeze. As we continued our tour, another fact was clear—Exponent’s investment wasn’t a small-potatoes endeavor. The earthmoving equipment and processing equipment and associated logistics were a major chunk of change. Ramping up beyond their current operations would involve many millions of dollars and likely include substantial Chaco highway rebuilding. Big league and big money activities.  
 
    “Can you show me the shooting locations? And do me a favor. As we travel, stay in the work area, a fair distance from the brush and tree line at the perimeter.”  
 
    “Sure. What’s a fair distance?” 
 
    “Too far for a decent rifleshot.” 
 
    He threw me a look and shook his head. The two previous killing events had taken place in the afternoon. There were no assurances the mercs would follow the same pattern.  
 
    Both spots were at the work area’s northern edge, the closest proximity to KDB’s location. Both were between two and three hundred yards from the brush line. I retrieved the rifle and chambered a round.  
 
    “Do you need that?” Peterman asked at the first location. 
 
    “Yeah. Do me a favor and stand with the vehicle between you and where I’m heading.” 
 
    I entered the dry vegetation a few paces and searched parallel with the brush line and small collections of stunted trees. It didn’t take long. A single spent brass cartridge in 7.62 NATO. My Brazilian IMBEL was chambered for the smaller 5.56 NATO round, which left me at a disadvantage when it came to punch. Not a big deal as accuracy won the battle, but judging the distance from where I stood to the parked vehicle, at least one merc could shoot.  
 
    I went through the same exercise at the next spot and found two spent cartridges also chambered in 7.62. On the slow drive back toward Exponent’s Quonset hut, I tried registering the situation’s gravity with Peterman. My hopes weren’t high. 
 
    “The killing won’t stop.” 
 
    “We’ve hired several lawyers in La Paz. Headquarters is convinced they have solid connections in the Bolivian government.” 
 
    “I’m not crawling your ass, bud. But the reality is that won’t do a thing. We’re on the Chaco. So forget any high expectations for law and order. And I have strong doubts your headquarters team is prepared to outbid Andris Simko for the affections of Bolivian officials.” 
 
    We rolled past a small collection of pickups; the Bolivian drivers huddled together having a smoke break. They each raised a hand as greeting.  
 
    “At what point do you pull up stakes and leave?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s unclear. As a last resort, headquarters may have initiated discussions with KDB. They may even talk with Simko himself.” 
 
    “That SOB doesn’t give a rat’s ass about dead Bolivians or have any interest teaming with your outfit or arriving at some mutual agreement. He’s only interested in winning. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    Peterman remained silent with a forlorn stare out the window. I felt for the guy. Rock, hard place. I dropped him off at his office and headed back toward Santa Ana until I arrived at a well-used dirt track on my right. The road to KDB’s operations and, for them, the road into Santa Ana for evening revelry. I skirted the mountain ridge base and turned west toward their base camp. Billowing tire dust announced my arrival long before I arrived at a single military-style vehicle parked on the road. A Renault Sherpa, the Humvee’s French equivalent. I was a good quarter-mile from their area and could make out white structures. Large tents, maybe.  
 
    What wasn’t a maybe were the two locked and loaded Chechens standing expressionless alongside their Sherpa, weapons across chests. I slowed and eased up my approach, a large fake smile plastered on. The rifle remained on the back seat as I exited, grinning like a fool.  
 
    “Buenas tardes,” I said, stopping five paces short.  
 
    Both had Slavic features, not Iranian. They remained expressionless and silent. Their weapons were Heckler & Koch assault rifles, top of the line kit.  
 
    “Habla español?”  
 
    No response. Okay, so Spanish was out.  
 
    “How about English? Do you fine gentlemen speak English?” 
 
    Still no response. I edged closer for an intimate view, stopping three paces away. One pointed his weapon toward me. They held 7.62 caliber rifles. No telling if these were the shooters that had killed the Bolivian workers, but someone in their camp did. 
 
    “Chechnya?” I asked.  
 
    That caught on. The two Chechens glanced at each other before returning a dead gaze my way. I began hand-signaling as I spoke. 
 
    “I’d like to travel past you,” I said and indicated my vehicle driving toward their camp. “And I’d like a chat with the big boss, whoever that is.” 
 
    They understood the driving toward their camp request. One gave a half headshake. The other created his own hand signals and implied I should get the hell out of Dodge. I was wasting my time. 
 
    “It’s for your own benefit, guys. I don’t want to call in the Apache attack helicopters.” I pointed toward the rocky mountain ridge. “They’ll come over the ridge and light up your sorry asses. It won’t be pleasant. Nossir. So I need a chat with your commander.” 
 
    I indicated again my desire for a camp visit. Their answer entailed aiming both weapons toward me. One used his weapon’s barrel and pointed back down the road. Time to leave. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I held up both hands, palms out, still smiling. “I’ll leave. Perhaps I can drop in on you two at the whorehouse. When you’re not pointing weapons at me. I’m pretty sure you studs wouldn’t find that experience fun. Not one little bit.” 
 
    I turned and climbed into my SUV. In the middle of a four-point turnaround I smiled, waved, and left them with an, “Adios, asswipes.”  
 
    Not a good day at the office. When I returned to Santa Ana it was cocktail hour, or near enough. Chambers already sat at the same table outside the tavern. I was sweaty and covered with dust and pissed off. Before I sat, having retrieved my old friend Grey Goose from the SUV, Chambers asked the owner for another bucket of ice. An untouched beer bottle occupied the table. 
 
    “How was your day, Lee?” 
 
    “Your side is screwed.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “I’m a simple observer on the global stage. I do wish you would stop referring to me as a partner with Exponent’s endeavors,” Chambers said. 
 
    “Cut the crap, and save it for someone who might buy it. My advice is you’d best call the home office and ask for well-armed help.” 
 
    I waved at the owner and asked for two glasses.  
 
    “Not our style, I’m afraid. We leave the scorched earth option for you Americans.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me their camp was nothing more than a staging area for mercs to operate? They drive Renault Sherpas and carry military arms.” 
 
    “I take it your brief foray into their turf was less than satisfactory?” 
 
    I didn’t respond. The MI6 spook rubbed me the wrong way occasionally, although it was less personal than acknowledgement that his profession sucked. The young man toting the ice bucket made his way across the still-empty dirt plaza. I waved him over, filled the two glasses a quarter way with ice, and topped the cubes off with vodka. We both sanitized the glasses’ rims with Grey Goose.  
 
    “Who hired me, Chambers?” 
 
    The organization that had contacted my Swiss client knew damn well what was going on in the Chaco. “Investigate and provide a report of the physical and political issues encountered,” my ass. Whoever they were, they’d asked for someone with specific skills. Delta Force or Seal Team skills. And they may have asked specifically for me. While I’d never know, I knew they were barking up the wrong tree. Hired guns were a dime a dozen—the gang on the ridgeline’s other side were a living example.  
 
    “This is a redundant conversation, Lee. We have been over it, and the answer is the same. I don’t know. But thank you for the refreshment.” 
 
    He lifted his glass toward me, sipped, and began packing his pipe. Either the Canadians or the British were the obvious candidates. The US didn’t have a dog in the fight. Unless the US, and the CIA, wanted to back the British and Canadians on general principles. But that wouldn’t wash. The CIA did nothing on general principles. 
 
    “Well, in keeping with the redundant theme, if you find out who hired me let them know I’m not in the armed regulator game.” The vodka went down smooth, and Chambers never looked up from his pipe ministrations. “And tell them to stop watching so many westerns. A Chaco mining operation is a far cry from High Noon. Oh, and Peterman said his outfit has hired lawyers in La Paz. That’ll have Simko quaking in his boots.” 
 
    I poured myself another drink. 
 
    “One does what one can, sport.” 
 
    He lit his pipe, smiled in my direction, and asked, “How close did you get to their operations?” 
 
    “A greeting committee met me on the road a quarter mile away. How do they communicate with people here? Someone must speak some Spanish.” 
 
    “I would assume so. May I?” He pointed toward the vodka bottle. I slid it across the table. “As for their communication during their evening activities, one can only assume the language of love suffices.” 
 
    He smiled and chuckled. I didn’t.  
 
    “I have a job to do. Part of it entails scoping out their operations. And at a minimum, assess their strengths.” 
 
    “Up close, old sport,” he’d said, tipping his glass toward the mountainous divide. “It’s your best bet, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re right. They won’t expect that.” 
 
    “Quite the little jaunt, up and over.” 
 
    “I don’t have any plans for tomorrow. It will fill the day. And the exercise will do me good. Does the elderly proprietor offer food? Other than the carob bread?” 
 
    “Indeed. I planned on dining here myself.” 
 
    We drank too much and ate rice with an unidentified stew over the top joined with two hard-boiled eggs, already peeled. Peterman and his two guys joined us later, the evening promenade around the plaza carried on, and I couldn’t unwind the knot in my gut. Those bastards over the ridge had gotten to me. 
 
    I took off early the next morning. The hike’s flatland portion sweated out the booze from the previous evening. The uphill climb, steep and with treacherous footing, turned enjoyable with a dramatic change in the weather and flora and fauna. It cooled off. There were dips, small valleys, as I gained elevation. Several held tiny spring-fed streams. The vegetation became lush, the trees and plants very unlike the arid plain stretched below me. There were lianas, the woody-stemmed vines that used trees as support, gaining access to the sun. And broad-leafed plants that may have fruited during certain seasons. As I dropped into a tight valley, a troop of monkeys descended the trees and collected at the water source, their prehensile tails pointed straight up as they walked. A different world, an island upthrust on the Chaco.  
 
    I dropped down the other side and sought a rock outcrop that provided visibility for their camp. Once I was situated, lightweight binoculars provided the intel I sought. A dozen large military-grade tents, a small elevated water tank, several large fuel bladders, and a makeshift latrine and shower. Their gravel runway for fixed-wing aircraft ran east to west, a small orange windsock at one end. Plus the Lama helicopter and portable building, the latter serving as a maintenance shop. Three Sherpa vehicles in camp, the fourth stationed down the dirt track approaching the camp. It was hard getting a head count as quite a few mercs were in tents. The largest tent must have been a mess hall. Chambers’s assessment of an estimated fifteen appeared right, counting the chopper pilot and mechanic. How the MI6 spy knew this was unknown and would remain that way. High odds he’d either made the same climb over the top before I arrived, or a British spy satellite had informed him. 
 
    I remained and watched for over an hour until two events happened. Two mercs, rifles in hand, climbed into a Sherpa and headed out. They may have left on a scouting trip, although there was little at Exponent’s operations left to scout. Smart money was on them headed off for another Exponent worker assassination. A killing trip. As several other mercs milled about, one of them scanned the mountain ridge and spotted me. It wasn’t a challenge. I sat with elbows braced on knees for my binoculars on an exposed rock section far above them. A half-dozen gathered weapons and started uphill. No worries. They had a helluva climb and I’d be long gone when they arrived at my location.  
 
    A single shot whined a ricochet off my stone platform five paces away, a solid signal it was time to vamoose. Soon after, multiple shots began popping foliage as I removed my rifle from the daypack, assembled it, and began a return climb through thick vegetation. The Lama chopper’s turbine whine carried through the still air, marking a new threat.  
 
    Then the ending vignette where I shot the bird toward a chopper-delivered merc—and he reciprocated by showing me his ass. The downhill trek toward Santa Ana took longer than the uphill. Most climbing injuries come during descent, and the last thing I needed was a twisted ankle, broken arm, or worse. It was unforgiving turf. Hand- and footholds were precious, so I disassembled my weapon again and stowed it back into the daypack. On the way down, a single-engine airplane flew low over Santa Ana, headed for Exponent’s gravel runway. I considered how easy it would be for a similar plane to bring in a hired gun cadre and change the dynamics. Instead, this plane likely carried replacement machinery parts or another Canadian to relieve a site manager or both. Mundane stuff, business as usual. 
 
    One item stood clear. KDB had no interest working their claim. They had instead inserted killers into the situation with a single intent. Run Exponent off. Their mission was simple—do whatever it takes. It was the Chaco, and they had free rein. Exponent had two options. Call it a day and focus on their Nevada find, or fight back. The second option’s harsh reality highlighted a mandatory strategy. It required a definitive statement. Not piecemeal defenses or attacks. That would only ensure Simko sent in more mercs. No, if Exponent fought, big bang was the lone option. Kill them all. Such an act would send Simko a crystal-clear message—keep your ass out of Bolivia. I couldn’t see it happening. 
 
    It was late afternoon when I strolled through Santa Ana. The plaza was quiet, and Chambers was nowhere in sight. I made it back to my room, took a bucket shower, and scarfed down several protein bars. A quick check for messages, and I strolled toward the plaza. I kept the pistol in the front pocket of my jeans and slung the daypack with disassembled rifle over a shoulder.  
 
    A weird vibe permeated the place. No smiles, no polite head nods among the few residents in sight. I ordered another ice bucket, produced a fresh vodka bottle and a water bottle from the daypack, and asked the proprietor for two glasses. When she delivered the glasses, I thanked her and paid for the not-yet-arrived ice. 
 
    “Apuro,” she said, her sun-wrinkled face grim. She turned and shuffled away. She referenced troubles or hardship. Heaven knows she’d seen both in her lifetime. But this was something immediate. Right now. 
 
    When the ice arrived, I made a drink and waited. It wasn’t long before a pickup truck with the Exponent Mining logo on the doors pulled up and parked. Peterman and Chambers and a young mining manager got out. So did Esma Mansur. There were no smiles, no greetings.  
 
    They sat, Chambers helped himself to the vodka, Esma ordered a fruit drink, and Peterman declined to do anything but sit hunched over and stare at the ground between his feet.  
 
    “They killed four today,” Chambers said as he poured. “Three locals and a Canadian. They aren’t adding one each time. They are doubling the kills. I would expect eight the next time.” 
 
    “There won’t be a next time,” Peterman said without looking up. “I’ve shut down operations.” 
 
    Esma shot me a hard glare and said, in English, “This must stop.” 
 
    “Sounds like it has. They won.” 
 
    The small airplane I’d spotted earlier flew low over the village, headed west.  
 
    “Did you fly in on that?” I asked Esma. 
 
    “Yes. For a regular supply levels inspection. And delivery of a mechanical part my client has been waiting on,” she said, pointing overhead. “The plane is carrying the murdered Canadian back to Santa Cruz. This must stop.” 
 
    She’d lost six countrymen and her largest client because of Simko’s savagery. She was in the denial phase, edging into anger. Seven senseless deaths over the last several days, and Exponent now waved the white flag. I saw no point hanging around and considered the long drive back to Santa Cruz the next day. Was I angry? You bet. And sat in that isolated village as the lone person who knew how to fight.  
 
    “It’s a rather massive cock-up, I’m afraid,” Chambers said. “I despise the fact Simko and his hired thugs have pushed things to this point.” 
 
    The other manager excused himself and wandered off. He was in shock, and dealt with it in his own way. Peterman continued staring at dirt. Esma was on fire, her body rigid. Several right-hand fingers delivered a rapid staccato beat against the tabletop. One hope remained, given Exponent wouldn’t hire their own mercs. MI6. They wouldn’t have any issues cleaning house. 
 
    “Have you contacted your people?” I asked Chambers. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He fiddled with his pipe, lighting it. I waited and sipped my drink. 
 
    “You see,” he said, “this situation, viewed as a single point within a treacherous global landscape, fails to register on our list of deep concerns. I am afraid this is the unfortunate reality.” 
 
    “What about you!” Esma said, eyes laser-pointed my direction. 
 
    “I’m a contract investigator.”  
 
    She continued glaring at me. 
 
    “Look, Esma. I’m low man on the totem pole in this situation. This is an issue between Exponent and KDB. And Exponent won’t take the needed measures—sending in their own armed hires.” 
 
    She maintained an unblinking stare. 
 
    “Our friend across the table is next on the list,” I added. “The British get-things-done arm called MI6—represented by the guy sucking down my hooch—aren’t getting involved.” 
 
    “I could take umbrage at such an oversimplification,” Chambers said, relighting his pipe.  
 
    “Register a complaint with my don’t-give-a-shit department. Then there’s the Bolivian government. I could name others, but for a fact my vested-interest tank is bone-dry.” 
 
    Esma snorted and sat back, chugging her fruit drink. Townspeople filtered into the plaza area. There was no promenade. Men gathered in tight groups; there were far fewer women, and no children. Even the dogs were absent. The townspeople filled the atmosphere with sadness, fear, uncertainty. And something else.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Across the plaza, five men assembled wearing ragged dark-blue uniforms with red trim. They carried musical instruments—a standard acoustic guitar, an oversized deep-bodied guitar as a bass instrument, two trumpets with an aged patina, and a marching band bass drum strapped across a man’s chest. They began playing. 
 
    “What do we have here?” Chambers asked. 
 
    “Santa Ana’s official band,” Esma said. “The village is mourning the killing.” 
 
    The music was unlike any I’d heard before. Military blues, perhaps. Sad, evocative music drifted through the evening air. We sat silent for several minutes, absorbing the sound and—in my case—taking a slow drift through a life with too much violence, too much death, and too much regret. 
 
    “What’s this music called?” I asked, inexplicably affected. 
 
    “Music from La Guerra de la Sed,” she said. 
 
    “The War of Thirst?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, instead pointing at the vodka bottle with questioning eyebrows. I slid it toward her, and she added a healthy dose into her fruit drink. The music continued, slow and haunting and bluesy. After a long pause, she responded. 
 
    “The Chaco War. It was almost a hundred years ago when Bolivia fought Paraguay over territory. It was the bloodiest military conflict fought in South America during the last century. A war between two very poor countries.” 
 
    The music took on more meaning, greater texture. A Bolivian dirge. 
 
    “The war killed two hundred thousand soldiers and civilians on both sides. More than half died from disease, starvation, and thirst.” She shook her head. “It was horrible.” 
 
    Then she shifted her chair and stared across the tiny plaza. Peterman’s eyes welled, the music and mourning taking their toll. Even Chambers was mesmerized. The band played for thirty minutes as the plaza crowd huddled and spoke with soft tones. It was a scene that drew everyone together, a universal binding over loss and pain and needless suffering.  
 
    As the musicians packed their instruments, the background sound changed as vehicles rolled into town.  
 
    “They are early,” Chambers said. “They must be especially amorous this evening.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said.  
 
    A wolf pack, having tasted blood, was on the prowl. I scooted the daypack with my disassembled rifle closer. Four Sherpas loaded with mercs rolled into the town square. They didn’t head for their usual destination. Instead, they began a slow plaza circle, windows down, weapons on full display.  
 
    “Let’s not do anything unwise, Lee,” Chambers said, his voice low and flat. 
 
    I remained silent and, while keeping my eyes on the killers’ caravan, began unzipping my daypack. Esma reached down and stopped me. Her eyes were hard, determined. She gave a slight headshake and said, “Not now.” 
 
    I relented, and Esma squeezed my hand as it lifted. I did tug the pistol partway from my front jeans’ pocket. If it came to a fight, I wouldn’t go down easy. The villagers murmured and shifted positions as the Sherpas performed slow circles. The four vehicles separated so each occupied one side of the plaza as they rolled along, kicking up a thin dust trail.  
 
    “I cannot believe they are doing this,” Peterman said, his face bright red.  
 
    “Steady, crew. Steady, and let them perform their little display,” Chambers said, crossing his leg.  
 
    The crossed-leg ankle displayed an ankle holster’s telltale leather. His fingers worked under the pants cuff, followed by the light metallic snick of a snap unfastening. Then he rested his hand on his calf. High odds he carried a slim 9mm Walther, British made. Esma didn’t remain neutral, either. She’d lifted her well-used leather sack purse onto her lap, her right hand resting inside it. I doubted she’d pull lipstick if it hit the fan. 
 
    An old woman, bent at the back, shuffled from the plaza’s center toward the surrounding dirt road. As she made her way, her voice lifted. 
 
    “Devils! Devils! Burn in hell!” she called, pointing a quivering hand first at the nearest Sherpa as it rolled past and then at the one approaching. 
 
     As the vehicle neared her, it slowed to a crawl. She hobbled closer, and her voice elevated into a scream. 
 
    “Devils! Devils!” 
 
    A pistol-laden hand extended from the backseat window as the Sherpa drew even with her. The next act was inevitable.  
 
    “Burn in hell! Each of you, burn in hell!” 
 
    The shot snapped her head back as the pistol’s massive boom washed over the plaza. The crowd, too stunned to move, stood with mouths open and eyes wide.  
 
    “Don’t do it, Lee. They have us outnumbered and outgunned. Be smart. Leave it.” 
 
    Chambers’s voice was matter-of-fact. I’d pulled the pistol and held it on my lap. The MI6 spook was right. I could have fired and maneuvered and made a fight of it. But they would fire back on full automatic, and more innocents—included those at my table—would be killed. I remained still, finger on the trigger. 
 
    They continued circling for another two loops before turning and heading for the bordello. The townspeople surrounded the fallen women, some kneeling as her blood pooled in the dust and dirt, creating a burgundy halo around her head. Wails and cries and shouted anger were the moment’s language. 
 
    I wasn’t shocked at the scene before me, and wished to hell I was. Too many similar events and too much killing had marked and marred my life experiences. And now raw brutality was once again on full display.  
 
    “You and your other manager should leave before dawn tomorrow, Peterman. Load your pickup and head for Santa Cruz,” I said. “You, too, Esma. You can ride with me. Chambers, you’re also welcome to hitch a ride.” 
 
    “How can we just leave?” Esma asked. “After that? Leave?” 
 
    “I’m afraid our American friend is right,” Chambers said. “We must pick our fights in this troubled world. The situation here will become worse with each passing day.” 
 
    “No.” Peterman, his face bright red and jaw muscles working. “No. That is enough. Enough taking it like submissive animals. No.” 
 
    Chambers laid a hand on Peterman’s arm. 
 
    “One can fully understand your emotions at the moment, mate. I am not immune to such desires either.” 
 
    “We fight,” Esma said, her voice hard and filled with commitment.  
 
    “Can you get us guns?” Peterman asked her. “Lots of guns?” 
 
    It was a foolhardy question, one guaranteed to lead to the slaughter of anyone associated with Exponent mining. Over a dozen military-trained mercenaries with a penchant for wanton killing against people with no clue how to fight.  
 
    “Not an option, Peterman,” I said. “Sorry. Man, I sympathize with you and understand what you’re feeling right now. But you’ll get yourself and a thousand Bolivians killed.” I leaned over the table and locked eyes with him. “That’s a fact. A stone-cold fact.” 
 
    Several men in the plaza had lifted the old woman and carried her away. Everyone else, every single person, had drifted away. 
 
    “Once again, I must say he is quite right,” Chambers said. “There is no shame in a strategic retreat, my friends. Live to fight another day and all that.” 
 
    The tension at our small table ratcheted down as both our statements sank in with Peterman and Esma. It didn’t last long. Esma’s fingers began another tapping concerto against the tabletop, reaching a crescendo when she turned toward me. 
 
    “You know how to fight.” 
 
    “And I know when it’s haul ass time. Such as right now.” 
 
    “Then tell us,” she said. “Show us. I can have weapons flown in tomorrow.” 
 
    Rusty single-shot rifles and a smattering of pistols—assured suicide. 
 
    “They’ll be back before your plane gets here. It’ll be a Wild West show tomorrow unless everyone associated with Exponent leaves, including you, Esma.”  
 
    I turned and addressed Peterman.  
 
    “Tell your people, stay home tomorrow. Tell them whatever is necessary so they stay safe and away from the mining site. And away from public view. Tell them to go on lockdown until this darkness passes. It’s over, bud. Head for Canada.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head, brow furrowed and jawline set. “Esma is right. Show us.” 
 
    I leaned back, sighed, and rolled my head, releasing neck tension. This would pass. They, Peterman and Esma, would regain their senses before tomorrow.  
 
    “Let’s all have a drink and calm down. Let’s lift a glass for your fallen friend and for the fallen Bolivians,” I said, casting what I hoped was an empathetic eye toward Peterman.  
 
    The first group of villagers appeared on our right, emerging from a dusty side street. Most carried machetes and knives. Several toted hoes and shovels—the closest thing they owned resembling a weapon. The several dozen men entered the plaza area and headed toward us. As they approached, another large group appeared near us. They, too, carried machetes and rusty farm tools. And they, too, headed our way. A third group approached from the left, similarly armed. There were no voices, no sound other than the shuffle of sandaled and bare feet on the hard-packed dirt.  
 
    They collected around us. Men who’d lived a hard, hard life. Men who’d seen their loved ones—wives, children, sisters, and brothers—succumb to brutal life on the Chaco. Unidentified disease, cuts that turned septic and killed, life spans shortened through hardship and nature. One man addressed Peterman. 
 
    “We will not let such things happen again. It will be dark soon. We will attack them as they drink and sleep with our women. It is too much. We will not let it happen again.” 
 
    Brave people, committed. But lambs to the slaughter.  
 
    “I have been told,” Peterman said, “you should hide. Remain quiet and hidden until this passes.”  
 
    The hundred or so men murmured in the negative. 
 
    “I have been told I should leave tomorrow morning. Leave forever.” 
 
    Several discussions broke out among the crowd. It didn’t last long. The spokesperson again addressed Peterman. 
 
    “We will kill them. Do not quit.” 
 
    Time to shut this down. Their bodies would stack up like cordwood if they went after the mercs with machetes and hoes. 
 
    “And the ones not in town?” I asked. “The soldiers still at their camp?” 
 
    More short, huddled discussions among them until they reached a consensus. 
 
    “We will kill the ones here. Then we will march to their camp and kill the few who remain there.” 
 
    I switched back to English. 
 
    “Tell them, Peterman. They’re headed into a bloodbath.” 
 
    He tried. But from the get-go, men’s heads shook in the negative. Mentally, these people had crossed the Rubicon. They would fight. 
 
    Oh, man. I thought of Mom, CC, and Jess, home and hearth. This remote spot on the globe held no grip on me. I had no personal vested interest. The easy and smart thing was to head for Santa Cruz before dawn. Leave the entire mess in the rearview mirror and return stateside. Check out what was happening in Nevada, and write Exponent’s Bolivian operations off. I wouldn’t require confirmation that KDB had slaughtered all these brave men. It was a given. 
 
    The smart thing and the right thing. It was nice and clean when life presented the two on the same side of the coin. But in my experience, life didn’t work that way. It was decision time. The villagers stared, a few machetes clanging together as they stood close. The people at my table, with one exception, stared at me and waited.  
 
    What they didn’t grasp and hadn’t internalized—their failure was damn near a given, and it would have terrible consequences. Lifeblood would flow in Santa Ana’s streets. It wouldn’t make the news, and there’d be no reaction from the paid-for Bolivian government officials. Andris Simko wins, Bolivian bodies stacked like cordwood. A horrible reality, and one only Chambers and I understood. Sometimes fighting resulted in multiple outcomes. Not this time, this situation. Simko’s henchmen would wipe Santa Ana off the map, take over Exponent’s claim, and bring in new workers. I could walk away from Simko winning. Powerful people getting their way was a daily occurrence. And I wasn’t subject to peer pressure or the villagers’ fighting fervor, as impressive as it was.  
 
    What pushed me near the edge, kicking off grim commitment, was personal—the undeniable fact that I’d carry regrets with me the rest of my life if I walked away, human slaughter in my wake. Butchery I could have prevented. Lives I could have saved. I stared at the faces in the crowd and sighed.  
 
    There was one other person present who possessed a fighting background. A man who had dealt with and delivered death. At the moment he was firing his pipe with a detached look on his face, his attire and hair perfect.  
 
    I waited for his inevitable glance my way. We locked eyes, and Chambers delivered a single raised eyebrow and a resigned shoulder shrug. Translation: if you’re crazy enough to take it on, mate, I suppose I’m in. 
 
    I had remained on the razor’s edge, filled with potent empathy for these machete-wielding villagers. The MI6 spook’s unspoken signal tipped me into the abyss. I threw the kill switch and accepted the inevitable ugliness with no backward glances. 
 
    “You said you blast the hard rock you encounter at the site, Peterman.” 
 
    His face twisted, not understanding. 
 
    “Yes, we do. So what?” 
 
    “So where do you keep the dynamite?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Nighttime ops come with their own special set of advantages and challenges. The challenges were many. We had no night-vision capabilities. My weapon’s red dot scope would help magnify the available light—a half-moon and starlight—but it was a poor substitute for a weapon equipped with a night-vision scope. And the Belgium-made weaponry these guys carried had that capability. I’d seen it at the encounter with the two Chechens at their camp.  
 
    Our initial attack would mitigate much if not all of that advantage. Maybe. But being ex-military, they would have left several men behind at the camp. Standard operating procedure. And across brush-cleared landscape around their tents and work areas, anyone approaching was a sitting duck. I had a plan—risky as hell—for that too. 
 
    There was another issue. The Bolivians. I could use their help for the initial setup, but otherwise it was imperative they stayed away from flying bullets. They were committed, no doubt, but had no concept about fighting against well-armed men with full automatic weapons. They would be participants without coming into harm’s way. A tricky proposition. 
 
    Peterman said he stored the dynamite inside a steel-walled blasting magazine at the site. The Bolivians and my tablemates remained silent and waited. I don’t picture myself as a warrior, a badass. Not at all. Perhaps it was Peterman, Chambers, and Esma looking toward me that prompted the Bolivians to follow suit. Or perhaps I carried an attitude, a vibe, that translated into hidden proficiencies. I’d never know. I switched to Spanish so every single person within earshot absorbed the most important item. 
 
    “Everyone must understand this one thing. The only thing.”  
 
    I paused and scanned the crowd, focusing on the Bolivian crowd’s leaders. It was dead silent. 
 
    “There is no middle ground. Either we wipe them out with our efforts, or they wipe out Santa Ana. These men are capable, and they will do it if we fail.” 
 
    I paused again. The stakes couldn’t be higher. Men, women, children—slaughtered. My declaration settled over the crowd, whispers increased, then silence. The men nodded as acknowledgment. I pounded home the finality of our actions.  
 
    “It is not complicated. We kill them all. We win, or everyone in Santa Ana dies. Is that understood?” 
 
    Grim faces nodded and murmured affirmations toward me and each other. Good. I’d laid out the ground rules, the rules of engagement. My statements weren’t hyperbole. The Chechens and Iranians would sweep through the village if they defeated us. Kill the men and children, rape and kill the women. Brutality without rein on the Chaco. I switched back to English and addressed Peterman. 
 
    “Pick eight good men. That’s all we can fit in the pickup. Do you have decent shovels and pickaxes at the site?” 
 
    “Plenty.” 
 
    “Handheld radios?” 
 
    “We have dozens. We check them out each morning and retrieve them each evening for charging. It’s how we communicate at the site.” 
 
    “Two-strand wire?” 
 
    “For blasting? Absolutely. All you could need. Along with blasting caps and several hundred kilos of dynamite.” 
 
    “Good. We may need it all.” 
 
    “Several hundred kilos?” Peterman asked. 
 
    Chambers, while focused on firing his pipe, said, “This is one of the great pleasures when working with you American chaps. The subtlety you bring to the table.” 
 
    “How long do they stay in town on a typical night?” I asked the crowd in Spanish. 
 
    “Tres o cuatro horas,” one leader replied. Three or four hours. 
 
    “Do they drink much at the brothel?” 
 
    “Suficiente.” Plenty. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I switched back to English and addressed Peterman. 
 
    “Let’s draw out in the dirt what I want everyone doing except the eight men you pick. They clearly understand you best, so I’ll draw and talk while you reiterate. Okay?” 
 
    The villagers crowded around as I flicked open my lock-blade knife and used the dirt road as a sketchpad. They affirmed that crossing the mountain ridge, even in the dark, was not a problem. And that they could do so silently. No yells or calls among them, whispers held to a minimum. I made it crystal clear that silence was golden. They nodded agreement and verbalized confirmation with no-nonsense voices. Peterman emphasized stealth as critical for our success. 
 
    Once they had descended the other side, they would remain hidden in the brush. It would be dark, and once again their silence was imperative. Then two men, with a handheld radio we’d soon give them, would cross along the mountain’s base, moving through the brush, until they arrived where the enemy kept its roadblock. With all their vehicles in town, they might still post a foot soldier there. More affirmations came from the men. 
 
    Multiple events would then happen, I explained. They would first hear a loud explosion. Soon thereafter, we would contact the two men at the sentry location via radio. These men must keep the volume on their radio low, and whisper. I paused while Peterman reiterated the point. Once they told us whether or not a sentry was posted, the two men would return to the larger group hidden near the camp. Under no circumstance would they engage until we radioed them again. Peterman emphasized they must remain still and silent until given the word. I sketched the plan with my knife a second time while Peterman spoke. There could be no mistakes, no deviations, no blood on my hands because of miscommunications. Nods and low, affirmative voices responded. 
 
    Good. Eight Bolivians would be with us, and I’d ensure they remained outside harm’s way. The remaining villagers, several hundred, would huddle among the brush until I’d taken out the two or three or four remaining at the camp. At that point, the villagers could ransack and burn everything to the ground. The killing rested on me, Chambers, and our good friend, Mr. Dynamite.  
 
    “Alright,” I said in English. “We’re burning daylight. Let’s ride.” 
 
    Peterman selected eight workers and assigned two others as the enemy sentry scouts. He told them we’d return from the mining site in one hour. Then we hauled it, Peterman and Chambers in his truck, Esma with me. 
 
    “Will this plan work?” she asked, once we were underway. 
 
    “It’ll work. The question is how well. Things get messy in battle. Expect the unexpected.” 
 
    “What is the dynamite used for?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    We zipped along, Peterman’s truck in front kicking up dust. 
 
    “This would appear as an all-or-nothing approach,” Esma said. “Is there a backup plan if things do not go as you expect?” 
 
    “Yeah. If we’re still alive, run like hell.” 
 
    At the mining site we collected pickaxes, shovels, two-strand wire, two boxes of blasting caps with a dozen in each box, and a small nine-volt battery that would trigger the explosion. 
 
    “You carry the blasting caps, Case,” Peterman said. “I’ll carry the dynamite. It’s best keeping those separate until it is time. Safety first.” 
 
    I had to grin. I liked this Canadian miner who’d shown a helluva lot of moxie over the last hour. There was little point expressing that things would become plenty unsafe for those SOBs on their return trip from the bordello. 
 
    “Grab an extra battery,” I said. “Just in case. Okay, let’s load the good stuff.” 
 
    “How much?” Peterman asked. 
 
    I had worked out the basic configuration. Twenty explosive plants over a hundred-yard stretch of dirt track. It was a seat-of-the-pants calculation, and may have been overkill, but Peterman had the juice so we might as well use it. The dynamite came in one-kilo sticks with threaded plastic ends so we could join them. Five sticks provided about eleven big-bang pounds per plant. Twenty buried plants would guarantee a shitty trip for a four-Sherpa convoy. 
 
    “A hundred sticks,” I said. “Make it a hundred and two.” 
 
    I tossed in a couple extras because, well, you never knew. Peterman didn’t question the amount, and we loaded dynamite into the pickup. Chambers and Esma pitched in. I reassembled my assault rifle. Everything, every moment, from this point forward was a hot-fire situation. 
 
    We raced back into Santa Ana, distributed the handheld radios, collected the eight handpicked workers, and sent the remaining villagers off toward the mountain ridge. It would take them several hours to make the other side and get situated. 
 
    Shadows lengthened, twilight an hour away. We flew from town and turned left at the dirt track leading toward KDB’s camp. I stopped halfway along the ridge’s base at a straight stretch. We were a mile away from where the track turned west toward the merc camp. 
 
    I asked the eight Bolivians to grab pickaxes and shovels and follow me, halting at the first location for an explosive plant.  
 
    “Alright. Dig a shallow trench here. One-foot deep. Wide enough for a dynamite stick and long enough for five sticks joined together.” I marked with my boot toe the appropriate length. “Understand?” 
 
    The lights came on as the eight Bolivians grasped what we planned to do. They smiled at each other and at me. 
 
    “How many trenches?” one asked. 
 
    “Twenty. Every five paces. Each in the middle of the road. At each one, I need another smaller trench in that direction. For the blasting cap wire.” 
 
    I pointed at the uphill slope next to the road. The Bolivians talked among themselves, ensuring everyone was on the same page. Peterman clarified a few finer points for them, and dirt began flying. 
 
    “Twelve inches is awfully shallow,” he said, walking beside me as I paced off each trench. 
 
    “When it’s that shallow, where will most of the blast go?” I asked him. He was a miner. Blasting was for breaking apart deep rock. 
 
    “Well, it will blow upward.” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid they’ll notice evenly spaced disturbed dirt sections?” 
 
    “They’ll be liquored up. At night. I think we’re okay.” 
 
    I asked him to insert the blasting caps, run the thin wire along the small trench into the nearby brush, and supervise the covering up of each blast trench with dirt. 
 
    “How can I help?” Esma asked. 
 
    “Run the thicker two-strand wire uphill from each blasting cap’s wire. Chambers, let’s go find an uphill command center. Esma, do you have anything that will cut the two-strand wire into sections?” 
 
    Without answering and with a single smooth move, she slid a large lock-blade knife from her front pocket and flicked it open. Good to go. 
 
    “Don’t connect the blasting cap wires and the two-strand,” Peterman said. “Let me do that. And I’ll show you how much two-strand to lay out. I’m going to connect them partway up the hill, then run a single line to where we’ll set everything off.” 
 
    He had taken full responsibility for ensuring that when it came party time, we would unleash hell. Chambers and I hustled uphill. After seventy yards we came to a massive stand-alone boulder, most of it above ground.  
 
    “They can position behind this,” I said. “And hunker down when things get loud.” 
 
    “I assume you and I will position within the brush on the roadway’s other side. Cleanup duty and all that.” 
 
    The blast would stun, wound, and incapacitate any merc survivors. Chambers and I would administer the coups de grâce. A final bullet to the head. 
 
    “You okay with that duty?” 
 
    “Quite. Now, even accounting for your evident proclivities, isn’t this a bit of overkill? A hundred meters of roadway for four vehicles?”  
 
    “Dust.” 
 
    Each vehicle would kick up thick dust, and each driver would keep more than the normal distance from the other to avoid breathing grit. 
 
    “Ah, yes.” He held a forefinger against his nose, a seldom seen affectation. “You ops lads do live in a different world.” 
 
    “Pot, kettle, Chambers.” 
 
    The Bolivians and Peterman and Esma worked like dervishes. Chambers and I descended the hillside, helping out. It was getting dark. Several Bolivians whacked down small scrub brush and used it as brooms, sweeping away any telltale signs of the buried dynamite. Peterman connected the twenty two-strand leads together, wrapped the junction with electrical tape, and ran a single wire to the uphill boulder. Chambers and I hopped in the vehicles and weaved deep into the brush, ensuring they were well hidden. We assembled at the huge uphill boulder for final instructions.  
 
    “Okay. Esma, Peterman, and the Bolivians wait here with at least two radios on. When you’re given the word, set it off. Now this is important. Hug the ground behind this boulder. Chunks of vehicle will fly all over the place. I don’t want to lose anyone when an engine block lands close by. Peterman, make that crystal clear to your men. Hug. The. Ground. Behind this boulder. Got it?” 
 
    Peterman spoke with his men, hammering home the safety issue. 
 
    “Where will you two be?” Esma asked. 
 
    “Chambers, you take a position at what will be the column’s front. Don’t let the first Sherpa pass that point. We damn sure don’t want them surviving and making a run for their camp. I’ll pull drag and handle what’s left at the rear of the column. Detonation takes place at Chambers’s word. Everyone got that?” 
 
    “I have a concern about your position,” Peterman said, addressing Chambers. “What is a decent distance for you where you will be safe?” 
 
    “London would work nicely.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” I told Peterman. “This isn’t his first rodeo.” 
 
    “What if there are survivors?” Esma asked. 
 
    “Chambers and I will take care of those.” 
 
    “And if this goes off without a hitch, what’s next?” Peterman asked. 
 
    “I’ve got a plan. But first things first. You folks up here will have a bird’s-eye view of them approaching. They’ll have their headlights on. Use the radios, and tell us what’s going on. As they pass below, wait for Chambers’s word. Then send them to hell. Everyone got it?” 
 
    Handshakes and hugs all around, Bolivians included, with absolute grim commitment ruling the moment. Chambers and I headed out, speaking with each other prior to separating halfway downhill.  
 
    “We’re counting on you to kick things off,” I said, shaking his hand as a prebattle custom. “If it gets ugly after that, I’ve got the rifle and will handle things. Keep your head down.” 
 
    “No worries on my end, sport. It should be one for the books.” 
 
    As I crossed the road and made my way toward an advantageous position, I stared upward toward a million stars and cast a short and sweet prayer. 
 
    “Please don’t let this turn into a shitshow.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Wait time at night on the Chaco. I positioned fifty paces from the explosion’s expected tail end. The final Sherpa in the return train should catch it not too far from me. Heeding my own advice regarding flying engine blocks, I found a slight depression against a small tree as a hunker-down spot. Where I sat and waited.  
 
    The sky was clear. The half-moon and great swaths of stars provided decent visibility. A light breeze blew across the dry landscape, carrying a pungent scent from the plant life. An hour into the wait, Peterman performed a radio check. Both Chapman and I replied a confirmation. 
 
    An occasional small bird fluttered among the small trees and brush. Otherwise, dead quiet. The silent backdrop contributed to a sound that startled the bejesus out of me. One of the weirdest noises I’d ever heard. A mix between a lion’s roar and a large dog’s bark. A roar-bark, coming from behind me. I whipped the rifle around and sighted the area. There was sufficient light to make out the critter. A fox head on a wolf’s body with deerlike legs. A thick tuft of hair stood a foot or so down its backbone. I found out later it was a maned wolf. It had scented me or seen my movement and roared a warning before trotting off on long legs deep into the brush. Jeez Louise. Silence returned, and another hour passed. 
 
    I heard their approach long before I could make out headlights. Peterman, with a better vantage point, announced their impending arrival. 
 
    “They are coming.” 
 
    “Roger that,” I said. “Let’s keep radio silence unless something out of the ordinary happens. Wait for word from Chambers to set it off.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Chambers keyed his mic twice as response. The two clicks were standard field ops, signifying in the affirmative. Man, I appreciated his presence. You can’t toss untested and untrained folks into a battle situation and expect decent results. Chambers anchored our dynamite trail’s other end and would perform as a professional. We needed the help. 
 
    I watched the first Sherpa roll past, the speed slow, appropriate for the dirt track. When the second rolled past, I knew we had an issue. They were farther spread out than I’d expected. It would be iffy fitting the four vehicles inside the kill zone. Shit.  
 
    As the third Sherpa passed me, Chambers gave the order. The lead vehicle was approaching the final dynamite plant. 
 
    “Now, Peterman. Do it now,” he said. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Now, Peterman!” he said again. 
 
    A mic keyed, and Peterman’s voice said, “I… I can’t…”  
 
    I could hear Esma’s voice, loud and emphatic, through Peterman’s handheld radio. 
 
    “Give me the battery!” 
 
    The explosion was beyond massive. The earth shook, and the noise deafened. It lifted me a good eighteen inches off the ground, landing me as flat as I’d lain. The concussive wave cracked trees; the sky filled with flying dirt and vehicle pieces and dead or dying men. The sound rumbled across the Chaco long after the initial blast. Then gravity took over. Bits and pieces and large chunks of vehicle rained down, slamming into brush and trees. The larger pieces bounced upon impact as the sounds of their heavy thuds repeated along the track’s terrain. My position received its fair share of smaller metal and plastic chunks. An entire axle assembly with one wheel still attached crashed through brush and landed ten paces away.  
 
    As I kissed dirt and strained to see through the thick dust cloud, the poor lack of timing wasn’t a mystery. Peterman, a good and fine man, couldn’t bring himself to take on the role of executioner. He had sat with a small nine-volt battery and two trimmed-off bare wires. He’d waited to touch the battery’s two terminals with the wires. Waited to set off the explosion and kill a dozen men. And he couldn’t do it.  
 
    Esma didn’t have that issue. Well, better late than never, although high odds the lead vehicle had rolled past the last dynamite plant and was now hauling it toward their camp. Bad news. 
 
    My miscalculation on their travel separation didn’t help either. Once the debris had stopped raining down and the dust cleared enough to see, I got on my knees and sought the tail end Charlie. It sat at a skewed position on the trail, headlights still on. The blast had affected it, blown it sideways, and no doubt shaken up the occupants. But they hadn’t entered the kill zone and weren’t dead, evidenced when the front passenger door opened, and a merc stumbled out. Two other doors opened, and two more spilled out. Son of a bitch. 
 
    They were stunned, I wasn’t, and the immediate move was attack. I scrambled through brush at full speed, halting twenty paces away and raising my rifle. The one who’d bailed from the side of the Sherpa facing me had retrieved his weapon and, on unsteady legs, brought it to his shoulder. It was too late for him as I sent two shots into his chest. He collapsed, dead before he hit dirt. 
 
    The other two had exited from the opposite side, and I started a mad dash around the vehicle’s front, still twenty paces away. Big mistake. I passed through the headlight beams, assuming they were too shaken for a fight. A rip of automatic fire proved me wrong. The bullets thwacked nearby dirt and chased me as I continued flying. One of the newly created craters, three feet deep and ten across, became my objective. Any port in a storm. 
 
    I dove in, my two adversaries way too close for comfort. Bullets bee-buzzed overhead, others kicked up dirt at the crater’s rim. Both mercs fired on full automatic, which didn’t help their aim but sure as hell put a lot of lead into my general area.  
 
    When they halted firing for a moment, one slamming home a fresh magazine, I returned the favor. Single shots popped through the open driver door window. One man yelped—wounded but not down. They both pulled a three-pace tactical retreat toward the rear of their vehicle and ripped off another series of automatic fire while I pressed into the crater. Their headlights joined moonlight and lit up the tiny battle area. Not good. Visibility into my hole was at the bottom of my wish list. 
 
    These were trained mercs, and their next move was a given. One would circle the Sherpa’s rear and obtain a better firing angle. The next rip of automatic fire confirmed it. The bullets whipped across my back side, inches above me, and slammed into the crater’s dirt wall. The shooter who’d stayed put continued firing at the crater’s rim.  
 
    Another brief firing pause triggered me to peek my head up and return fire. Before I could, unmistakable sounds entered the battle area. Sharp metal penetrating flesh and a mortally wounded scream. The first noise was a deep, gouging penetration, a violent squish and crunch, followed with slashes to flesh. The Bolivians. They’d taken on the shooter who’d maintained his position, his back facing the uphill slope. His back toward them. 
 
    The remaining merc shifted footing and whipped around, focused on the violence at the vehicle’s other side. Big mistake. He’d exposed his body, and I sent two bullets into him. As he staggered, I slowed my aim time and sent another into his head. Just to be sure.  
 
    I leapt from the crater, aware more mercs at my back could have survived the blast. I shouldered the rifle and captured an otherworldly moonlit scene. For over a hundred dim yards, scattered and smoldering vehicle remnants ruled the sight. Chassis with fractured auto bodies laid on their sides. Multiple small fires flickered, highlighting debris everywhere. Weaving among the hellscape were Esma and the other Bolivians. They worked their way along the cratered track, sidestepping debris, hunting survivors. Esma’s pistol blasted twice, then a third time. Other crippled survivors fell to pickaxes and shovels and machetes. I never heard Chambers fire. 
 
    Circling the intact Sherpa near me, I saw two Bolivians. While one stood with a dripping machete, the other placed a sandaled foot against his victim’s back, struggling to retrieve his pickax. He had embedded it to the hilt as the pick’s narrow steel tip protruded from the dead man’s chest. I pulled out my radio and asked for a status. There was no reply from Peterman. Esma was busy putting a bullet into the head of anything that moved or moaned. Chambers responded. 
 
    “All is good here, with one minor hitch. The lead vehicle made it, I’m afraid. I would expect they are creating a defensive position as we speak.” 
 
    “Any survivors on your end?” 
 
    “There were, and I emphasize past tense. A handful of our Bolivian chaps descended upon them as dry-land piranhas on fresh meat. I never fired.” There was a brief pause, and Chambers keyed his radio’s mic again. “Or rather, I never busted a cap. I believe you people are quite fond of that expression these days.” 
 
    The MI6 agent’s gibes were all good at the moment. A hardened professional and cool as a cucumber, I’d need him for whatever came next.  
 
    The single shots ceased, the wet metal-on-flesh sounds tapered off. The collective adrenaline meter for our group, redlined once the explosion kicked things off, abated. We gathered in the crater-filled track. I asked the Bolivians to extinguish the small fires scattered throughout the explosion’s football-field-sized area. Peterman made his way downhill and joined us. 
 
    “I am so sorry. So sorry,” he said. “When it came time, I just could not do it. I am so sorry.” 
 
    “No worries. You had a partner up there who was willing,” I said, nodding toward Esma. We still might need Peterman, and there was no point hammering him over his hesitancy. 
 
    Esma was fired up, her return nod toward me tight and quick, eager for the next phase.  
 
    “What is next?” Esma asked. 
 
    “Allow me to suggest, Lee, that whatever your next step plans were,” Chambers said, filling his pipe from the leather tobacco pouch, “they are now in the proverbial shitter.” 
 
    “Yeah. Pretty much.” 
 
    “How many do you think are left?” Esma asked me. 
 
    “Five or six when you add in the ones left at the camp.” 
 
    “That is not so many,” she said. 
 
    “Five or six on high alert with full automatic weapons. Our side has one semiautomatic rifle. And lots of machetes.” 
 
    Calling it quits now wouldn’t alter the larger picture. The gravel runway adjacent to KDB’s camp would handle more fly-in mercs in a matter of days. The vengeance would be horrible. A given. The lone option, the only definitive action that had a chance of pulling the plug on KDB’s Bolivian operations was to go Roman on their asses. Kill them all, burn it to the ground, scatter the stones, and salt the earth. That’s a hard reality for the general public, but the small crowd standing around me understood it all too well. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s start with intel. We won’t do jack until we know exactly what we’re up against. First, I’ll pull a recon and assess the situation. Chambers, you up for that?” 
 
    “Ready and willing. Let us venture forward, the night is young, and we are wedded to calamity.” 
 
    “Shakespeare?” 
 
    “Good for you, sport.” 
 
    “What’s not good is those sons of bitches will be waiting for us.” 
 
    Chambers fired his pipe and said, “Then let’s not disappoint them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    We hiked deep into the thicket and piled into our two vehicles. I reminded Peterman that no-headlights was mandatory. I led, Chambers beside me, Esma and two Bolivians in the back. Progress was slow as we weaved among the brush and trees, but our next parking spot was only a half-mile away. Using the mountain ridgeline as a guide, we stopped near where the dirt track would have turned and headed down the ridge’s north side, toward KDB’s camp.  
 
    The handheld radios were line-of-sight communication devices, so I asked Peterman to stand in his pickup’s bed and contact the two Bolivians who’d stationed near the camp checkpoint. He did. 
 
    “What an explosion!” was the initial reply when he contacted them. “We were certain you could not survive such a blast! How many of you were killed?” 
 
    “None of us were killed. Were there any men at the checkpoint when you arrived?” 
 
    “None of you were killed? We felt it in our feet. The noise was terrible. Terrible.” 
 
    “Were there any men at the checkpoint when you arrived?” he asked again. 
 
    “It is a miracle it killed none of you. That is the only explanation. A miracle.” 
 
    There was a brief pause as the two Bolivians absorbed the news. Then they responded to Peterman’s question. 
 
    “There was no one here when we arrived.” 
 
    “And after the explosion?”  
 
    “A single vehicle, traveling very fast, went past us and toward their camp.” 
 
    I joined Peterman in the pickup’s bed, instructing him. The Bolivians knew his radio voice, and responding would be second nature. If I spoke with them, it would alter their responses, and we required honest assessments. 
 
    “Ask them if they can see any activity at the camp,” I said.  
 
    It was a long shot as the checkpoint was a good quarter-mile from their operations. But I didn’t know how high on the mountain these two men were when they established their observation post. 
 
    “No, we cannot see the camp. Once the army vehicle passed us, it was not long before all the lights at the camp were turned off.” 
 
    Smart move on their part. Equipped with night-vision scopes on their weapons, they’d hunker down and scan the cleared-ground perimeter. No one at the camp’s edge could see with any clarity into their world. A half-moon and starlight wouldn’t do the trick. 
 
    “Instruct them to wait there until you arrive,” I said. 
 
    He did, they agreed, and another radio’s crackle came through, garbled beyond understanding. It was the large group of villagers, positioned in the brush near the camp. They must have overheard half our conversation from the two at the checkpoint.  
 
    “Tell them to tell the larger group to be silent and continue waiting. Tell them you will arrive soon. Tell them not to use the radios again until you arrive.” 
 
    He did, and there were no more radio communications. I jumped to the ground, retrieved a penlight from my rucksack, broke off a brush limb, and drew a map in the dirt. Their camp had once been an exploratory mining site, and they had cleared all brush for several hundred yards in every direction, leaving bare dirt. Not the best environment for sneaking up on the bastards. To the camp’s south, the brush line started at the base of the mountain ridge. Where a couple hundred villagers hid. To the north, the gravel runway for aircraft. Alongside the runway, a helicopter mechanic shed and the parked chopper.  
 
    “Alright. Esma, you and Peterman and these eight Bolivians head west. When you hit the dirt track, cross it and work uphill. Hike side hill until you find the two at the checkpoint. Collect them and all of you move along the hillside, staying concealed and quiet, until you meet up with the larger group. Got that?” 
 
    “I understand. But what will you and Chambers do?” 
 
    “We’ll head off in a different direction and communicate via radio. With you. That reminds me, Peterman. Collect all the radios. All of them. You keep one and Esma keeps one. Otherwise, no crosstalk, no chatter. None. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said. “And no foul-ups on my part this time. I promise.” 
 
    “There is a problem,” Esma said. “I am going with you two.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    Even in the dim moonlight I could see her face and recognized hardheaded to the extreme. 
 
    “Look, Esma. We have to have a leader among the Bolivians. No offense, Peterman, but when it gets crazy ugly, and it will, I’ve got to have someone on the camp’s other side who maintains control. That would be you, Esma.” 
 
    We had our five-second staredown. Then her shoulders relaxed. 
 
    “What I dislike is being left out of the plan. The overall plan.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you out. At all. Right now, the overall plan is half-assed at best. We’ll communicate with you once we establish something more definitive. Okay?” 
 
    She agreed, and they gathered themselves, prepared to sneak off into the night. The Bolivians with us snatched up all the pickaxes. They couldn’t be dissuaded to leave them behind. Fair enough. As they prepped for departure, I pulled Esma aside. 
 
    “I’m counting on you. I’m counting on your help keeping me and Chambers from getting killed. I don’t know what that looks like right now, but it will happen. Are we clear on that?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    “I’m also counting on you to keep the Bolivians safe. Peterman will help with that.” 
 
    “We will be fine.” 
 
    “You may not be. When you and Peterman arrive at the large group, and there are hundreds of them, your first job is moving them into the uphill rocky area. We both know that they’re huddled in the brush near the camp. Move them uphill where there are boulders and rocks. Brush won’t stop bullets. And keep them quiet. Absolute silence unless you hear otherwise from me.” 
 
    She nodded, grim and determined, and stepped close. Her hug was tight, and I returned the same. She whispered in my ear.  
 
    “We are depending on you, Case Lee.” 
 
    “And I’m depending on you, Esma.” 
 
    They were off, leaving Chambers and I standing alone. The Chaco stood quiet, the breeze minimal, dust and bitter dry-land vegetation smells filling the air.  
 
    “It is a long way from New Guinea,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, it is.”  
 
    We both stood stock-still and quiet, absorbing the moment and the job ahead. There were no nighttime bird flickers, no nocturnal animals rustling in the brush. A falling star flashed briefly across the dark horizon. 
 
    “This is a bloody lonely place to die,” Chambers said. “Let’s do our levelheaded best and ensure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “I’m with you, bud.” Another lengthy silent pause. “Alright. Let’s gear up and head out.” 
 
    “I am geared up, Lee. Me and my 9mm Walther. Should I grab a pickax?” 
 
    I opened the SUV’s back hatch and retrieved the sawed-off shotgun. 
 
    “Grab this instead.” 
 
    He stared for a moment, took the weapon, cracked it open, and exposed the two twelve-gauge shells. 
 
    “Your blunderbuss isn’t available?” 
 
    “Funny. Here, take these.” 
 
    I handed him two extra shotgun shells, then reloaded my half-empty rifle magazine. My light daypack was less-than-stuffed with the extra magazines, a penlight, and not much else. The Taurus pistol and radio remained in my front pockets. Man, for an assault against an entrenched enemy, it was slim pickings in the things-that-go-bang bucket. 
 
    I gave Peterman’s truck a once-over. There were several extra handheld radios scattered on the front dashboard, a water bottle, and a can of air freshener. I started closing the truck’s door when an all-too-rare revelation hit me. I reached back into the truck, removed an extra radio, and pulled its cover off. A nine-volt battery stared back, nestled inside. Necessity might well be the mother of invention, but desperation came in a damn close second. I slid the battery into my pocket. 
 
    The truck’s bed contained the two remaining dynamite sticks and several hundred-meter two-strand wire rolls. I took two rolls and shoved them into the daypack along with the dynamite. 
 
    “It would appear you have formulated some Ramboesque plan,” Chambers said. “Would it not be easier to simply call in your B-2 bombers?” 
 
    “I would, but they’re busy. Britain is threatening to invade Washington, DC.” 
 
    “Hardly. Our forces have insufficient hazmat suits for such an endeavor.” 
 
    “Grab two blasting caps from my SUV. You carry those. Safety first.” 
 
    “Quite right. Would you care to share your grand design?” 
 
    “Leave the Grey Goose bottle alone, but grab the binoculars from my rucksack. I’ve got the scope.” 
 
    “Apparently your secret plan is just that. Very hush-hush.” 
 
    “Look. The enemy is hunkered down. The Bolivians said they’ve eliminated all camp lighting. They have night-vision scopes on their weapons. I’ve seen them. So they can see us, and we have damn poor odds seeing them. Let’s at least level the visibility playing field.” 
 
    “With dynamite.” 
 
    “With dynamite. There are two large fuel bladders near the chopper and mechanic’s shop. Those are situated alongside the runway. Two big bangs, and we’ve got plenty of fuel-induced light across the battlefield.” 
 
    “And once the rockets’ red glare perform their duty, what might be next?” 
 
    I shouldered the daypack. 
 
    “Hell if I know. Let’s move.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    We hiked at a moderate pace, easing through the brush, headed north. I wasn’t in any rush for engagement. Let the bastards stew for a while. I thought about the Esma-led group working along the slope above the camp, joining forces with the large Santa Ana group. And I wondered if they could pull off a silent shift uphill without drawing fire. The mountain ridge again provided a navigation landmark as it loomed, moonlit and stark.  
 
    An hour later, I angled toward the enemy. We approached their large cleared camp area and halted inside the brush line. We stood near the end of the gravel runway. There were no lights at the camp, as reported. I could make out large, vague tent shapes but nothing more. There was no discernible movement, and the area remained quiet. Esma must have shifted the Santa Ana troops uphill without a ruckus. 
 
    “Alright,” I whispered. “Let’s circle north and west and have a look at where they parked the chopper.” 
 
    Chambers and I headed off again, moving with caution deep in the brush. The tent cluster was several hundred yards away but the sharp crack of a stepped-on brittle limb might have carried through the still night. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, we hand-and-knee crawled through brush and lay belly-flat at the vegetation’s edge. The runway, its gravel displaying a darker color than the surrounding bare dirt, was ten paces away. We were situated mid-runway and directly across from the chopper and maintenance shed. And the two fuel bladders. I scoped with the rifle; Chambers peered through the binoculars.  
 
    “I can pick up rather vague upright shapes clustered near the largest tent in the center,” he said, voice at a whisper. 
 
    “Me, too. That’s the mess hall, I think. There are two shipping containers beside it. Supplies and food storage, my bet. But the containers are steel. That’s what I’d use as my Alamo.” 
 
    “I concur. Where might these fuel bladders you spoke of be hiding?” 
 
    “Look past the chopper. They’re flat on the ground, each ten paces by three paces in size. Two feet high.” 
 
    He searched in silence, eventually commenting. “Ah. Yes, I can just make them out.” 
 
    “I’m guessing one for auto fuel, the other for aviation gas. There’s got to be several hundred gallons in each one.” 
 
    Chambers continued staring through the binoculars. 
 
    “No, mate. That would be several thousand gallons in each one.” 
 
    “Good. The more the better.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Toasted is not my best look.” 
 
    “I’ve got two hundred meters of wire.” 
 
    “It is a pity you didn’t bring several hundred more.” 
 
    “Let’s worry about that after we set the charges. The challenge is getting to them undetected.” 
 
    “The mechanic shed blocks us from their view,” Chambers said. “If, in fact, those indistinct shapes are our adversaries.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s scoot farther down the brush line, then sneak across the airstrip toward the mechanic’s shack.” 
 
    “No, let’s scoot farther down, then sprint across the airstrip.” 
 
    We did. The gravel crunch under our running boots was disconcerting as hell. No way to tell if the sound carried across several hundred yards where the kitchen tent and containers sat. We spent five minutes huddled and quiet against the mechanic shed’s wall. I went belly-flat and edged around the corner, scoping for movement. I was met with stillness. The vague shapes near the steel containers and the now visible parked Sherpa took on more clarity. Three men, for sure. The other two were maybes. I crawled back. 
 
    “Okay. I can make out three. The other two are iffy. We’re right at two hundred and fifty yards from them.” 
 
    “And seventy paces from the fuel bladders.” 
 
    “Right. So here’s the deal. They’ll be eyeballing every direction from their position. Including our way. The first twenty paces are high risk, maximum exposure. After that, the bladders’ height will block us from their view.” 
 
    “The two-foot-high bladders.” 
 
    “It’s flat ground. That’s enough.” 
 
    “If we imitate worms.” 
 
    “You got a better idea, Chambers?” 
 
    “It sickens me to say so, but no. No, I do not.” 
 
    I led, head down, belly pressed against hard-packed earth. I kept a snail’s pace as our movement would draw fire if spotted. Even with night-vision scopes, at their distance and while they scanned, we would appear as two irregular shapes in the terrain. Unless they spotted movement. It took fifteen minutes to cover the first twenty yards, inching forward. Then I increased our belly-crawling speed. 
 
    I crawled past the first fuel bladder and pressed against the second, shoving a dynamite stick under the fuel bladder’s corner. Chambers passed me a blasting cap, and I slid it into the stick’s end hole, made for this purpose, then connected the two-strand wire. We scooted backward and repeated the process with the other fuel bladder. Chambers whispered something about ruining his trousers. I kept the wire spool rolling ahead of us as we crawled our way back to the mechanic shed.  
 
    It may have been I rushed the final twenty yards when we were most exposed, or it may have been the movement of shoving the wire spool ahead of me as we crawled. I’d never know. What I did know is they spotted us. The first bullet whined past, above my shoulders. The single shot crack echoed through the camp area. Shit, oh dear. Chambers and I, exposed, flattened as much as we could. 
 
    “Any suggestions, Lee? Other than imitating bare dirt?” he asked in a conversational tone. 
 
    “Yeah. We haul ass. I’ve got the spool.” 
 
    We did. I stuck a finger in the spool and let it spin as we leapt up and dashed, seeking the shed’s protection. Two more shots followed our progress. 
 
    “I’d suggest we lost the element of surprise, sport.” 
 
    We retrieved our weapons left behind for the big crawl—my rifle and his sawed-off shotgun. 
 
    “When those fuel bladders blow, they’ll be plenty surprised.” 
 
    I edged against the shed’s corner and scoped for activity. A single shadowy figure, a merc, appeared separate from the others. He made his way toward us. 
 
    “I think there’s a bogey coming our way,” I whispered. 
 
    “Which will make our mad dash back across the runway, in plain sight while unrolling the second wire spool, a major challenge.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Look here, Lee,” he said, his voice far above the whisper level. “I am certain you are aware we are situated less than a hundred meters from several thousand gallons of fuel and two dynamite charges. Which places us in a rather tenuous position if your intention is to set off those charges from this spot.” 
 
    “We have the shed for protection.” 
 
    “You are mad as a hatter if you think…” He paused, sighed, and muttered, “Bloody hell.” Then he produced a folding blade, cut the wire, and stripped off the insulation.  
 
    Chambers was tough as a nut, and for all the verbal barbs tossed between us, a fellow warrior. He understood the situation, including the fact a merc now stalked cautiously our way, cutting down the long distance between us. He passed me the stripped wire, the two copper strands bright under the moonlight. I placed one strand against a battery terminal and locked eyes with him. He returned a grim nod. I touched the second strand to the battery’s other terminal. 
 
    The two concurrent explosions weren’t awe-inspiring, but the resulting fireball sure as hell was. The concussion partially collapsed the shed, covering us. Which protected us from the mini-fireballs landing across a wide swath of the immediate area. Night turned into day, or near enough, as flames roared and fuel burned. We were still in a bad spot, but the enemy had lost their night-vision advantage. I could now see the bastards. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. Small ground fires, fuel balls, surrounded us. 
 
    “Fine enough. Shall we engage?” 
 
    Chambers knew the explosions were a starter’s pistol shot for the battle. Our lone option was a mad dash at an angle toward the enemy, using the outlying tents as cover. They wouldn’t stop any bullets, but did offer protection from being seen. If we made it to them. No need to spell anything out for Chambers. Armed with a Walther pistol and sawed-off shotgun, he was prepared to rock and roll.  
 
    “Let me have a look.” 
 
    I scooted forward, a shed wall pressed against my back side. Chambers crawled with me, on my heels. At the edge of the collapsed shed, I shouldered the rifle and scanned. The merc who’d cut the distance between us was a little over a hundred yards away, on his knees. His rifle at the ready but not aimed toward anything as he stared at the massive fireball. A center-mass shot was the best bet, and I squeezed off a round. My rifle shot’s sharp crack was lost in the fire’s roar. The merc wavered, dropped the weapon, and collapsed on his side. 
 
    “Done?” Chambers asked. 
 
    The enormous fire cast a yellow-orange light across the battlefield, extending far skyward. The mountain ridge’s base and brush line, over a hundred yards past the holed-up mercs, was just visible. I scoped the kitchen tent area and spotted several men scrambling for the shipping containers’ protection, their weapons trained in our general direction. And their backs toward a mountainside full of Bolivians. 
 
    “Yeah. Done. Let me call for some help.” 
 
    He remained quiet, letting me take the lead. I pulled the handheld radio and called for Esma. 
 
    “What has happened?” she responded. “The world is on fire below us.” 
 
    “Could use a little help.” 
 
    “I cannot hear you. There is a great noise in the background.” 
 
    I spoke with a yell, slowly. 
 
    “Get all the villagers to scream and yell as loud as they can. I want the noise washing over the enemy.” 
 
    It was the closest thing to cover Chambers and I had for our mad dash. 
 
    “Are you two injured?” 
 
    “We’re fine. Do it now, Esma. Spread the word. We need noise, lots of noise, from your position. And we need it now.” 
 
    Peterman’s voice came over the radio. He spoke Spanish and instructed his workers to do what I asked, adding his own emphasis. They did. It started low, barely discernible over the fire’s roar. It grew as the Bolivians vented their rage, screaming death threats and retribution. It rolled down the mountainside and flooded the camp. Vocal fury in the night, coming from unseen forces above the enemy. It worked. 
 
    The remaining mercs shifted position and addressed this new threat, aware their adversaries had them sandwiched. As they scrambled and found protective cover from both sides, it offered a brief window for movement. For a borderline crazy advance. 
 
    “Right,” Chambers said. “Let’s get after it.” 
 
    I’d already begun shoving against the fallen shed wall with my back, creating an exit space. We both popped out and sprinted like banshees for an outlying tent over a hundred yards away and fifty yards from the tightly clustered mercs. We angled and gained a tent-blocked line-of-site from the mercs, then made a beeline for the large tent. I threw a glance at the thundering fireball. The chopper was ablaze—gasoline gobs had landed on it. The scene was reminiscent of a Kuwaiti oil field fire. The eerie yellow light it threw created a hellish impression. 
 
    Our mad dash didn’t go unnoticed. Two mercenaries fired at us, two rapidly moving targets amid the war cries descending from the mountainside. They continued firing on full auto, the bullets buzzing past our running bodies, while others kicked up small dirt explosions near our feet. After seventy yards we made the large outlying tent’s view-blocking sanctuary. The firing tapered off but didn’t quit as blind-fired bullets popped through the canvas walls, aimed at our approach. 
 
    Chambers and I plopped down next to the tent, breath ragged. I crawled toward a corner and peeked around. They’d opened each container’s two swinging steel doors and nested between them. High odds the mercs had split up and were stationed at each container, covering both directions with their weapons. Smart move. I scooted back and brought Chambers up to speed on the battlefield situation. 
 
    “Okay. Our best bet is another dash for the kitchen tent. It will have supplies and a stove and other solid items that will help stop their fire. It also positions us for more options. This spot sucks.” 
 
    We were both flat on the ground and facing each other, our heads three feet apart. Canvas fiber puffs blew from two small holes between us as more bullets ripped through the tent. 
 
    “Then let’s not dally, Lee. ‘Sucks’ does not do justice to our current location.” 
 
    “I’ll provide covering fire while we run. It’s about twenty yards, so stay on my ass.” 
 
    I leapt up and turned the corner, firing as quickly as my finger could pull the trigger. The shots rang against the closest container door and forced the merc stationed there to duck back behind it. I made a sliding stop behind the kitchen, Chambers right with me. The Bolivian war cries increased in volume. They had a ringside seat for our advance. Shots continued in our direction, although fewer bullets made it through the kitchen tent’s rear. 
 
    “Right. I like the looks of the Sherpa,” Chambers said, his voice raised over the Bolivians’ cacophony. The mercs sprayed random automatic fire at the villagers’ hidden positions, which incensed them even more. “I picked up three at the first container, two at the farther one. Positioning behind the Sherpa puts us squarely at the rear of both containers. They will expose themselves from behind those swinging doors to have a crack at us.” 
 
    “Roger that.” I’d had the same thought. The Sherpa was parked a short distance away. 
 
    “I wonder if the glass is bulletproof?” Chambers asked. 
 
    “As opposed to tent material?” 
 
    “A legitimate point, sport.” 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    We made our last dash as I again fired from the hip while running. Then I almost shot Esma.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    She must have shifted west along the hillside and dashed across open ground, using the cover of darkness farther away from the battle. Then approached the containers, blocked from the mercs’ view, and positioned behind the Sherpa. Even among the chaos and killing, a vivid mental banner flashed neon-bright. These weren’t a Bolivian small business owner’s actions. Nossir.  
 
    “Are you nuts?” I yelled at her as Chambers and I pressed with her against the vehicle’s rear.  
 
    Glass exploded as furious gunfire ripped into the Sherpa. We ducked low. The first container and its three mercs sat thirty feet away. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s advance left. We provide our own covering fire. Esma, stay here.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Not the time for arguments, so I scooted around the left rear bumper, fired several times, and took off. I continued firing as Chambers, two paces behind me, blasted his pistol past my left shoulder. Esma followed. Three flesh-on-metal thuds announced our arrival at the shipping container’s rear wall. 
 
    Metallic pings sounded from our protective wall’s interior side. A merc had ripped shots toward us in the vain hope they would penetrate the steel container. I jammed in a fresh magazine. 
 
    “What is the next move?” she asked, peeking around the container’s corner and firing several blasts at mercs only thirty feet away. 
 
    “Keep it up, Esma,” Chambers said, placing a foot on a series of small exterior plates that offered climbing access for the container’s top. “If you would, Lee, cover me from the other side.” 
 
    With that, and with no further discussion, he began climbing. I took the opposite corner, shot a quick glance toward my side’s open door, and was greeted with bullets slapping metal near my head. I dropped low, waited for a break in the firing, and exposed myself again, unleashing hot lead toward the enemy. He ducked back behind the open container door.  
 
    “Keep after it, Esma!” I said. “Keep them tucked inside!” 
 
    My peripheral vision caught Chambers pulling himself onto the container’s roof. Esma and I continued providing covering fire and kept the mercs pinned inside the doors’ protective shield. The second container was directly past ours, its view blocked by the open doors. We couldn’t shoot at them, and better, they couldn’t shoot our way.  
 
    The gas bladders continued roaring several hundred yards away. The light they cast wavered, yellow and hellish, with battlefield shadows dancing. The Bolivians continued howling from the mountainside, a dam soon to break. While an MI6 spook climbed onto a shipping container with a sawed-off shotgun and pistol, and a Bolivian supply company owner provided covering fire. Man, I’d seen goat ropings with more forethought.  
 
    Chambers made the top and took off on hands and knees. I couldn’t let the dude fly solo on his assault. Elevator time. I called for Esma to keep firing and scrambled upward while she slapped a fresh pistol magazine home. My head cleared the top in time to see Chambers unload one barrel downward. The shotgun’s muzzle blast extended a half-dozen feet, flashing white-bright, the weapon kicking upward. I made the container’s roof, hunkered over, and dashed the seven paces toward Chambers. 
 
    Bullets pinged under my feet as the mercs inside tried again firing through steel. Chambers, on his knees, calmly flipped the shotgun backward, the weapon upside-down, pointed toward himself. Thumb on the trigger, he used both hands and lowered the twin barrels over the container’s lip and into the interior. He fired again. Both his arms flew upward with the short, powerful weapon’s recoil. 
 
    I kept scrambling and flew past him, hitting air and spinning. I fired blindly into the container before reaching the ground. My muzzle blasts revealed a merc hunched over, wounded, as the second one slammed home a fresh ammo magazine. Bad timing on his part. A double tap put him down. A headshot finished the wounded one. 
 
    Chambers jumped and landed beside me, cracked open the shotgun, and reloaded from the shells in his pocket. 
 
    “This next one might be a harder nut to crack,” he said, voice calm. I halfway expected him to produce his pipe and have a smoke. 
 
    He referenced the next shipping container. Its rear wall was twenty feet away. We hauled it and pressed against the steel wall. Well, I hauled it. He walked. The final two mercs were positioned within the same protective open doors’ cocoon opposite our position. One of them continued firing sporadic bursts toward the screaming mountainside. Then the dam broke. 
 
    Small moving shadows emerged from the slope’s base. The Bolivians entered the distant gas fire’s flickering light with a mad howling rush of machetes, shovels, and picks. A straight-on attack across a hundred yards of bare ground. Shit. The two remaining mercs opened fire. 
 
    Gotta move, gotta fly. Each passing second ensured the Bolivians would get slaughtered. I attacked from the opposite side, sprinting along the container’s side. Skidded to a dusty stop as I cleared my side’s open door, weapon shouldered. Both mercs fired at the advancing horde, their backs toward me, four paces away. Two instant headshots ended it. 
 
    The Bolivians swept over us, filled with bloodlust. Each dead merc received multiple hacks and slashes and pickax strikes. They demolished the tents, then set them on fire. I walked away from the scene and stood with Chambers and Esma.  
 
    It was over. The entire seat-of-the-pants insane battle was finished. I was at a loss for words and thanked God for the healthy doses of luck that had allowed us to pull it off. To complete it with terminal finality. A flashlight along the base of the hillside shone, its movement indicating a search. Five minutes later, Peterman hustled over and joined us. 
 
    “Let’s hurry and get the vehicles,” Peterman said. “I’ve got two of my people killed and three wounded.” 
 
    We did. Peterman and I checked the Sherpa. It started, although the fluid leaking from it indicated it wouldn’t make it far. It didn’t have to. At my SUV and Peterman’s pickup truck, we threw together the supplies from my field medical kit with his first aid kit and tore across the open area. Our headlights acted as ER lighting as we treated the three wounded. Once we’d stopped the bleeding, we made them as comfortable as possible in the bed of Peterman’s truck and considered next steps. Esma and Chambers wandered over while the Bolivians sated their destructive revenge. 
 
    “We need to transport the wounded to Santa Cruz,” I said, handing Esma my satellite phone. “Have a fixed-wing use this airstrip at first light for a medevac run.” 
 
    She nodded, dialed, and walked away while speaking with someone in Santa Cruz. Peterman stayed with the wounded. Chambers and I leaned against my SUV while I reloaded spent magazines from my ammo box. An old habit and, well, you never knew. 
 
    “Who is she?” I asked, sliding cartridges into a magazine. 
 
    “Esma?” 
 
    “You know damn well I’m talking about Esma. Who is she?” 
 
    “You are bleeding, sport.” 
 
    I’d felt a burning across my left thigh during a mad dash toward cover. Closer inspection revealed a bullet graze.  
 
    “I’ll get Peterman to help patch it. There’s another liquid medicine bottle in my rucksack. You think you could retrieve it without stealing anything?” 
 
    “No promises. But I’ll certainly volunteer for the retrieving bit.” 
 
    I walked over and asked Peterman for help. He held the small flashlight between his teeth and applied wound wash, gauze, and tape. A wounded Bolivian in the truck’s bed moaned. I asked the man if he’d like a shot of alcohol.  
 
    “No, gracias. It would not be good at this moment.” 
 
    One tough, stoic Bolivian. I had doubts he’d see sunrise. 
 
    Back at my SUV, Chambers filled his pipe as the Grey Goose bottle perched on the vehicle’s hood. I cracked it open. 
 
    “You’re not going to answer me, are you?” I asked after a swallow and puffed-cheek exhale.  
 
    He remained silent, tamping the tobacco into the pipe bowl. 
 
    “Then I’ll assume she’s a spook of some stripe. Given your screwed-up world, she could be MI6. Or CIA, for all I know. But a card-carrying spookville member, for sure.” 
 
    His lighter flicked, and sweet, pungent pipe tobacco wafted across us in the night air. I’d hit a dead-end on the Esma Mansur identity trail.  
 
    “This,” he said, pointing the pipe stem at the scene before us, “is one for the books.”  
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, it is.” 
 
    There were stars overhead, moonlight outlined the nearby mountain ridgetop, and a distant gas-fed bonfire joined burning tents to throw flickering light. Across bare dirt, milling machete-armed Bolivians and now-mutilated mercs filled the killing field. Villagers drifted over and checked on the wounded. Wails sounded from the edge of darkness as they identified dead bodies. One for the books. I took another vodka swig and passed the bottle to Chambers. 
 
    “What’re the Vegas odds on Simko giving this place another shot?” I asked. 
 
    “He may write this off as quite the cock-up and focus on Nevada.” He raised the bottle. “Or not.” He, too, took a hefty swig. 
 
    “Gotta love the clandestine world’s definitive nature.” 
 
    “There is very little definitive in life.” 
 
    “Oh, I know of one thing that’s pretty doggone definitive. Don’t mess with a shotgun-wielding crazy-ass Brit spook.” 
 
    “One might suggest a mad Yank with an affinity for explosives would fall into the same category.” 
 
    We both chuckled. The adrenaline meter had eased off as the weird aftermath of shared survival and delivered death settled in. 
 
    Esma spoke with Peterman and several villagers before she joined us. 
 
    “An airplane with a doctor and nurse will arrive at first light.” 
 
    “Good.” I offered her the bottle. She declined. “And thanks for your help during the battle. Where’d you learn battlefield tactics?” 
 
    “I was fighting for my people. I could not stand away and watch others do our fighting for us.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She wouldn’t share background with me, and I was fine with that. Life moved on. So did I. 
 
    “I’ll pound a stake in the ground and report this phase of the job as complete,” I said. “No need to visit government officials in Sucre or La Paz.” 
 
    “You will leave for Nevada?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I may make a stop or two in the States before hitting the next mining site. But yes, Nevada is next.” 
 
    “Let me say you have most certainly done your job here,” she said.  
 
    “This wasn’t my job.” 
 
    A lie, now realized, and I felt like a damn fool. I’d filled the role as a hired gun. Report out, my ass. Go clean that mess up was a more apt job descriptive—not written, but on-the-ground implied. I’d been caught up in the moment, starting with the old woman’s murder at the village plaza. The availability of explosives had added impetus and conviction. Yeah, there had been a pinch or three of retribution. And a sincere heartfelt conviction it was time to do the right thing and lead the collective fury. Time to make a stand. But still. A hired gun. 
 
    Several villagers stayed with the wounded. Esma explained that she’d be with them on the daybreak flight back to Santa Cruz and ensure appropriate medical care once they arrived. Chambers took a final long pull on the bottle, checked his pistol, brushed off his pants and shirt, and ensured his hair was in place. The dude was a genuine piece of work. He said he’d walk the several miles back to Santa Ana along the dirt track. Processing time, I supposed. 
 
    “Would you be offended if I take this with me?” he asked, lifting the shotgun off the vehicle’s roof. “I don’t fancy running into whatever made that roar in the bush while we waited for the enemy’s caravan.” 
 
    “Knock yourself out. And if we meet again, Chambers, I hope it’s under swaying palm trees on a white sand beach. Where the day’s big decision is rum or vodka with the umbrella drink.” 
 
    “Cheers, Lee. I would be less than honest if I proclaimed our two encounters have been a pleasure. I would point out gunfire was involved on both occasions.” He tightened his shirt’s tuck into his pants. “However, I will say this. You are quite an interesting fellow. Quite.”  
 
    He took off, patted me on the shoulder as he passed, and said, “Best of luck, sport.” 
 
    Chambers faded from light and became a moving shadow in the Chaco. I opted to wait for daylight, help with the loading of the wounded, then head for Santa Cruz and home. I held high hopes the Nevada portion would yield a more benign environment. Man, did I have that wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I called Jess during an Atlanta layover, on my way to Charleston. I planned on a day or two with Mom and CC before heading to Nevada. Besides, required tools remained on board the Ace, still in Morehead City. After Bolivia, I would arrive in Nevada armed to the teeth. 
 
    “What’re you up to?” I asked. 
 
    “Excitement abounds as I sit inside my slow-poke rental car and stare at my iPad. While I wait for an idiot to leave a bar so I can follow him.” 
 
    “My, my. Aren’t you in a good mood?” 
 
    “It’s the word zorilla. Who would know that word? This guy I’m playing does. It irritates me to no end.” 
 
    Jess played online Scrabble. Between her driving like a bat out of hell and playing Scrabble, she showed a competitive streak both wide and deep. 
 
    “What’s a zorilla?” 
 
    “An African skunk.” 
 
    “Good to know. My world is enriched.” 
 
    “Where are you? Sitting on an Andean mountaintop as you contemplate life?” 
 
    “Sitting at a bar in the Atlanta airport, nursing my second drink. I’m on my way to see Mom and CC.” 
 
    “Good for you. When will I meet them?” 
 
    “According to Mom, yesterday.” 
 
    “That’s sweet. It almost makes me forget about this cheating son of a gun and his zorillas. How was Bolivia?” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll spend a day or so in Charleston, then Nevada-bound.” 
 
    “Does alright mean the entire country is now a smoldering rubble, or were you able to conduct your business with minimal burnt gunpowder?” 
 
    “Somewhere in between. I’ll say this. That Andris Simko cat plays for keeps.” 
 
    “He’s known for that. I’d suggest you avoid his radar.” 
 
    “Little too late for that.” 
 
    “Your Dale Carnegie course isn’t paying off, bub.” 
 
    “I’m all about smiles and handshakes.” 
 
    “And I’m going with menudo. It is a twenty-five-point word. Let’s see how the cheater likes that.” 
 
    “I know this word. Kind of a Mexican stew, made with tripe. Supposed to be good for hangovers.” 
 
    “Is that an area of expertise you haven’t told me about?” 
 
    “Word knowledge or hangovers?” 
 
    “Both. Are you swaddled in gauze after your Bolivian adventure?” 
 
    “Nary a scratch.” 
 
    A white lie meant to keep a certain barn door closed until we met again. With any luck, the bullet graze would heal fast. 
 
    “Let’s take a trip when you and I get together, which, I hope, will be soon.” 
 
    “On the Ace?” 
 
    “It’s summer in the South, Lewis. Or Clark. I am not sure which one fits you better. But draped with sheens of sweat while confined to a vessel without AC or shower facilities holds little appeal.”  
 
    “You are in a mood. What constitutes roughing it for Jess Rossi?” 
 
    “Slow room service. It may be “Rocky Mountain High” time. Warm but not hot days and cool nights.” 
 
    “I hear Nevada is nice this time of year.” 
 
    “Maybe for Gila monsters. My guy just stumbled out of the bar. Got to go.” 
 
    We signed off, and I smiled into my drink. That woman kept me on my toes, for a fact. She was fun to be with, a looker, a lover, and she made me laugh. That last one was a biggie. 
 
    While waiting for the flight I sent my client, Global Resolutions, an interim report. It covered my Bolivian activities—the events couched with banalities while the real meaning shone through.  
 
    “Strong resistance was encountered from KDB Mining interests,” and “KDB’s focus remained on harassment rather than mining activities,” and “Events terminated with conflict. KDB personnel no longer occupy their mining site.” 
 
    Well, several did still occupy it, dead as a doornail. Whoever had contracted Global Resolutions for this gig would read between the lines and understand. The report didn’t speculate whether KDB would return to Bolivia. Above my pay grade. 
 
    CC was at her special-needs school when I arrived. She had mental challenges aplenty, but could perform basic hygiene and handled interactions fairly well. She was also my north star, unmoving, guiding me toward the real and important and miraculous. My CC, my love. 
 
    Mom and CC’s dog, Tinker Juarez, greeted me as the cab dropped me off. Mom gave me a hug and kiss as only moms can do, filled with love. I returned every bit of it. She was in fine fettle, and Tinker did what most good dogs do—provided ample signs my arrival was about the finest thing that had ever happened. At least until CC got home from school. I sat at the kitchen table while Mom made me a sandwich. 
 
    “I know you’re hungry,” she said, pausing at the refrigerator’s open door and scoping me out. “You’re too thin. It’s all that traveling. Lord knows what kind of food was available wherever you were. I’ve got some pork roast from the other night. I’ll slice it thin. Whole wheat or sourdough?” 
 
    “I’m not real hungry, Mom.” 
 
    “Of course you are. Now sit a spell, and tell me where you’ve been and where you’re going and why you can only stay one night.” 
 
    “Just got back from Bolivia. It was the first half of this job.” 
 
    “Bolivia. Don’t they ride around on llamas or some such down there? Is mustard, Miracle Whip, and lettuce alright?” 
 
    “Half a sandwich would be plenty. They are good people, the Bolivians. The country’s as poor as a church mouse, and I wasn’t privy to any llama riding, but those folks do what they can to get by.” 
 
    She’d made my bread selection for me, whole wheat, and slathered on the Miracle Whip.  
 
    “What was this contract all about?” 
 
    “Mining. There was a mining dispute down there.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sounds of that.” She sliced the pork and layered at least an inch of meat on a condiment-covered slice of bread. 
 
    “Half a sandwich, please.” 
 
    “Pretend you’re a Bolivian and would relish a whole sandwich. You know, if you would take Peter’s advice and get into the insurance business you wouldn’t be gallivanting all over the world. Do you want some ice tea with this?” 
 
    Peter Brooks was Mom’s beau. A retired insurance agent, he’d proven a good and fine man. I genuinely liked the guy. 
 
    “How ’bout a beer?” 
 
    “How about ice tea? Where is the next part of this job?” 
 
    “Nevada. No llamas.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But I’ve heard about Nevada, especially Las Vegas. Sin City, they call it.” 
 
    “I don’t gamble, Mom. You know that.” 
 
    She paused, turned, and raised one eyebrow high. 
 
    “It is not just gambling, son of mine.” 
 
    “The job site is a long, long way from Vegas.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose I should thank the Lord it’s in America. At least that’s something.” 
 
    She pulled a clean plate from the pantry. 
 
    “A paper plate, or paper towel, would do fine.” 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t. Tell me about Jessica. Is she still putting up with you?” 
 
    “Seems to be. She said she’d like to escape the heat and head for the mountains out west on a brief trip.” 
 
    “Those mountains are full of bears. When will you bring her around so we can meet her?” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    “Not soon enough. Now eat.” 
 
    Mom served my lunch and brought two glasses of ice tea to the table. She sat, took a sip, and rubbed my head. 
 
    “You are not getting any younger, Case. That is a fact.” 
 
    “Maybe. And maybe I’m getting better with age.” 
 
    “Maybe you should consider this. Jessica lost her husband to cancer. She’ll be hesitant to settle down with a man who spends his work days settling Bolivian disputes.” 
 
    She had a great point, and I let her know it. We spoke a bit more about Jess and then chatted about what was going on in her life and CC’s and Peter’s. Family stuff, full of humor and tenderness. I reveled in it.  
 
    “Now, what is going on with your friends?” she asked, referencing my ex-Delta teammates Marcus, Bo, and Catch. “Has Juan made plans to marry that poor girl?” 
 
    Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez. Catch. Mom refused to call him by his moniker. She proclaimed his full name was lovely and lyrical and had expressed regrets she’d saddled me with a single-syllable handle. 
 
    “Not that he’s told me.” 
 
    “I could call him.” 
 
    “He loves you, Mom, but I doubt a phone call will sway him one way or the other.” 
 
    “It might surprise you, son. I suppose I could call his girlfriend and offer condolences.” 
 
    “I suppose it might be best to let that situation settle itself.” 
 
    “Things don’t settle themselves. That’s one of many reasons the good Lord put us on this earth. To guide things in the proper direction. How is my wild child?” 
 
    Bo Dickerson, best friend, cosmic cowboy, and perhaps the lone person on earth Mom had thrown her hands in the air over. They maintained a mutual agreement that guidance for Bo was well beyond even Mom’s expertise. 
 
    “He bought a donkey.” 
 
    “Besides the fact my Bo isn’t quite right, why on earth would he do that?” 
 
    “He’s taken up prospecting for gold.” 
 
    “And the poor suffering woman he’s with finds this normal behavior?” 
 
    JJ, Bo’s FBI agent girlfriend, was in love with Bo, and him with her. JJ was straitlaced, hard-nosed, and, well, an FBI agent. Bo was the polar opposite.  
 
    “Normal for Bo, I guess.” 
 
    “You mean to tell me he’s gone from swimming with sharks for a living to dragging a donkey around looking for gold? I need to have another talk with him. A long one. I love that boy and have come to accept he’s a good half-bubble off plumb, but this is over the top. Mercy sakes.” 
 
    Bo’s last job was as a Virgin Islands snorkeling guide. His current avocation was likely to pay off. Bo was the greatest tracker any of us had ever encountered, and if gold was the quarry, then his odds of success were high. My relationship with JJ was on semi-thin ice. She’d covered my back during a terrorist attack in St. Thomas and we’d been through fire together. There was a tight bond forged from battle. But I’d asked Bo to help me on my Orcas Island gig when I identified a drug shipment at the Arizona-Mexico border. JJ had let me know, in no uncertain terms, that she didn’t appreciate Bo’s presence on my adventures. I didn’t blame her. When he engaged the enemy, Bo’s specialty was off-the-charts crazy. And the Cartel hadn’t appreciated his calling card. 
 
    “They love each other. There’s no getting around that.” 
 
    “I’ll say a prayer for both of them. I may say an extra one for her. Now tell me about Marcus. What is he up to in the wilderness cattle business?” 
 
    Marcus Johnson, our former team leader. As solid as they came, a natural leader, and the one man I called for advice.  
 
    “He just finished putting up the first hay cutting. He’s doing well.” 
 
    “Will you visit him this summer?” 
 
    “In the fall. We’ll go fishing and bird hunting.” 
 
    “That is one tall, good-looking drink of water. The gray around his temples does nothing but add to his appeal.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to mention it to Peter.” 
 
    “Hush. I’m just saying. Now what is his partner situation?” 
 
    Marcus, Catch, and Bo had stayed with Mom after the Hawaii job where they were nursed back to health. She’d known them for years and first commented on his graying hair then. 
 
    “I think his on-again-off-again girlfriend is pretty much off.” 
 
    “Well, he will have a hard time finding a woman out in the middle of nowhere among the bears.” 
 
    The squeak of brakes outside announced CC’s bus. Tinker Juarez shot into the front room and leapt on the couch and stared out the picture window, his tail going a mile a minute. 
 
    “Remove yourself from my furniture, Tinker Juarez!” 
 
    “Does that ever work?” 
 
    “No. But it makes me feel better. Go greet your sister, Case. And remember I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, Mom.” 
 
    We hugged and kissed, and I headed for the front door.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I spent the next day with CC at the Isle of Palms Beach before the five-hour drive to Morehead City and the Ace of Spades. Crowds were sparse, the Atlantic calm, and the water bathtub-warm. We walked several miles along the water’s edge with occasional knee-deep dips and constant stops so Tinker—on a leash—could check out interesting dog artifacts like pieces of crab and several dead fish. 
 
    “Thank you for the sunglasses, Case.” 
 
    We’d spent almost an hour at a small shop selecting CC’s eyewear. I didn’t mind one whit, and I relished the opportunity to partake in a major CC decision. 
 
    “You’re welcome, my love. Let me know when you’re hungry, and we’ll turn around and go get some beach food. How does a hot dog sound?” 
 
    “Ooh. A hot dog. Can I get one with ketchup?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Tinker Juarez would like his plain.” 
 
    “Then that’s what Tinker Juarez will have. How are your feet?” 
 
    We’d removed our sneakers, and I tied shoelaces together and strung our footwear over my shoulder. 
 
    “Sandy. Why does Tinker Juarez smell all these things?” 
 
    “Dogs like interesting smells. He must find those things interesting.” 
 
    “I want to find a special shell. I want to give it to Mom. For a gift.” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea.” 
 
    She dug her toe along the wave line, a keen eye toward the mini-furrow created. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked, still searching the sand. 
 
    “I’m headed for a place called Nevada. It’s another state.” 
 
    “Is it far?” 
 
    “Not too far.” 
 
    “Where’s your boat?” 
 
    “The Ace is a kinda long drive from here.” 
 
    “Is Nevada a kinda long drive?” 
 
    “I’ll take an airplane, love.” 
 
    She finished her inspection as another wave sent its sheen of water onto the wet sand. 
 
    “I’m glad I have a home.” 
 
    “I’m glad you have one, too. I’ve got a home, CC. It’s the Ace of Spades. You know.” 
 
    “You said it is a long drive from here. And it keeps moving.” 
 
    We strode along, often hand-in-hand, and kept an eye out for attractive seashells. It was a marvelous morning and early afternoon. The beach hot dog stand had a shaded awning with a few tables and chairs. A light breeze off the Atlantic kept the temperature and humidity from being too miserable. The hot dogs were excellent, CC’s with ketchup, mine with chili, Tinker’s plain. CC would break off pieces for Tinker and kept casting glances at my selection. She was too polite to ask, so I used a plastic knife and gave her half. The simple act lit up her face.  
 
    “Will you ever have a home, Case? Not on a boat, I mean.” 
 
    A thought she’d held onto for over an hour and a question I’d cogitated on more than a few times. I’d had a home with Rae in Savannah. A small, neat bungalow situated in a quiet neighborhood. I wasn’t sure if CC remembered it and wouldn’t pick at that scab. 
 
    “Maybe one day. Tinker Juarez loves his hot dog.” 
 
    “He loves chicken more than anything, but Mom says the bones will make him sick, and I have to be very, very careful. When is one day?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you for sure, love. But it will be near your home, I promise.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “Close enough so I can buy you ice cream often.” 
 
    “Chocolate ice cream?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Tinker Juarez likes vanilla.” 
 
    “And that is exactly what he will have.” 
 
    “And I will have chocolate.” 
 
    “You will have chocolate.” 
 
    I was grateful she’d moved on from the home discussion. The Ace didn’t hold the mobile advantage once required when I’d had the bounty on my head. But life on a boat, traveling the hundreds of Ditch miles, suited a shadowland existence. For how long was the big question, one highlighted by my relationship with Jess. To Jess’s credit, she never pushed the subject, although our patio discussion at her house pointed toward a required resolution.  
 
    The previous night we’d dined out over Mom’s objections.  
 
    “It doesn’t seem right,” she’d said. “Spending money to eat when we can do that here at home.” 
 
    “It’ll give you a break from cooking.” 
 
    “So you’ll go and pay some other person to do what I like to do. What do you think, Peter?” 
 
    Peter Brooks had arrived late afternoon, looking natty in khakis, Polo shirt, and bright-polished loafers. He knew from long experience to remain without opinion regarding dining out and replied with a shrug. 
 
    “How about some nice fresh grilled fish? A place with nuclear-powered AC?” I asked. 
 
    Charleston was in the summer doldrums. Hot and sticky with shade-seeking slow movement—a legit strategy for preventing sweat-plastered clothing. I think the AC comment did the trick, and Mom relented. We had a great time. CC and I shared a peach cobbler with ice cream after the entrée, holding a joyous and brief spoon fight over the last crusty bit. CC won. 
 
    “I read something about those mining operations you’re headed for,” Peter had said. “It’s a big deal, at least regarding the rare earth potential. I’d never considered those minerals until now. The article also mentioned the industrialist, Simko.” 
 
    It didn’t surprise me that Peter had picked up a news blurb on the operations. Retired, he’d become a voracious news consumer. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a hardball operator. I don’t know who has the upper hand in Nevada, him or the Canadians.” 
 
    “Who had the upper hand in Bolivia?” he asked. 
 
    “It looks like the Canadians will come out on top down there.” 
 
    Thin ice. Peter had a better than vague idea what I did for a living. Activities well beyond investigations. I had confirmed his suspicions when I last saw him. He’d helped change the dressing for a back wound I couldn’t reach. I’d asked him to keep it between us two. Now that he consumed so much news—including world events—there was a chance he’d gain greater insight into my business, or at least the aftermath. Most folks enjoyed discussing their careers and swapping work stories. It was the last thing I wanted. My professional and personal worlds maintained a steel-and-concrete separation barrier. Helluva way to live, but I wasn’t alone. The shadow world contained plenty in the same boat. 
 
    That night I’d searched for news on Nevada rare earth mining. The first search result was an article detailing a meet and greet between the Nevada governor and Andris Simko, complete with a handshake and two-smile photo. I dug around for Exponent Mining’s publicity efforts with a focus on their activities at the state capital, Carson City. Nothing, nada. It was clear the Canadians didn’t play that game. The political intel prompted a quick deep-web note for the Clubhouse. I hoped Jules could root around on her personal sticky intel web and pick up a few rumors or hints or innuendos. 
 
    Heading for Nevada. Issues? 
 
    After returning from the beach and a hot dog lunch, I said my goodbyes with Mom, CC, and Peter and headed north. A long drive later I was on board the Ace and packed my rucksack with a hard eye toward weaponry. I’d catch a Salt Lake City commercial flight and make the three-hour drive into Nevada and the mining area. Checking weapons as luggage wasn’t a big deal—during hunting season the airlines handled tens of thousands of hard-sided cases filled with hunting rifles and shotguns. My selection wouldn’t point toward sport. 
 
    Later I perched on the foredeck throne with a Grey Goose and ice. Lots of ice. Morehead City’s lights reflected across the water, traffic light as the town settled in for the night. I wore cotton gym shorts and flip-flops and nothing else. I hoped for an Atlantic Ocean breeze to cool things off, but no luck. The temperature had dropped into the eighties, but the humidity remained. A towel draped over the throne absorbed the sweat across my back. Jess rang me. 
 
    “How is your family doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Dandy. I was able to wrangle Mom out for dinner. Where the AC blew with arctic efficiency. Right now, I’m sitting on the throne nursing a drink with a towel under me collecting sweat. Where are you?” 
 
    “First, I failed to emphasize how relieved I am you are back. These Case Lee contracts are a far cry from a real estate convention in Cincinnati.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Interesting people, chitchat regarding whose turf is whose, not great food. In many ways, same-same.” 
 
    “I’m sure. I forgot to dig further on a serious question while you sat in the Atlanta airport. Did any firing pins strike primer while you were down there?” 
 
    She asked if I’d fired any bullets. As an ex-cop, she was all too aware of firearm mechanics. I’d prepped for the question regarding violence and offered a half-truth. 
 
    “I had to scare away a few highway robbers.” 
 
    To my relief, she didn’t press that aspect. Whether she believed me or suspected much more would remain, at this point in our relationship, in the dark. 
 
    “Well, I am glad you are back and sweating it out on your luxury liner. When are you Nevada-bound?” 
 
    “Tomorrow. It shouldn’t take but a few days there. Where are you?” 
 
    “Where summer is remarkably pleasant. It’s in the low eighties and cools off into the sixties at night. And it’s low humidity, which is weird given all the rain they get the rest of the year. Oh, and it is gorgeous. Absolutely gorgeous. The emerald green here has a different shade and texture than what we have on the East Coast.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty stunning. When it’s not drizzling. You got any speeding tickets yet?” 
 
    “A speeding ticket would necessitate me driving this rental car down a steep slope. I’m not sure if I should fill the tank with gas or feed the hamsters under the hood that power this thing.” 
 
    “You don’t want angry hamsters. How’s the job going?” 
 
    “Let’s see. There’s murder, familial mayhem, grand lies, and ugly looks. So it’s par for the course.” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    “This coming from a man who uses Hoppe’s No. 9 as a cologne.” 
 
    She referenced a popular gun-cleaning solvent. We chatted about our next rendezvous, her Scrabble games, and new purchases. Jess often admitted online shopping was a relief valve. Shoes were the current month’s flavor. It was a warm and comfortable conversation, just right. 
 
    We signed off, and I made another drink, opened the laptop, and researched the upcoming operational geography. I’d driven through Nevada several times, impressed with both the varied terrain and isolation. Instances when dropping off mountain passes I could see twenty-plus miles stretched out before me with no other vehicle in sight. The big lonely existed in many places across the western states, with road signs stating Next Gas Service 100 miles, and Open Range Next 50 Miles. No fuel, wandering cattle, and you are on your own. Some folks, like me, relished the solitude. It frightened others. 
 
    My operational area was no different. The tiny town of Montello, population fifty, was the takeoff point for an unpaved road through massive ranches and Bureau of Land Management federal lands. Thirty miles on gravel would bring me to KDB’s operations. Another fifteen empty miles would land me at Exponent’s site.  
 
    Both mines operated within Elko County, which occupied Nevada’s entire northeast corner. At over seventeen thousand square miles, it was the fourth-largest county in the US outside Alaska. Both Idaho and Utah bordered it, and fifty thousand souls occupied it. The small city of Elko contained the lion’s share. Mining and ranching were the primary economic drivers in that neck of the woods. 
 
    My soon-to-be turf sat at five-thousand-feet elevation, which, while hot in the summer, offered relief at night with temperatures dropping into the fifties. It contained several small mountain ranges with a few rising ten thousand feet. The remaining terrain showed signs on Google Earth of being rugged broken hills and plains. Sagebrush country. Lonely country.  
 
    I checked messages and saw one from Jules in response to my “Issues?” email. It had taken twenty-four hours for her spiderweb’s tendrils to pick up vibrations, noise. She filled her usual brief and cryptic response with caution. 
 
    High-velocity ones. 
 
    So much for quiet times in Elko County. I absorbed her message with disappointment, not surprised, and pissed. Andris Simko was probably licking his wounds from the Bolivia defeat and had doubled down in Nevada. I wouldn’t pack light in the weaponry department. 
 
    You’re on US turf now, you son of a bitch. My turf. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    A Raleigh, North Carolina, to Salt Lake City flight plus a three-hour drive landed me in Montello, Nevada, early afternoon. It was little more than a wide spot along Highway 233, and the stated fifty-person population seemed a touch inflated. A railroad track ran along the highway opposite the town. Smart money would bet it had more traffic than the hardtop, which remained empty as I parked and took a stroll. A few desultory trees and small shuttered brick buildings, a tiny motel, and a gas station that was closed even though the modest sign showed it was open. Plus a bar. Always a bar, the social hub for the few locals. And another base of operations. 
 
    The motel’s roof sagged over the six available rooms. I wandered into the open office where a black cat perched on the counter greeted me with an unblinking stare. An old poster taped on a wall depicted a locomotive pulling a mile-long string of rail cars. Several years-old Field and Stream magazines lay scattered across the one table. There were no chairs. I rang an old-fashioned desk bell that sat forlorn near the cat. The single high-pitched ring created scuffling from a back room. 
 
    The man entered the desk area wearing gray pants and what used to be a white T-shirt. He smiled, nodded, and asked if he could help. I took a room for four nights, letting him know my stay might be less or more days.  
 
    “Not a problem,” he said, sliding a guest card toward me.  
 
    It took him a while to find a pen. 
 
    “How’s business?” I asked. 
 
    The cat, inches from my writing hand, didn’t budge. I gave the critter ear scratches, which it leaned into. 
 
    “’Bout the same as always.” 
 
    “Do you get much traffic here?” 
 
    “I do alright when railroad workers repair a nearby stretch of track. Then there’s the fishermen.” 
 
    “Fishermen?” 
 
    I stood smack-dab in the middle of arid high desert. Not where you’d expect prime fishing. 
 
    “Yeah. There’s a stocked lake ten miles away. A private lake. Must have big fish, because in the spring and fall I get anglers from Salt Lake City and Boise.” 
 
    It must have been a great lake. Boise was at least a five-hour drive. 
 
    “How goes the mining operations?” 
 
    He shook his head, disappointed, and edged the cat away with his hand. 
 
    “They stay at the sites. Both operations hauled in a bunch of trailers. They also hauled in fuel tanks, so our little gas store doesn’t see much traffic from them either.” 
 
    “What about the bar?” 
 
    “Yeah, they get customers. Not a lot, but those mining folks come in to wet their whistle every few days.”  
 
    He stated the room price, which wouldn’t cover the mini-bar tab in a large urban hotel. 
 
    “That will be cash. I don’t do credit cards.” 
 
    Paid up, I checked out the room and took a town walking tour. There were several seen-better-days houses and trailers. Someone had laid down asphalt on two of Montello’s city streets. Not a soul stirred, and not a vehicle passed on the highway. All the place lacked was a few tumbleweeds rolling down the streets. I stopped in the bar. 
 
    It was dark, with a decent-sized bar top and a dozen tables. I became the sole patron. A gray-haired lady with a leathered face emerged from a tiny kitchen. The liquor bottle lineup behind the bar had a minimal selection. Grey Goose wasn’t among the choices. I ordered a beer, and she introduced herself as Martha.  
 
    “Hi, Martha. I’m Case.” 
 
    “What part of the world are you from?” she asked, pulling a cold one from a small refrigerator. 
 
    “Back east. I’m here for a few days, checking on the mining operations.” 
 
    “Are you some kind of reporter?” 
 
    “Something like that. It looks like you serve food here.” 
 
    Not a trivial statement—it was at least an hour’s drive to the next town that might have a restaurant. 
 
    “I do. Eggs and sausage in the morning. You get two choices at night. Either a burger without fries or a steak. The supplier hasn’t been by in a while with the frozen fries, but I can serve a baked potato with either the burger or steak. The meat’s good, I can tell you that.” 
 
    Martha spoke with pride, smiled, and lit a smoke. Several ashtrays ran the bar top’s length. 
 
    “I bet. And I’m likely a regular customer for a few days. Coffee in the morning?” 
 
    “You bet. As long as you aren’t looking for something fancy.” 
 
    “Good to know, and I’m not. How’s business?” 
 
    “I’ve had an uptick since the miners moved in. Some of those boys are rough stock, I’ll tell you. Particularly the foreigners.” 
 
    Not a surprise. Miners could be a rowdy bunch, and both mines were foreign-operated. The bar’s door swung open, and a shaft of bright sunlight entered, along with a man in his midthirties. He wore pressed jeans, a neat shirt, and a holstered semiautomatic pistol at his side. Nevada was an open-carry state, but my head wasn’t prepared for an armed entrance given the relaxed environment. I hadn’t heard his vehicle’s arrival because the lone window-unit AC worked overtime, keeping the bar’s interior semicool. 
 
    “May we use your restroom?” he asked after a tight nod my way. 
 
    Martha waved a cigarette hand toward the back in a “Have at it” gesture. The man turned and signaled through the open door. Three young women and five toddlers trooped in. The women were dressed as if fresh off the set of a Little House on the Prairie shoot, with long-sleeved gingham dresses and bonnets. They hustled past as the women displayed tight smiles toward Martha and me. The man asked for and purchased three sodas, which Martha placed in a small paper bag.  
 
    “Long trip?” I asked. 
 
    “It has been a long trip, yes,” he said, his face expressionless. 
 
    “Passing through?” I asked, being friendly and finding whether or not he and his family were Montello residents.  
 
    “We are passing through, yes.” 
 
    He stood stock-still and stared at the far wall, waiting. Several minutes later the cluster of young women and toddlers headed toward the exit. The man pulled the door open for them, used a foot as a doorstop, and kept the paper bag in his left hand while his right remained relaxed near the pistol holster. Outside, an older model van, well-used and dust-covered, waited. The door closed and they were gone. 
 
    “Takes all kinds,” Martha said, lighting another smoke. 
 
    “Yeah, it does. So what kind of folks live here?” 
 
    “Quite a few get a government check of some kind. Several residents are ranch hands for the larger outfits around here. And there’s quite a few working girls here who rent trailers and service railroad workers.” 
 
    Prostitution was legal in Elko County, although from what I’d read it was an activity well regulated. High odds the Montello working girls lacked the proper paperwork. 
 
    “Another one?” Martha asked and pointed toward my empty beer bottle. 
 
    “No, thanks. I’m burning daylight, but I’ll see you tonight. The steak sounds good.” 
 
    “It is. We’ll see you later then, Case.” 
 
    I unpacked personal items from the rucksack inside my motel room, and repacked it with essentials. Essentials that reflected both the Wild West environment and the Clubhouse warning about high-velocity issues. Extra ammo magazines for the Colt 901 rifle, chambered in .308 caliber and equipped with an Elcan Specter scope wired for night vision. My favorite rifle, although I’d get powerful arguments from my ex-Delta buddies who had other preferences, except for Bo. He didn’t have a rifle preference, performing his business up close and personal. I tossed in two extra ammo magazines for the .40 Glock and slid the semiautomatic pistol into a belt holster, exposed to the world. When in Rome, baby.  
 
    I also added a loaded Smith & Wesson .500 Magnum revolver because you never knew when a hand-cannon for charging rhinos would come in handy. A box of double-aught twelve-gauge shotgun shells joined the other rucksack items. I slung the Colt rifle and Mossberg pump shotgun over one shoulder, the rucksack across the other, and loaded my small blue SUV with tools of the trade. My jacket covered the long guns—no point advertising their presence. I planned on visiting the KDB site first and, if time allowed, the Exponent site. 
 
    I turned onto a gravel road at Montello’s edge with thirty miles of dust and isolation stretched before me, well aware any semblance of civilization, of law and order, was in the rearview mirror. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The road wove through small depressions, over hills, and across flat stretches. Dust billowed behind me, sufficient to run my rear-window wiper without water. It cleared the layer of fine dirt for half a mile or so when I’d repeat the process. A small antelope herd grazed not five miles outside Montello, staring as I cruised past at a sedate thirty-five miles an hour. Any faster along the washboard trail rattled tooth fillings. Rocky outcrops, dry washes, the occasional level ground—all sagebrush and scrub brush and not a tree in sight except for bonsai-like cedar patches collected along jagged hillsides. It was hot and dry, although the mile-high elevation kept the extreme heat tamped down.  
 
    An hour later another gravel road forked toward the west. At the intersection, an official KDB Mining Company sign bolted to two steel posts announced restricted entry. I turned, and a short distance later I arrived at a small guardhouse, manned with two armed guards in fatigues. One strolled over. I cut the engine and rolled down the window. 
 
    “Your business?” he asked. 
 
    He was American, likely ex-military, with an AR-style rifle slung over a shoulder. A semiautomatic pistol was holstered at his side. Heavy armament for a guy guarding a mining site’s entrance. 
 
    “I’m a private investigator. The name’s Case Lee. I’d like to speak with the guy in charge.” 
 
    “That would be Viktor Antonov. I’ll make a call.” 
 
    He headed toward the guardhouse and passed the other bored guard who meandered over and chatted with me.  
 
    “How’s it going?” he asked.  
 
    “Fine as kind. What’s shaking in the middle-of-nowhere guard duty world?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see. One lousy fan blowing like hell and two uncomfortable chairs. A supply rig shows up every few days, so there’s that as far as excitement goes.” 
 
    “Bright lights, big city.” 
 
    He smiled. We’d clicked, two ex-military guys sensing the other’s background. 
 
    “There’s always the bar in Montello,” I said. “I understand Elvis is performing there this week.” 
 
    “I’d heard it was a Beatles reunion. Either way, a can’t miss.” 
 
    “How’s this gig working out for you?” 
 
    “Short-term. My buddy and I are considering an early departure.” 
 
    His buddy stuck his head outside the shack and spoke with a loud voice. 
 
    “Hold on. This may take a while. The big boss is in town.” 
 
    I waved a hand as response and asked the guy alongside my SUV, “Who’s the big boss?” 
 
    “Andris Simko. He flew in an hour ago. Never seen him, but I’m guessing he’s checking on his investment. He’s sunk a bundle of cash into this operation.” 
 
    Sometimes it was better to be lucky than good. Simko was within sniffing distance. 
 
    “So it’s a solid play? Mineral-wise?” 
 
    “I’d say so. They keep building new stuff. A processing plant, more heavy equipment, more housing trailers.” 
 
    In the distance, a billowing dust haze marked the site as heavy machinery moved rare earth ore. The guy in the guardhouse called toward me again. 
 
    “Were you in Bolivia?” 
 
    That didn’t take long. Dots connected, identity revealed. It could have been a Simko-driven post-ops investigation that had uncovered my name, or a cash-fueled back channel through spookville. A coin toss which one, but either way, there I sat, revealed. No point bullshitting, so I nodded an affirmative through the windshield. The guy got back on his radiophone. 
 
    “What the hell is that all about?” the man at my window asked. 
 
    “A client sent me down there to check out the KDB and Exponent operations. Same-same here.” 
 
    “How’d that go?” 
 
    “Gnarly.” 
 
    “Roger that. It’s headed the same direction here.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “The reason my buddy and I will bail out soon. There were six of us, all former US military, trying to make a buck. Nothing glamorous, for sure. But a solid gig. It paid the bills.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And things started changing. We refused to perform several duties that fell outside anything that resembled security duties.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I’m not getting into it, bud. Sometimes it’s better to hang it up, find another contract, and keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    “Got it. Who’s replacing you?” 
 
    “They arrived after our refusal. A dozen Russians. KDB Mining is a Russian outfit.” 
 
    “Former Spetsnaz?” 
 
    Russian special forces. A collection of them had made a poor decision and took on me, Bo, and Catch in New Guinea. They had thought themselves badasses. The outcome proved, once again, that there’s always someone who can kick your butt. 
 
    “Let’s just leave it at Russian personnel, okay?” 
 
    Which translated into “Yeah, Spetsnaz.” 
 
    “Gotcha. How many American security resources remain?” 
 
    “Just me and my buddy. And not for much longer.” 
 
    His partner strolled over and joined us. 
 
    “You’ve created a minor shitstorm just now, Lee. Simko wants to see you.” 
 
    “Maybe he’ll buy me a drink.” 
 
    “Kinda doubt it. Anyway, he’s at the largest trailer, a double-wide, with an office sign. He’s with this circus’s manager, Antonov.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks, guys.” 
 
    They smiled, nodded, and I rolled forward. A half-mile later the campsite came into view. Serious stuff. Long rows of housing trailers, a small water tower, and a Quonset hut with several upthrusting vents that indicated the mess hall. Pickups both parked and rolling fed the dust cloud as the clang and clatter of earthmoving equipment sounded nearby. A windsock marked a long gravel runway’s end where a large twin-prop airplane sat parked. Several vehicles were clustered around a double-wide trailer with wooden stairs leading to the front door. The KDB Mining office, Nevada branch. 
 
    Four fatigue-clad armed guards stood at the stairs and watched my approach. They wore hard expressions, sunglasses, and modern AK-74 assault rifles. Howdy, comrades. 
 
    I parked, slid from the SUV, and held both palms out as an indicator for all parties to keep cool. Then I unbuckled my belt and slid the Glock-filled holster off and laid it on the front seat. They wouldn’t let me pass toting the pistol, and my disarming avoided the hassle of them demanding so. Their expressions didn’t change, although one signaled me to halt as I approached. Another headed toward me for a pat-down. I held up my own halt sign. 
 
    “Nope. Not happening. I’m here to see Andris Simko.” 
 
    One of them understood sufficient English, prompting him to stomp up the stairs and enter the office. The other three maintained their hostile posture. Not a cloud in the sky, mountains in the distance, and the air tasted gritty, brittle. A minute later the office door opened, and the Russian exited and tossed a brusque nod my way. Enter. I used both hands and indicated the sea should part. I wouldn’t allow these cats to hem me in. With hesitation, they complied and took several steps back from my line of travel. 
 
    “It’s been a hoot, boys. Let’s do it again sometime.” 
 
    They returned stone silence. The front office contained several folks at metal desks and chairs, working with desktop computers and holding phone conversations—perhaps with assay labs. At another open door stood a tall, thin man with dark slicked-back hair and a well-practiced smile.  
 
    “Hi! I’m Roy Bascom. I represent Mr. Simko with the governor’s office and the state legislature. You must be Case Lee.” 
 
    A political lobbyist. Man, it just got better and better. We shook hands and Bascom, his smile wide and effusive, lifted an arm toward the entry. Inside the smaller well-apportioned office sat two men, neither of whom stood nor expressed any sign of welcome. 
 
    Viktor Antonov, the site’s manager, leaned back behind a desk, hands across his belly. A large man with a shaved head, hooded eyes, and a no-nonsense expression. He wore jeans and a work shirt with one front pocket showing a cigarette pack while several mechanical pencils jutted from the other. Nearby, an old man sat in a leather chair, one elbow on an armrest, his hand pressed against his cocked head’s cheek. He looked like an ancient mad scientist with long, wild, thinning gray hair. His gray eyebrows were bushy, the skin loose around his neck. The eyes grabbed my attention—cold, reptilian. Andris Simko, multibillionaire and international business bandit. He eyeballed me over narrow reading glasses and spoke with a thick accent. 
 
    “Mr. Lee. Your presence disturbs me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    I didn’t give a rat’s ass if my presence disturbed Andris Simko. But there sat the big enchilada in all his warped glory, and I wasn’t blowing the intel collection opportunity.  
 
    “I’m afraid you have the wrong impression, Mr. Simko. I’m a simple investigator. Nothing more.” 
 
    Bascom the lobbyist edged past me and said, “Let’s get to know each other. Mr. Lee, would you like something to drink? A soda pop? Water? Have a seat, have a seat.” 
 
    He pointed toward an empty chair across from Antonov, well separated from Simko.  
 
    “No, thanks. I’m good.” 
 
    I sat. Bascom parked on a nearby smaller desk’s edge. The four of us filled the room. 
 
    “What exactly would you be investigating, Mr. Lee?” Simko asked.  
 
    His cheek remained planted against his palm while he removed the reading glasses and held them across his lap.  
 
    “New rare earth discoveries. Yours and Exponent’s operations are the two big players. That’s not news.” 
 
    He stared back as his unblinking eyes assessed me.  
 
    “Who is your client?” Simko asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I never do.” 
 
    Not for the first time, the client separation provided through Global Resolutions proved valuable. Seconds ticked off, the room silent. The low rumbling noises of heavy earthmoving equipment mixed with the window-unit AC hum.  
 
    Bascom, ever the facilitator, broke the silence. 
 
    “Well, the first thing you should know, Mr. Lee, is the state of Nevada welcomes Mr. Simko’s investment. KDB Mining provides a large number of good-paying jobs for our citizens.” 
 
    “Does the state of Nevada also welcome Exponent’s investment?” 
 
    “We welcome any investor who follows the rules and benefits our state.” 
 
    Translation: the rules included sliding sufficient money into the hands of the governor and select state players and, yes indeed, following those rules ensured the welcome mat would be on full display. The Canadians hadn’t followed the rules. I addressed Antonov, the site’s manager. 
 
    “With all the activity here, it seems this is a rich area. Can you add anything to that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His voice was guttural, the accent thick. A dour Russian who held no truck with private investigators. A part of me didn’t blame him. The cat was responsible for delivering the goods, and Simko wasn’t a person who accepted failure. But if there was physical harassment aimed at the Exponent operations, even if demanded by his boss, Antonov was the one responsible for those on-the-ground actions. 
 
    “Do you have a timeline for when you folks might hit full production?” 
 
    Antonov stared back without a reply. Simko adjusted his seating and sat up. His chin remained buried among loose folds of neck skin. His eyes blazed as he cleared his throat with a growling sound. 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t give you something to drink, Mr. Simko?” Bascom asked.  
 
    Simko lifted a dismissive hand toward Bascom and continued his focus on me.  
 
    “What happened in Bolivia, Mr. Lee?” he asked. 
 
    I could have danced around a direct answer or claimed minimal knowledge, but this little parlay in the Nevada wildlands deserved blunt answers. The man I dealt with would deliver the same.  
 
    “Your people murdered several locals. The locals fought back.” 
 
    “So you say. I say the local community held a revolution and murdered my people.” 
 
    Another silent stretch. I wouldn’t argue events with this asshat. He knew damn well what had kicked off the Bolivian actions. He’d used, or instructed others to use, similar techniques around the world. 
 
    “What was your involvement with the revolution that killed my people, Mr. Lee?” Simko asked when I didn’t reply. 
 
    I didn’t lose my cool, but I couldn’t hold back my rising blood. 
 
    “What’s important for you to understand, Mr. Simko, is I’m a peaceful man. Unless I’m crossed. When that happens, I don’t back down. From anyone.” 
 
    Bascom jumped in. 
 
    “Let’s don’t rehash old events, folks. Instead, let’s concentrate on moving forward. Right?”  
 
    He paused and flashed a smile toward the room’s other three occupants. Then he settled on me.  
 
    “What I believe is important for you to understand, Mr. Lee, is the governor’s close relationship with Mr. Simko and the fact that everything here is on the up and up. If there are any issues with our competitor down the road, those issues will be handled through state officials or our local law enforcement.” 
 
    “What issues are we talking about, Bascom?” 
 
    “Exponent Mining may be in danger of losing their state mining license. There are serious environmental and labor concerns with their operation.” 
 
    A statement filled with BS, and a potent indicator that the campaign contributions hadn’t flowed from Canadian coffers into the governor’s office. 
 
    “What are the local law-enforcement issues?” 
 
    “Exponent has made many baseless claims against Mr. Simko’s company. These claims pull time and resources from the limited personnel at the county sheriff’s department.” 
 
    “What type of baseless claims?” 
 
    “That’s not important. What is important is the lack of coordination Exponent has shown toward state offices.” 
 
    Bascom continued smiling. I wanted to slap the smarmy son of a bitch. Exponent wasn’t feeding the appropriate campaign accounts. Hence the mining license issue. As for the local sheriff’s office, I smelled a dirty cop. I turned to Antonov. 
 
    “Are you having any issues with your competitor here?” 
 
    The site manager returned a slight shrug. Combined with his expression, it stated, “Get screwed, Lee.” 
 
    Another pregnant pause. Bascom fidgeted from his desktop perch. 
 
    Simko cleared his throat again and asked, “Do you know what my job is, Mr. Lee?”  
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I will. My job is to remove impediments.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I had no clue what he expected as a response, but it was clear he’d meant it as a threat. Bad news. Not for me. For the old Hungarian bastard sitting across from me. 
 
    “I remove impediments so people such as Mr. Antonov and Mr. Bascom can do their jobs.” 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    “Yes. Good for me. You should understand something, Mr. Lee.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    Another pause. Antonov fished a cigarette from his front pocket and lit it. Bascom stared at the floor, both hands gripping the desk’s edge where he perched. 
 
    “You should understand that I consider you an impediment.” 
 
    “To be removed.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Lee. To be removed.” 
 
    Simko had spent his career running roughshod over people and competitors and governments around the world. He had an impeccable track record of getting his way. But this wasn’t Bolivia or Botswana or Belarus. Nossir.  
 
    “You should understand something, Mr. Simko.” 
 
    He waited, eyes hooded, face expressionless.  
 
    “There’s a long list of people who’ve attempted removing me over the years. People who saw me as an impediment. None of them still walks among us, asshole. Not a single one.” 
 
    He emitted a low, guttural, malice-filled laugh. 
 
    “Then we understand each other, Mr. Lee.”  
 
    “Yeah. We understand each other. I hope your fetch-it boy leaning against the desk understands.” I shifted focus toward the site manager. “And I hope you understand, Antonov. Those Spetsnaz operators you imported don’t mean shit. I’ve dealt with them before. And something else. If attacked, I tend to respond by working my way up the food chain.” 
 
    Antonov lifted a corner of his mouth into a cruel smile and grunted. I turned again and locked eyes with Simko. 
 
    “Way up the food chain.” 
 
    There was no point hanging around. Simko had laid down the gauntlet; I’d picked it up. There were no goodbyes as I stood and walked out the door. Only silence, a calm before the storm.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    I stopped at the guardhouse for a quick chat with the two security guards.  
 
    “You guys might want to bail ASAP.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s shaking?” one asked. 
 
    “I did something that could be considered stupid.” 
 
    Once my blood pressure lowered, calm assessment set in. My contract didn’t call for any direct involvement. Check out the situation, determine the operational framework KDB and Exponent used, and report out. From a business perspective, I didn’t have a dog in this fight.  
 
    On the ledger’s other side, Andris Simko had threatened to kill me, plain and simple. Like a moron, I’d ratcheted up the personal animus and threatened him with the same. Stupid stuff. I wasn’t prone to running around whacking nasty billionaires. I could have left his threat on the table and walked away. But no, hackles raised, I went right back at him. A genius move, Lee. Absolute genius. 
 
    “Pissed off the big boss?” the guard asked. 
 
    “Mightily.” 
 
    “Well, it’s time someone did,” the other guard said. “Everyone gets tired of these high-rolling clowns always getting their way.” 
 
    “Yeah. But I wasn’t itching for a fight. And I’ve got an ugly habit of not backing down.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes. I turned left at the main gravel road and headed for Exponent’s site fifteen miles away. The landscape remained the same, rocky and uneven and arid. I spooked two mule deer who’d bedded down near the road. Clearly, this wasn’t a well-used track. My dust plume continued, the rear wiper used dry, wiping off the light-brown residue. A small chukar covey—game birds—skirted uphill as I passed, indicating a nearby water seep. Shadows lengthened as the day wound down. 
 
     Another large sign and a left turn showed Exponent’s location. A quarter-mile down the road they had set up a small blue shade tent. Underneath it, a thin woman rose from her lawn chair as I approached. She’d rolled a small boulder into the shade as a footrest. Stacked water bottle cases near the chair displayed a half-dozen paperback books scattered on top. She carried a radio on her hip. 
 
    “What’s up?” she asked, approaching my rolled-down window. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Case Lee, and I’d like to talk with the site manager.” 
 
    “He’s gone.” 
 
    She was in her midfifties with gray hair and a leathery face. She wore jeans, boots, a light-blue work shirt, a khaki-colored ball cap, and a smile. A front tooth displayed an inlaid gold quarter-moon. A single earring with a series of beads and rough-cut stones hung from her left ear. 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Everson. Sam Everson.” 
 
    “Where’d he go?” 
 
    “Canada. He left a few days ago but should be back day after tomorrow.” 
 
    She pulled a chewing gum packet from a shirt pocket, offered me a piece, and unwrapped one for herself. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Mercy. You said you were Case?” 
 
    “That’s right. Is there someone else I could talk with? An assistant manager?” 
 
    “Nah. We’re pretty slow right now, and most folks have wandered off home until this mess gets straightened out.” 
 
    “Mess?” 
 
    “You’re not exactly up to speed, are you?” 
 
    I laughed and opened the small cooler sitting on the passenger side. 
 
    “No, guess not. You want a soda, Mercy? I’ve got two Cokes and some strange purple thing in a bottle I bought because it was purple.” 
 
    “I’d French kiss a cougar for a Coke. Thanks.” 
 
    I opened the soda and the purple pop and left the SUV for a stretch. In the distance I could make out trailers and an upward-thrusting processing plant—perhaps a crusher—and parked heavy equipment. There was no noise, no dust cloud from the site. 
 
    “Where you from?” I asked. 
 
    “I live in Wells. There’s only a few of us staying here at the site now. Man, this soda pop is good. How’s yours?” 
 
    “Wet. And purple.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “So what’s the mess all about?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s those sons-a-bitches at the other camp.” 
 
    A wind gust passed through, the lone sound for miles. Mercy and I stood in nowhere central, a hazy desert mountain range far distant. 
 
    “So you’re not a big KDB fan?” 
 
    “Look. When I quit the working girl life in Wells years ago, I hooked up with a mining outfit. Been doing it ever since. I’ve seen a lot of rough cobs in this business and more than my fair share of dirty tricks. But nothing like this.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll do crap like rolling large boulders across our road, blocking our vehicles and supply trucks.” 
 
    “Can’t you just drive around them?” 
 
    “Did for a while, but the damn government, the Bureau of Land Management yahoos, hollered at us to stay on the road.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Oh, I could go on and on. They put sugar in our fuel tanks, slashed tires. But that’s all piddly-ass stuff compared to the gunshots.” 
 
    Mercy’s diatribe took on a familiar ring. 
 
    “They brought in a bunch of commie shooters,” she continued. “A couple of us saw them at the Montello bar. I don’t mind wetting my whistle from time to time. Saw them myself, pretty as you please, drinking and talking foreign lingo to beat the band.” 
 
    “Who are they shooting at?” 
 
    “Damn near every vehicle that passes their camp and heads our way. It’s stopped now because we’ve shut things down.” 
 
    “They weren’t shooting at the people in the vehicles, were they?” 
 
    “If they were, they’re piss-poor shots. The sons-a-bitches like windows. Front windows, side windows. It’ll scare the hell out of you, let me tell you that.” 
 
    Spetsnaz operators were anything but piss-poor shots. They were doing what Mercy claimed. Scaring the hell out of people. The fifteen-mile stretch between the sites held ample hidden sniper positions among the rocky hillsides.  
 
    “What about the local law?” 
 
    She snorted. “There’s a deputy sheriff that works this section of the county. A pissant named Reggie Willis. He lives in Wells. I’ve known Reggie for years, going back during my working girl days. The man is as useless as tits on a boar hog.” 
 
    “Okay. But what does he say about the shootings?” 
 
    “Hell if I know. But I’ll tell you this. I’d bet good money he’s on the take.” 
 
    “And the sheriff?” 
 
    “Sheriff Garza. Don’t know him. He’s headquartered in Elko.” 
 
    Simko had the place sewn up. The governor, law enforcement, and likely all others who could affect his operations. A classic play, one that had worked in Bolivia. Until the hammer came down.  
 
    “Alright, Mercy. You need a ride back to camp?” 
 
    “No, thanks. I’m off in another hour, and I’ll radio one of the remaining guys to come get me. Sorry you missed Sam. And thanks for the Coke.” 
 
    “No worries. I’ll be back day after tomorrow and hope to see you then.” 
 
    I turned around, waved at Mercy, and considered reality. There was a strong possibility I’d bitten off more than I could, or should, chew. Yeah, Simko had threatened me. So what? It was probably a daily occurrence with him. Meanwhile, Exponent’s manager had hauled it back to Canada where they were wondering how things had gone sideways and what to do about it.  
 
    A mile-wide door stood open. Go chat with the sheriff tomorrow. And his deputy, Reggie Willis. A three- or four-hour drive round-trip. Return to Exponent’s site the day after and talk with Sam Everson, the manager. File a report and call it good. Head home. Shove down the don’t-mess-with-me attitude, and don’t attempt the Sisyphus routine of pushing a boulder up the Simko mountain. Be smart for a change. 
 
    I mulled options while traversing the fifteen rough miles between the camps. Daylight faded and the terrain lost its harsh hues and presented a less stark look and feel. Subtle colors appeared, no longer washed with glaring sunlight. The occasional wind gusts picked up, now a steady blow. A beer or three along with a steak lay ahead.   
 
    A mile into the trip, hidden sniper images created a mental burr. I doubted Simko would attempt to whack me this soon, even out here among such isolated turf. But a warning shot through the windshield wasn’t high on my wish list, so I abandoned the sedate tire-saving pace and increased speed. The washboard road with occasional large half-buried rocks made for a harsh ride. A mile or so from the KDB turnoff, the rapid rate saved my life. 
 
    A glass ping and spiderweb hole at the windshield’s right-center, an angry bullet wasp-buzz past my chest, and another ping as the projectile passed through the driver’s window and exited. All within a quarter-second.  
 
    I stomped the gas pedal, flew along a short stretch, and wound down into a dry wash. The SUV fishtailed while I maintained a high-speed sideways drift through a dusty curve. I straightened out and topped a small hill, the engine howling. I hauled it along a curving flat stretch and entered another dry wash. Where I slammed the brakes and skidded to a sideways stop. That bastard had taken a shot at the wrong guy. 
 
    I pulled the Colt rifle from the back seat, chambered a round, and headed into rocky hills. The goal—remain unseen and find a spot where I’d have a shot as the man traversed back toward KDB’s camp. Bushwhack the SOB. 
 
    My immediate concern was dust. Or the lack of it. My vehicle had trailed a large dust plume, which no longer showed. An indicator I’d stopped. But the now-steady wind soon dissipated any dust trail, and the shooter might exit through lowlands and dry washes, the road gone from his sight. I’d have to bet on it.  
 
    With jeans, boots, and a tan long-sleeved shirt, I lacked the advantage of desert camo, but my attire would be hard enough to spot. Impossible to spot if I found the right ambush location. I figured he’d make a beeline back toward his camp, a mile away. I side-hilled when the terrain rose and ensured my profile never outlined against the sky. Trotted along dry washes with a keen eye toward telltale footprints. A quarter-mile in, I entered a small hillside scrub cedar patch and dropped, making my way toward the top. Sharp rocks bit my knees and hands, the rifle slung across my back. I went belly-flat the last ten yards as the cedars petered out, and crawled up a rocky vantage point. Breath calm, killing intent engaged, I scoped the area with finger on the trigger. 
 
    Broken terrain stretched toward the horizon. Small hills, hidden washes, rocky outcrops, blue-gray sagebrush drifts, and greener cedar patches. A crossing wind created the only sound. I waited and considered possibilities as my fight meter backed off from its pegged-out reading. It was possible the shooter had intended a warning as he’d done with Exponent’s vehicles. I was moving at a fair clip when he fired, the SUV rocking and rolling across the uneven road. He may have miscalculated the aim point. Or he may have miscalculated the aim point for a kill shot. Hard to say, but I leaned toward the kill-shot scenario. These guys were Spetsnaz. Expert marksmen. Still, the act of blowing this guy away while uncertainty remained gave me pause. Man, I didn’t know. 
 
    Forty-five minutes passed; the sun approached the western horizon. I’d wait until dark, confident he wouldn’t risk a twisted ankle traversing this turf at night. If he was a no-show during the next thirty minutes, then I’d missed him. Missed his path toward KDB’s camp. I’d given it a fifty-fifty chance. As I scoped, a mule deer herd appeared from their daytime rest spot within a tight crease in the hillside. Sagebrush swayed with the wind as they walked along, alert but not spooked. The sun began setting. 
 
    Over the wind noise, far distant, came the rapid, scratchy clucks of agitated chukars. I’d hunted them in the past, and their distinctive call when disturbed was unmistakable. I focused toward their sounds. 
 
    I spotted his moving head first, then chest, as he worked along a small gulley, rifle slung over his shoulder. He was well over five hundred yards away, gaining distance with each step. Between the long distance and swirling wind, he presented a lousy target. I considered firing a potshot in his direction. A warning, a back-at-you-asshole shot. Then I released pressure on the trigger. 
 
    It would have been a poor strategic move. A potent signal I would fight, and it would alter their approach toward me. If they came after me. Still a big if. But if they did and had meant the vehicle shot to kill, it was best that the blowback factor, the fighting back element, remained hidden.  
 
    Then there was the body disposal issue if I’d had a decent shot—a powerful indicator of how weird my life was. Perhaps it wasn’t a disposal issue as much as planting a battle flag. With a decent shot, I could have taken him down and let the nighttime coyotes do their work. The circling buzzards would mark the location for his comrades in the morning. And they’d declare all-out war.  
 
    There were a dozen Spetsnaz operators. I didn’t mind being outnumbered—old hat for Case Lee Inc.—but I wasn’t prepared, yet, to strike a spark on this high-desert tinder. I had to be sure. So I swallowed my pride, my residual anger, and watched him fade away into the jagged terrain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    A dozen folks comprised the Montello bar congregation that night. There were a half-dozen ranchers among them. Their worn and hand-repaired Stetsons and Resistols mimicked the state of their pickups parked outside and reflected a hardscrabble ranching life running cattle among sagebrush and rocks. The rest were Montello locals, backstory unknown, but each with a tale of hard knocks and getting by. Plus one ex-Delta operator planted at a small corner table. 
 
    Martha, the barkeep and cook and proprietor, shifted between the kitchen and bar service as her cigarette burned within a bar top ashtray. The front door was propped open, allowing the cool night air entry. No flat-screen blared a ball game, no piped-in music. There were low familiar conversations, local gossip, occasional chuckles, and a made-it-through-another-day atmosphere. The steak and baked potato were fine, the beer cold, and a seesaw decision occupied me—how deep was I willing to wade into this gig? 
 
    I’d check out the local law, sure, and revisit Exponent’s site when the manager returned. Standard stuff, solid activities. Tiptoe around the job’s inherent conflict, write my report, head for the barn. Or take Simko’s threat, and the windshield shot, as true intent. Which required either walking away or an immediate response. A violent response.  
 
    “How was the steak?” Martha asked, clearing the plate. 
 
    “Very good, thanks. I’ll take another beer, then I’ll step outside and make a call.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    It struck me that neither Martha nor anyone else within a hundred miles would give one whit if I left the bar with my beer, stripped naked, and sashayed through nighttime high desert jabbering on my phone. I was a fellow traveler on this earth and as long as I didn’t hurt someone else, then have at whatever strange behavior suited me—an attitude shared across several hundred thousand square miles out West. 
 
    Marcus Johnson, our former team lead, would have settled into his great room chair, socked feet propped on a cushioned ottoman, a bourbon resting at his elbow. I loved the guy and often used him as a sounding board. 
 
    “Well,” he said, answering after two rings. “You’ve pulled it off again.” 
 
    “Your opening salvo is about missing out on hard work. I’m shocked.” 
 
    “You’re taking it too personal, son. These aren’t critiques. Hell, I’m impressed.” He paused and sipped bourbon. “The swallows return to Capistrano. Monarch butterflies migrate to Mexico. Case Lee avoids helping me put up hay. You’re another natural phenomenon.” 
 
    “You’re getting jaded in your old age.” 
 
    “I’ve become more accepting. And more observant.” 
 
    His Zippo clacked in the background, a cigar lit, his last hay cutting now baled and stored and set for winter. Fall knocked on the door in Big Sky Country. 
 
    “I’m hoping you’ve called about a fishing and bird hunting visit. Four or five weeks from now should hit it just right.” 
 
    “I’m game. But that’s not why I’m calling.” 
 
    “Talk to me.” 
 
    I did. He stopped me as the Bolivian descriptions wound down. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “That’s a long list, Marcus. Could you be a bit more specific?” 
 
    “Just so I understand, you decided it a wise life choice to lead a jackleg Bolivian army. Let’s start with that. An army with a Brit spook, a Lebanese-Bolivian supplier, and pitchfork-wielding peasants. The mission—attack and eliminate foreign mercs armed with automatic weapons. Out in some place called the Chaco.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “Are you on drugs?” 
 
    “Thanks for reminding me. I’ll stop in Elko tomorrow and get some Grey Goose.” 
 
    “And since when did you become a dynamite aficionado? Is this your new hobby?” 
 
    “Good times, good times. But the whole point of telling you about Bolivia is to provide context for the Nevada situation.” 
 
    “Was scorched earth a highlighted requirement in your contract? At least I know what to buy you for Christmas. I hope those Che Guevara T-shirts are still available.” 
 
    “Could we get off Bolivia?” 
 
    “Or would you prefer a cape? What color is Superman’s?” 
 
    “Marcus.” 
 
    “Good Lord, son.” 
 
    He shifted position in his chair, indicated with a light groan, and relit his cigar. The Zippo clacked shut, and I continued. 
 
    “I’m in Nevada now.” 
 
    “So I gathered from the planned Elko liquor run.” 
 
    “And it has all the earmarks of another Bolivia.” 
 
    “Will you supply the locals with pitchforks or up the game with them?” 
 
    “I met Andris Simko today. At their mining site.” 
 
    Marcus paused and digested that. 
 
    “What is he like?” 
 
    “Unpleasant. He called me an impediment.” 
 
    “From his perspective, I’m sure that’s true.” 
 
    “He said his job was removing impediments.” 
 
    “Not a direct threat, but pretty damn close. How did you respond?” 
 
    “That’s not important. What’s important is the same intimidation and violence I experienced in Bolivia is now here in the good ol’ US of A.” 
 
    He sighed. High odds it was accompanied by a slow headshake. 
 
    “How did you respond to Simko?” 
 
    “Well, I may have said something about a long string of expired birth certificates associated with others who’d come after me.” 
 
    “Do you buy those dumbass pills by the bucket?” 
 
    “Which led to a bullet through my windshield as I returned from Exponent’s site.” 
 
    His tone and tenor changed. 
 
    “A warning or a miss?” 
 
    “Debatable.” 
 
    “Where are you at, right now?” 
 
    “Montello.” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    I knew where this was going and would nip it in the bud ASAP. In short order, he spoke again. 
 
    “Fishtail to Montello is nine hours. I can make it in eight.” 
 
    “No. Do not remove your rear end from that leather chair. I’ve called you because I’m skating on thin ice, here. Part of me says keep low, watch my back, gather intel, and report out. Another part says walk away. Then there’s the third option.” 
 
    “Do not go the third option route. At least not without me.” 
 
    “I’ve gotta admit Simko got my dander up. But I’m leaning toward the keep low tactic.” 
 
    “Do more than lean. But it sounds like you require backup. I don’t mind a night drive.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, as always. But do not load up weaponry and head my way. Especially at night. You seasoned citizens don’t see well after dark.” 
 
    “I can see you’ve got your ass in a sling. The first course of action is for us to pay Simko a visit.” 
 
    Marcus, as always, aimed for the heart of the matter. 
 
    “He’s long gone. Flew into the site and flew out. Hell, he’s on his jet making a beeline for Saint-Tropez or some such now.” 
 
    “Alright. He’s gone. Then let’s focus on the shooter. Do you know who it was?” 
 
    “Yeah. One of a dozen Spetsnaz operators at KDB’s site.” 
 
    “Spetsnaz? Are you sure?” he asked.  
 
    His voice sounded of more than irritation, less than full-blown fury. Still, it wasn’t a good sign and would push him to hit the road. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sure. But listen up, Marcus. I was hauling down a washboard road when he fired. They’ve been shooting at Exponent vehicles the same way, putting a round through vehicle glass. It’s a coin flip whether he was sincere about the kill shot.” 
 
    Silence while he mulled things over. A customer pulled up and parked at the bar. His pickup door protested with a metallic squeal as it opened. Another rancher. He pulled off his worn Stetson and whacked his jeans several times. The resulting mini-dust-storm blew away with the wind. We tossed a friendly nod toward each other as he passed and entered. I heard ice cubes clink as Marcus finished his bourbon. 
 
    “What are your immediate plans?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll check out the sheriff and one of his deputies tomorrow. The day after, it’s back to Exponent’s site for a chat with their manager. He’s in Canada now.” 
 
    “Alright. What we have here is a two-pronged mission.” 
 
    “There’s no mission and no ‘we’ in this. Just talking with you has helped. A lot. I’ll stay low, brush off the threat from Simko, finish this job, and head home. Let’s talk about a trip in your direction in six weeks. That bird hunt and fishing trip sounds pretty fine.” 
 
    “Let me clarify a few things for you.” 
 
    “Obi-Wan speaks.” 
 
    “Put the pill bucket down and listen, as hard as that is for you. Your strategic decision to not go all apeshit over the threat is solid. Your tactical plan over the next two days isn’t bad. With one glaring exception.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “A run through the shooting gallery when you head for the Canadian’s site.” 
 
    “Yeah. But that may have been a one-off. Exponent is shut down while this gets straightened out. So I’m thinking Simko or his manager, a guy named Antonov, sent an operator out to fire that shot. They may not station along that stretch of road again.” 
 
    “Is it the only way in?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “What if it wasn’t a one-off?” 
 
    “I’ll head out late in the day and make the return run at night, headlights out. Laying low, remember?” 
 
    “I don’t like it. And I don’t like a dozen Spetsnaz operators camped on US turf.” 
 
    I didn’t either. But with cooling-off time and a larger perspective, it wouldn’t surprise me to find operators and spooks of varying stripes spread across the US. No doubt Simko’s vast operations had made sure those Spetsnaz operators had come into the country with the proper papers. T’s crossed and i’s dotted. Their armament smuggled in, no problem. I passed my assessment on to Marcus. 
 
    “I don’t doubt all that,” he said. “But a dozen strong-arm operators pulling guard duty is one thing. Them flexing muscle against a legit business operation and taking a shot at you is another.” 
 
    We talked for several more minutes, rehashing the situation. At the end, he agreed not to hit the road, jaw set and safety off. The trade-off—I would report out tomorrow evening, an act performed out of respect more than validity. An act that kept him from hitting the big red alarm button. I cracked a smile at his stipulation, our former team lead demanding a situational assessment. Marcus being Marcus. 
 
    The phone chat had performed the desired results. With an appropriate sounding board, I’d determined the best path forward. In a few days I’d fade away, back on the Ace of Spades. A blip on Andris Simko’s radar, now gone, and life would roll forward. 
 
    Man, did I have that wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Martha served me eggs, sausage, and hash browns as a high desert dawn broke. The coffee was decent, the crowd down to four other folks, and an AM radio droned the agriculture report. I wasn’t the only one eating breakfast with a holstered pistol in plain sight. It was a travel day, an Elko and Wells trip planned. I stopped at the motel office before leaving. The owner had finished his home-cooked breakfast but had forgotten the paper napkin still tucked into another off-white T-shirt’s neckline. 
 
    “Just wanted to let you know I’ll be staying two or three more nights. And if you would, don’t clean the room.” 
 
    “Wasn’t planning on it,” he said and addressed the black cat sitting, once again, on the registry desk. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Kibble?” 
 
    Mr. Kibble didn’t deign to reply as he licked a front paw. I’d maintain a low profile, with extra caution that included an assurance my room, my hole-up, remained unmolested. No surprises. I toted the rifle, shotgun, revolver, and rucksack to the SUV, glanced at the windshield and side window holes, and fished out a small adhesive tape roll. My room’s door closed and locked, I pressed a half-inch of tape at ground level, connecting the doorjamb and door. A cheap and effective intrusion detector. 
 
    Heading south toward the interstate highway, a considerable whistle from the windshield bullet hole prevented my attempt at catching the tail end of the ag report. The highway remained empty, so no point pulling off the road for duct tape repairs. I stopped, rooted around in the rucksack, applied a tourniquet to both bullet holes, and continued on. 
 
    Two hours later I hit Elko, found the County Sheriff Office, and slid the holstered Glock off my belt. I had no clue how the local law would view an armed man traipsing into their offices. A plaque at the entry stated the head honcho’s name. Sheriff Manuel Garza. I asked the clerk for a sit-down with the sheriff, stating my name and profession as a private investigator. In five minutes, I was led down a hallway to his office. 
 
    Garza stood from behind his desk and greeted me with a cordial handshake. He offered a seat across the desk. On the north side of fifty, he wore cowboy boots, khaki slacks, and a light-blue pressed-and-starched shirt with a sheriff’s office patch. The shirt’s three lower buttons exhibited stress across a rounded belly. A belly that appeared to have a cast-iron stove’s softness. Several awards and plaques occupied one wall, a mounted deer head with massive antlers centered on another. Behind the desk, a credenza presented framed family photos. Several with him and his wife, a half-dozen with his four kids, and one displaying a daughter in a wedding dress.  
 
    “Nice buck,” I said, pointing toward the deer. 
 
    “Four hundred yards, one shot, with a .280 Ackley. I was told you’re a private investigator.” 
 
    “Yessir. I’m contracted to check out the rare earth mining operations near Montello.” 
 
    “Who contracted you?” 
 
    “An overseas outfit.” 
 
    He leaned back with a wry smile, arms raised and hands crossed behind his neck. The buttons across his belly held. 
 
    “Do they have a name?” 
 
    “They do. But they’re the middleman. I never know who the actual client is.” 
 
    “One of those.” 
 
    “Yessir. One of those.” 
 
    I returned a half-smile. His expression remained cordial. 
 
    “Are you a geologist or mining engineer?” 
 
    “Nope. Just a run-of-the-mill investigator making a buck.” 
 
    “I have a finely tuned bullshit meter, Mr. Lee. And it says there’s little run-of-the-mill about you. But I could be wrong. What can I do for a simple investigator struggling through life?” 
 
    “Help me with a situation between the mining companies.” 
 
    Garza grumbled a sigh. 
 
    “That entire situation has been nothing but a pain in the ass. What’s your knowledge base on rare earth minerals?” 
 
    “They’re rare.” 
 
    He snorted and lowered his arms. 
 
    “Which pretty much covers all my understanding as well. You’ll be happy to know, or not, and I don’t care which it is, that you are the second person this bright morning who has dropped in regarding those operations.” 
 
    “Sorry I missed him or her. I thought I’d give you an hour or so this morning before I darkened your door.” 
 
    “A considerate run-of-the-mill investigator. You want some coffee?” 
 
    “Love some.” 
 
    We strolled down a hallway as the sheriff chatted with passing office staff. I left the earlier visitor revelation alone, figuring he’d tell me in his own sweet time. We ending up in a break room with two well-used coffee-makers. He lifted porcelain mugs from an overhead cabinet and handed me one. It said Re-elect Sheriff Garza. 
 
    “Can you believe that?” he asked, nodding toward my mug as he poured. “My son-in-law works for a Reno marketing company. He thought it would be a fine idea dipping into my very limited campaign funds for those. I didn’t have the heart to explain it was the voters outside this building I campaign toward. You can keep that. They’re embarrassing.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll always treasure it.” 
 
    “I bet. Where are you staying?” 
 
    “The Montello Hilton.” 
 
    “I understand the spa rocks.” 
 
    “It was the breakfast buffet that grabbed me. Can I show you something outside?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A bullet hole.” 
 
    Garza mumbled, “Shit,” and led us back down the hallway. He reached into his office and snagged a dark-brown Resistol cowboy hat on the way. It remained cool outside, although the temperature gauge ticked up under the blazing sun. I pointed toward my windshield. Garza set his mug on the hood. 
 
    “You mind if I remove your high-tech repair job?” 
 
    “Have at it.” 
 
    He pulled off the duct tape, inspected the entry hole, and repeated the exercise with the side-window exit hole. 
 
    “Do you know who did this?” 
 
    “One of the dozen security men at the KDB site. I don’t know which one. It took place a mile or so from their camp on the way back from Exponent’s site.” 
 
    We locked eyes as the sheriff became all business. 
 
    “How do you know a KDB man did it?” 
 
    “Their security team now consists of former Russian special forces operators. I met several yesterday at KDB’s site.” 
 
    “And you know they’re special forces how?” 
 
    “I’ve run into them around the world. I also met Andris Simko while I was at the site.” 
 
    Garza adjusted his hat, pressing it farther down. His rock-hard eyes continued an unblinking stare beneath its brim as he leaned forward. 
 
    “Let me get this straight, Mr. Ordinary Private Investigator. You visited KDB’s site yesterday. You met with Simko. And recognized his site’s security detail as former Russian special forces. Am I missing anything?” 
 
    “Simko doesn’t like me. At all.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I had a run-in with his folks in Bolivia.” 
 
    “Bolivia?” 
 
    “Bolivia.” 
 
    I had zero intent to spill the beans about the recent past, but Garza struck me as a straight shooter. A solid guy who took his job seriously. Having local law enforcement handle this situation was a solid out for further involvement on my part.  
 
    Garza straightened up and said, “Join me back in my office, Mr. Lee. I want to make some notes.” 
 
    He closed the office door behind us, sat at his desk, and pulled out a legal-size tablet. He plucked a pen from a handmade cup with Daddy written on it in a child’s hand. 
 
    “Where do you live, Mr. Lee?” 
 
    “On a boat.” 
 
    “Where is this boat?” 
 
    “East Coast.” 
 
    He laid the pen down, and we locked eyes again. 
 
    “If I run Case Lee through the national law enforcement database, what am I liable to find?” 
 
    “Diddly-squat.” 
 
    He shifted and typed on his desktop computer. Thirty silent seconds passed while he manipulated the mouse, making several clicks. 
 
    “Find anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Diddly-squat.” He turned back toward me and retrieved his writing pen. “For some strange reason, I’m not surprised.” 
 
    I shrugged a response. 
 
    “I’m going to do this by the book. The individual who beat you to my door this morning was the governor. It’s election season, and he’s campaigning across the state. He wasn’t here to chat about campaigns.” 
 
    “I bet. I also met Simko’s lobbyist yesterday. He’s pretty cocksure the governor and Simko are bosom buddies.” 
 
    Another hard staredown ensued. It lasted five seconds. At least those were becoming shorter. 
 
    “You get around, Mr. Lee.” 
 
    “It’s what us simple private investigators do. Would you mind telling me what the governor wanted?” 
 
    “I do mind. It was a private conversation. I will tell you this. He didn’t leave here happy.” 
 
    “Personal issues?” 
 
    “Something like that. He’s an elected official, like me. His jurisdictional authority over Elko County law enforcement borders on jack shit. I may have reinforced that fact during our meeting.” 
 
    He scribbled down a few notes and continued. 
 
    “I received a report days ago from my deputy regarding one other windshield bullet treatment.” 
 
    “An Exponent Mining employee told me it has happened multiple times. As in more than once. They’re also doing stuff like rolling boulders onto the road and sugaring fuel tanks.” 
 
    A flush of irritation or anger worked its way up his neck. 
 
    “That’s not what my deputy reported. A single incident, no one hurt.” 
 
    I shrugged again.  
 
    “Don’t know what to tell you, Sheriff Garza, other than what I’ve seen and been told. I can also tell you Simko’s efforts are working. Exponent has shut down their operations because the harassment has become so bad. The site manager is back in Canada figuring out next steps with his bosses.” 
 
    “I’ve had no word about a shutdown.” The emotional flush became brighter and climbed higher up his neck. “Which bothers me for reasons I won’t get into. Now, here’s what I want you to do.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Deputy Reggie Willis covers that section of Elko County. You will file a full report with him. You will tell him what you’ve told me. Then I will receive the report from Deputy Willis. There won’t be any information gaps in my department. Are we clear on that?” 
 
    “We’re clear.” 
 
    He snatched the desk phone, dialed a number, and held a brief conversation with his deputy. Willis would meet me at a Wells coffee shop early afternoon. Garza hung up and wrote a phone number on his legal pad’s lower corner, tore it off, and handed it over. 
 
    “Deputy Willis’s number. Call him direct if there are any issues.” 
 
    I took the paper slip and nodded. 
 
    “Take this as well.” He fished in a shirt pocket and pulled a business card. “This has my personal cell phone number. Believe me, I don’t dole these out like candy. But call or text if there are issues. Issues with you, or the mining operations, or issues with Deputy Willis. Are we clear on that?” 
 
    “We’re clear.” 
 
    He leaned back and crossed hands over his belly, chin down, eyes hard. 
 
    “You’re one of those people who live in the shadows, Mr. Lee. I do not trust shadow residents. I like bright sunshine. But I’ll tell you this. I run a clean ship here in Elko County. If there is funny business going on in my county, I will bring the hammer down.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    I departed the sheriff’s office with a satisfied smile. Several items stood out. Sheriff Manuel Garza was a solid man. Yeah, he’d viewed me with a jaundiced eye, but hearing my own statements about unknown clients, living on a boat, and run-ins with Russian operators at different places around the globe painted a murky Case Lee picture. I’d have been skeptical in his boots.  
 
    He had no truck with Nevada’s governor. It may have been their past history. But smart money related it to the governor’s strong-arm attempts with the sheriff about Simko and KDB. Garza was the law in Elko County, end of story. This Reggie Willis cat smelled dirty, and Garza had made it crystal clear he wouldn’t tolerate outside-the-law activities among his people. The sheriff had a low tolerance for BS, and would take action if necessary. That was a biggie. If my goal was low profile, report out, and leave, then he was a man who would step up to the plate and address issues, make things right.  
 
    I had a while before the Wells meeting with Deputy Willis, so a quick Elko tour, a liquor store visit, and a coffee shop sit-down rounded out the morning agenda. A small city with twenty thousand inhabitants, Elko sat surrounded with sagebrush desert and nestled against the towering Ruby Mountains. I well imagined those peaks were snow-covered for six months of the year. Not a bad place, clean and tidy, with small casinos scattered throughout downtown and several pleasant neighborhoods.  
 
    From downtown I headed for the Humboldt River at the town’s edge and passed through a cluster of legal brothels, their business signs on grand neon display. You’d think they’d be evening-only operations, but they were all open for customers. And one customer was Nevada’s governor. 
 
    He might have figured midmorning would help disguise his activities or perhaps he, and the voters, didn’t care. Either way, a large black window-tinted SUV sat parked in front of an establishment. Two dark-suited guys stood alongside wearing sunglasses and having a smoke. I pulled over a half-block away at a tire shop. It took a minute fishing for the camera with the zoom lens from the rucksack—an accoutrement I carried at Jess’s insistence. Ten minutes later the governor strode out the front door, turned and chatted with the madam, then slid into the black SUV’s back seat. The man had places to go, people to see. It was campaign season. A fact I was certain he’d use if now recognized. He was campaigning at the bordello, nothing more. Right.  
 
    I scanned the dozen shots I’d taken. Several showed him displayed with the establishment’s sign as backdrop. Now, I’m a live-and-let-live guy. Leveraging a photo or two about a person’s private life fell into the realm of dirty tricks, and I wasn’t prone to pull that trigger. But it was a back-pocket option, one I’d keep in reserve. 
 
    A liquor store provisioned me with Grey Goose, and a coffee shop provided coffee and a place to peruse my laptop. Jess had sent a long email with links detailing the Willamette Valley wine business. I replied that the same wine expertise was available among the vast Montello estate vineyards. There were no communiqués from Mom or Jules or anyone else. As a borderline lark, I researched the governor’s campaign website. There were multiple shots with him, his wife, and two teenage kids. Plus an English sheepdog. Alrighty, then. I searched and found Deputy Willis’s home address in Wells, downed the coffee, and hit the road. 
 
    I avoided the interstate and took back roads with the windows down while an AM country station played. George Strait lamented his ex’s living in Texas, antelope herds lifted grazing heads as I passed, and jackrabbits dashed across the road at irregular intervals. Salted peanuts and a Diet Coke were more than sufficient company.  
 
    An hour and a half later I hit Wells, population a little over one thousand. It sat at the intersection of the interstate and the long, lonely two-lane that ran north ninety miles to Idaho’s border and one hundred fifty miles south to Ely. There were scattered houses in Wells instead of defined neighborhoods, and Deputy Willis’s small house sat at a gravel road’s end. Largely nondescript, it displayed one interesting feature. An almost-new mocha Cadillac Escalade, polished and parked in his driveway.  
 
    We met at a small café in town. Dust covered his parked cruiser, and he didn’t appear thrilled to see me. Middle-aged, he was tall and thin with dark slicked-back hair. We shook, sat, and I ordered a turkey sandwich. Willis ordered a soda.  
 
    “Now who, exactly, are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Private investigator.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Investigating issues between KDB and Exponent.” 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    “Can’t say.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “My clients always remain unnamed. I work through a clearinghouse.” 
 
    The server brought him the soda. She fished a straw from her apron, and Willis reached for it. His sleeve slid up his arm and revealed a Rolex. An expensive Rolex. 
 
    “I’m sure the sheriff told you I work this section of Elko County,” he said. “I haven’t heard of any mining site issues.” 
 
    “What about the report you filed regarding a shot fired at an Exponent vehicle?” 
 
    “That would be a nonissue.” 
 
    “Nonissue? A bullet through the window?” 
 
    He bent his head sideways, stretching his neck. A trucker at the next table sat with head in hands, staring at his coffee. 
 
    “You’re not from around here,” he said. “The deal is, this is empty country. Some guy wants to sight in his rifle before deer season. He won’t be too careful checking his backstops because there’s nobody around. It was bad luck when the mining vehicle got hit. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “Exponent drivers have experienced bullet strikes multiple times. That’s a weird string of bad luck, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “An Exponent employee.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I didn’t catch his name.” 
 
    The woman at Exponent’s site entry knew Willis from her working girl days in Wells. Willis would take her revelation personally. I wouldn’t have that on my hands.  
 
    “What I’m hearing is tales from an unknown source regarding multiple events never reported to me. Should I jump in my cruiser, hit the lights and siren, and head for Montello? Is that what you’re asking for?” 
 
    There was no doubt Exponent’s manager had reported multiple instances to Willis. Any manager worth his salt would have. 
 
    “How about filing a report mentioning my bad luck bullet?” 
 
    He didn’t bother answering, sucked on his straw, and stared out the café’s window.  
 
    “I acquired a high-velocity hole in my vehicle’s windshield. The exit hole is through the driver’s window. For the uninitiated, or for dumbasses, that translates into a rifle bullet passing inches from my chest.” 
 
    We locked eyes. 
 
    “I’ve already told you. Deer season is five weeks away. Stray bullets are a fact of life out here.” 
 
    “You don’t want to see the evidence? It’s that SUV.” 
 
    I pointed out the window toward my vehicle. Willis threw a hard glance at my vehicle and shook his head. 
 
    “Look. I’ve got plenty to deal with besides potshots out in the boonies. Why don’t you tell me why you are really here? Who’s paying you to stir up shit?” 
 
    “The Sultan of Brunei.” 
 
    We shared a silent moment. I smiled. He didn’t. 
 
    “Okay, smartass. Listen and listen good,” he said as his face flushed. “You have no idea what you are messing with here. Or who you are messing with.” 
 
     “Oh, I’ve got a pretty good idea on the who. Simko and I met yesterday. By the way, he didn’t mention you. If you’re looking for bosom-buddy status with the man, I’m afraid you’re not there yet, Willis. I did hear of a borscht shortage in Montello for the Russian security team. You could score big points fixing that situation.” 
 
    He entered full-blown rage mode. I didn’t care. 
 
    “I’ll tell you something, asshole.” Spittle formed at his mouth’s corners. “You are on my turf. Empty turf, where a man could disappear without a trace.” 
 
    “I sense a country song coming on. Reggie Willis, man of many talents.” 
 
    He shot a quivering index finger across the table.  
 
    “You are over your head, Lee. Way over your head.” 
 
    Willis stormed out, slammed his cruiser into reverse, kicked up gravel dust, and took off. I took a bite of the sandwich and considered, for the umpteenth time, my utter and complete inability to play it smart. Low profile was out the window. Collecting more enemies was back on the menu, big time. Man, I was a freakin’ genius.  
 
    Still, I had no intention playing shoot-’em-up with anyone in Elko County. Get through the next twenty-four hours, check in with Exponent’s site manager, and file my report. I’d watch my ass, sure, but would perform the remaining activities fast and efficient, with no wild hairs on my part. There was more than enough intel for my Global Resolutions report—players and events, personal perceptions outlined and referenced. Good stuff.  
 
    I finished the sandwich and reflected on kicking off a few parting shots. I pulled the cell phone and texted Sheriff Garza’s private number. 
 
    Met with Willis. He wasn’t interested in the shot fired my way. Or filing a report. Enjoyed meeting you, all the best, Case. PS – You must pay your folks well. Willis drives a new Cadillac Escalade and wears a pricy Rolex.  
 
    Back in my vehicle, I transferred the most telling photos from the governor’s little cathouse campaigning expedition to my laptop, found his generic email address, and shot him a note with the photos attached, deep web. It wasn’t traceable. 
 
    RE: KDB vs. Exponent. Back off, buttwipe.  
 
    Generic email or not, it would get to him. It wasn’t my usual operating mode, the sharing of revelations on Willis and the governor. Still, I hit the road toward Montello with a satisfied smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Half the adhesive tape at my door’s bottom hung loose, unattached. Could have been the owner who’d entered, but I doubted it. Could have become unstuck on its own. Doubted that, too. It was late afternoon, the sun low, heat dissipating. Montello was dead quiet with no highway or train traffic. Overhead in a black locust tree, a desert dove’s coos drifted soft across the scene. I stood at the door with my rucksack slung over a shoulder, holding the rifle, shotgun, and Grey Goose bottle. I’d clomped across the motel’s gravel. Anyone inside knew I’d arrived and where I stood. Not a good thing.  
 
    I retraced my steps and unloaded my kit back into the SUV’s rear seat. The pistol remained holstered at my waist. There were two options. Drive away, call it a day, and find another motel an hour or more away. Or take on whoever lurked in my room, if anyone. It took half a second to consider the first option. Wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    The motel was L-shaped. The office occupied the tip nearest the highway. My room was at the other tip. The L held a small firepit and two park benches, the motel’s amenities. My room’s front window faced the firepit. The shades were drawn, as I’d left them. There was a small window, too small for ingress or egress, in the bathroom. Vast experience said a man waited inside. He wasn’t there to sell me a bowling shirt. 
 
    Entering was a poor move. I’d acknowledge his presence and get him outside where I held the upper hand. I pulled my Glock and circled around the room toward the motel’s back. The dilapidated houses and trailers were farther south, a black locust grove my only immediate neighbor. West, beyond the trees, sagebrush and rock for miles.  
 
    I stood at the back corner, pistol aimed along the building’s side, rapped my knuckles against the room’s back wall, and delivered a loud, terse statement. 
 
    “Come out.” 
 
    “I am out.” 
 
    The voice was low, the accent thick. One consolation—decent odds the bastard at my back wouldn’t gun me down during daylight. A tight crack sounded as he stepped on a small fallen tree branch. He’d hidden inside the locust grove. I lowered my weapon, kept it pointed at the ground, and turned my head. Thirty feet away, a Spetsnaz operator smiled behind his pistol’s two-handed aim toward my back. Son of a bitch.  
 
    I’d let my guard down, filled with certainty an adversary was inside the room. Deputy Willis must have made a phone call, or Antonov the site manager might have sent this guy under Simko’s direction. One thing was for sure. However this played out, it would play out here and now. I wasn’t entering any vehicles for a ride.  
 
    Then the situation’s suckage increased. My motel room door, beyond my sight, squeaked open. The operator at my back spoke Russian, and a single voice replied. They held a brief conversation, enjoying the situation. I wasn’t. The operator behind me spoke again with broken English. 
 
    “Drop weapon. We will not shoot.” 
 
    There were few active collectives on this good earth that would prevent me from a lightning collapse, spin, and snap shot. Spetsnaz operators were among those. I’d catch a bullet, and perhaps two. My best bet—play along and wait until I could get close. Close enough to disarm and beat the living crap out of this guy and his partner. I lowered my Glock and left it on the bare ground. Another quick Russian conversation happened, and the operator from my room turned the corner. He, too, aimed a smile at me. The one at my back spoke and laid out the ground rules.  
 
    “Come.” 
 
    I turned and exposed my back toward the armed operator approaching along the motel. The one from the locust grove holstered his pistol and slid it off his belt. He placed it on the ground, eyes bright, jaw muscles working, game plan revealed. I would receive a bone-breaking thumping, an ambulance ride to the nearest hospital ass-whipping. Or a terminal beating, my body left in the Montello dust. The impediment named Case Lee removed. Screw that noise.  
 
    We circled, predators who sought advantage, searched for weakness. A quick glance toward the other operator showed him repeat the holstered weapon on the ground routine, his weapon alongside mine. He’d join the fray in seconds, which prompted an immediate attack at my circling opponent. A false attack. He responded to my feint with a head-high sidekick followed with a spin kick, also head-high. I bent at the back, rope-a-dope, and watched his boots whip past my face, the spin kick less than an inch from my nose. Then I struck. 
 
    As a runner sliding into second base, I flew horizontal, feet first. And drove a bootheel into his nuts. He grunted, attempted a half-second grab at my foot, and fell to his knees as the pain took effect. I scrambled over his body, straddled him, and pounded his face with right-left-right blows. His nose crunched. Another strike sounded a broken jaw’s telltale wet crack. Five punches landed before a boot toe drove into my ribs and sent me rolling off him. I continued the roll, escaped the immediate area, and leapt up, prepared. 
 
    The second Spetsnaz operator sensed—through training or animal instinct—I was a poor option for further weaponless combat. He pulled a large lock-blade knife from a pocket and flicked it open as I approached. His partner rolled onto his side, pushed along the ground a few feet, spit blood gobs, and struggled upright. I had twenty or so seconds before he’d attempt another tangle. Sufficient time to kick his partner’s ass.  
 
    Rule one when facing a guy with a knife—produce a gun. I burst toward our two pistols lying side by side a dozen paces away. The Spetsnaz operator realized where I was headed and joined the footrace. He transitioned from a man armed with a knife to a man holding a baton during a sprint relay. Stupid bastard. Timing his arm swings, I planted a foot and dived toward him. Frantic awareness struck as he shifted body position midstride. It was too late. I gripped the knife-bearing wrist with both hands and used momentum, sliding underneath his arm while I dropped, rolled, and twisted. A harsh cry joined the pop of a brutal shoulder dislocation. 
 
    I leapt upright, kept a grip on his wrist with one hand, and drew my other back for a blow. He was a tough SOB, and first landed a roundhouse punch against my head. Stars exploded, but I returned the favor and drove knuckles into his throat and powered a knee into his groin. He went down, poleaxed. 
 
    I shifted my attention back toward my first opponent. Unsteady on his feet as blood poured from his nose, he slid a hand into a pocket, fishing for a knife. Three quick steps later, I pulled the Glock from its holster and took aim. The knife flicked open as realization sunk in. He’d brought a knife to what was now a gunfight. He dropped the weapon. 
 
    Harsh breaths sounded in the stillness. Then a semi roared past Montello, the engine’s whine and trailer’s clatter filling the space, fading as it rolled south. Each inhale hurt and indicated I may have received a cracked rib or two from the boot kick. My head pounded from the blow I’d received.  
 
    “Where is your vehicle?” I asked. 
 
    One lifted his chin toward a cluster of dilapidated houses and trailers past the locust tree grove. I signaled with the pistol toward the location. 
 
    “Start walking.” 
 
    They exchanged stares. The operator with the dislocated shoulder tried a shrug toward his partner and grimaced at the effort. They began a slow, painful walk. I followed four paces behind, the Glock holstered. 
 
    “Tell Antonov I’m leaving in forty-eight hours,” I said toward their slow-moving backs. “Tell him no more violence. I am leaving. Two days.” 
 
    The operator holding his dislocated arm paused and turned toward me. The other followed suit. 
 
    “You are dead man.” 
 
    We locked eyes. He spoke with the other in Russian while we continued staring. His partner curled a lip and spit a gob of bloody spittle at my feet. We were having a major communication failure. I went for the direct approach.  
 
    “No, scooter. I’m the guy who will blow your brains out if you mess with me again. Tell Antonov he’s also on the hit list. This entire thing is over. No more.” 
 
    Another brief Russian language exchange ensued.  
 
    “No. You are fly. Insect. We step on insects.” 
 
    They turned and again started their ass-dragging march toward their vehicle. I considered the need for upping my de-escalation skills. We continued our weird little vignette, two bloody and beat-up men trudging in pain followed by an armed man whose conciliatory tank ran on empty. A dog barked as we passed. An old man, dressed in a paint-splattered artist’s smock, sat in the shade of a collapsing porch overhang and stared our way. He reached toward the porch floor, lifted a warm MD 20/20 wine jug, and took a healthy swig. Two loud lip smacks later, he resumed an uninterested stare our way. Just another Montello late afternoon. 
 
    I checked their truck for weapons, found none, and indicated they should get the hell out of here. Both groaned climbing in. The one who spoke better English closed his door and spoke through the open window. 
 
    “Not finished. This is not finished.” 
 
    Enough. I pulled the Glock and pressed the barrel against his temple. 
 
    “I can finish this anytime, day or night. Tell Antonov. If you come after me, you will never see Russia again. Guaranteed.” 
 
    He turned his head more in my direction, the skin folds at his temple bunched against the pistol’s barrel. His eyes held a cold cast, unafraid. His partner started their vehicle, and they rolled away.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    First things first. During our little motel sashay, I’d felt several small punctures, one in my side and a couple in my leg. Once the Spetsnaz operators were down the highway, I reached under my shirt and ran into an embedded locust tree thorn. Once I’d plucked it out—causing a sharp exhale during the upper body twist as my ribs yelped—I undid my belt and pants, fishing for the two thorns down my leg. The porch-bound, smock-wearing old man hollered at me during the process. 
 
    “That a boy! Feel it! That a boy!” 
 
    Case Lee, providing uplifting and inspirational actions for every wingnut within sight. Weapon collection was next. I toted the two Russian GSh-18 pistols along with my back-seat armament into the room. It was now quite the armory. I popped some Advil, swallowed dry, and made a quick bar trip, collecting a large paper soda cup filled with ice. A picnic table near the motel firepit became operations central. Vodka on ice washed down supper, a slim smoked sausage packet. My laptop joined me, as did the Colt rifle, twelve-gauge pump shotgun, and Smith & Wesson .500 revolver—all laid out within easy reach. If they came for me over the next few hours, there wouldn’t be any lead shortages on my part. 
 
    Marcus called while I checked messages. 
 
    “What’s the situational status?” he asked as a greeting.  
 
    “It’s been an interesting day.” 
 
    “You sound different. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Only my feelings. You forgot to express how marvelous it is chatting with me again.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot. Tell me just how interesting your day was.” 
 
    I did. The desert dove cooed overhead, a rattling pickup pulled into the nearby bar, and cool stillness joined a setting sun. I kept the soliloquy, including the blow-by-blow, short and sweet as the Advil and vodka kicked in. 
 
    “Are you unwrapping bandage packaging?” he first asked. 
 
    “Gas station smoked sausages. Fine fare.” 
 
    “Let’s start with the sheriff. How legit is he?” 
 
    “Plenty legit as far as I can tell. By the way, I forgot to tell you I snapped photos of the governor leaving a brothel this morning. Then I sent them his way, anonymously, with a note to back off the mining conflict.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like you.” 
 
    “I know. It was a minor-league move. But I’m trying to keep a low profile, firing off incriminating photos instead of engaging in violence.” 
 
    “How’s that working out for you?” 
 
    “Not well.” 
 
    Past the locust grove, I spotted two working girls exit a shabby trailer and climb into a blue sedan. The passenger door, salvaged from a junkyard, was white. Their day was starting.  
 
    “Will the sheriff handle the dirty deputy?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I have a feeling he will.” 
 
    “Tell me more about the Russians.” 
 
    “What’s to tell? At least they didn’t shoot me.” 
 
    “Would they have killed you had they won your fight?” 
 
    “Don’t know. My gut says Antonov ordered them to put me in the hospital.” 
 
    “Your gut is usually right. That won’t be their orders next time.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. If there’s a next time.” 
 
    “Son, do you seriously think they will call it a day? Twelve Russian operators, directed by Andris Simko?” 
 
    “Eleven-point-five Russian operators.” 
 
    “I’ll be there at daybreak. I’ll pull over and catch forty winks halfway.” 
 
    “Nope. I’ll call on the Exponent manager tomorrow and tie a bow on this job. No need to saddle up, Marcus. I appreciate it, though.” 
 
    “I figured this situation would devolve since we last talked. My vehicle is packed, and a neighbor is on standby to care for the dog.” 
 
    “The situation hasn’t devolved.” 
 
    “The situation is classic Case Lee. Why don’t you rename your company Shitstorm Guaranteed? At least your clients would know what they’re getting.” 
 
    “Funny. Don’t come. Lord knows, I appreciate it. But stay put.” 
 
    “Keep your head down until daybreak. See you then.” 
 
    He hung up, and my emotions roiled. I appreciated his concern for me—love and brotherhood were precious commodities—although angst over his personal safety while entering my playground bit hard. He’d lost a half-step or two over time and hadn’t kept certain skill sets honed as I had. He was a Montana rancher. I waded through treacherous shadowland swamps.  
 
    But relief at having rock-solid backup crept in, as did the answer to who I would want in my foxhole. I’d take any three blood brothers in a tight situation, with Marcus, perhaps, topping the list. Levelheaded to the extreme, mission-oriented, decisive. A man with undaunted courage who I could always count on. Always.  
 
    The legal framework bothered, big time. US turf, and I’d already engaged the county sheriff and his dirty deputy. I was on law enforcement’s radar with this gig, an uncomfortable position. On the Chaco, or in New Guinea or the Amazon or Suriname, ties with any semblance of the law were tenuous at best. Yeah, Marcus had lent a hand, a valuable hand, in California at the Amazon job’s finale, but that venture was well under law enforcement’s radar. This was a different hairball. I didn’t want Marcus’s entanglement with any potential legal repercussions, especially if events involved expired bodies. A distinct possibility if things escalated.  
 
    Underlining my immediate headspace was also the issue of not handling the current situation myself, incapable of delivering without help. There was no denying a light sting having a blood brother lend a situational hand to bail me out.  
 
    Stars appeared overhead; another vodka poured. I twisted my torso and assessed the rib situation. Not bad. How it would feel in the morning without the protective barrier of Advil and booze was another story. I slipped on a light jacket and remained at the picnic table, surrounded with high velocity comfort blankets, and considered the next day.  
 
    A visit to the Exponent site was mandatory. Global Resolutions contracts continued coming my way because I went the extra mile. Which, with this job, entailed running the gauntlet again along a middle-of-nowhere gravel road. While a Spetsnaz operator or two squinted through a riflescope. Not good. Not good at all with Marcus along for the ride. I couldn’t glom onto a better angle, a more prudent approach, although Marcus would be invaluable when considering the best tactic.  
 
    As I contemplated hitting the rack, a call from Mom came in. I jumped on the call. 
 
    “Are you and CC okay?” 
 
    It was unusual having her contact me at night. And Charleston was two hours later than Nevada. 
 
    “We are fine, and I apologize for the late hour, but CC won’t go to bed without talking with you. I don’t know what’s gotten into that child.” 
 
    “Twenty-four-seven, Mom. Call anytime. You know that.” 
 
    My jacked-up emotions settled. Unusual calls at this hour could have spelled bad news. 
 
    “Are you in Nevada?” 
 
    “I am. Should wrap this job up in a day or two. Everything’s good here.” 
 
    “Well, let me put her on the line. Then maybe she will quit haranguing me about you and boats and homes.” 
 
    CC came on. 
 
    “Case?” 
 
    “Hi, my love. How are you?” 
 
    “Case. I like your boat.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you do.” 
 
    “I like taking trips on your boat. Do you remember the turtles?” 
 
    A recent CC trip involved a stop at Jekyll Island’s Georgia Sea Turtle Center. She’d been infatuated with turtles ever since.  
 
    “Of course I remember. It was a great day.” 
 
    “It was a great day. Do you remember the sweet potato pie?” 
 
    During a more recent trip we’d stopped at a BBQ shack, and the owner had made a point of catering to CC. 
 
    “I do. It was good.” 
 
    “No, Case. No. It was better than good. Remember?” 
 
    “I remember, my love. It was better than good. So were the ribs.” 
 
    “Tinker Juarez is asleep.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go to sleep as well.” 
 
    “I like your boat.” 
 
    “I’m glad you do. We’ll take many more trips together on my boat. CC and Case and Tinker Juarez.” 
 
    She was silent for a while, chewing on whatever was bothering her. 
 
    “Your boat is your home.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “That’s okay if your boat is your home, isn’t it?” 
 
    Our walk along the beach had uncovered a sore spot with CC. My mobile lifestyle. She’d mulled her concern for a while and now had concluded it was within the realm of acceptable. 
 
    “It is okay. I enjoy living on a boat. I especially like it when my CC is with me.” 
 
    “CC and Tinker Juarez.” 
 
    “CC, Tinker Juarez, and Case. That’s right.” 
 
    “That is right.” She’d reached an affirmation point, and all was well in the world. “I am going to sleep.” 
 
    “Before you do, do you remember the one big thing?” 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    “You love me more than the sun.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And the stars. And the moon! That is a lot.” 
 
    “It’s true, CC. So, so true.” 
 
    She ended the call, off to bed. I sat renewed and refocused on the important things in life. Family, friends, and a lover. The human experience. Montello was a world all its own, disconnected from my life’s anchor points but representing a caution marker. One I’d heed. Just a job, remain vigilant, do the right thing. It was a rippling warning flag prompting extra precautions.  
 
    I planted a chair under the room’s doorknob. The bathtub became my bed, along with blankets and pillows and protection from nighttime intruders. The Glock at the tub’s edge, the pump shotgun and Colt rifle within reach, an extra blanket stuffed into the tiny bathroom window. Not a Taj Mahal setup but safe and secure, and sleep came easy. 
 
    Hours later, I dreamed of desert sands and blue people when my eyes popped open. Something was wrong. It may have been a sound, now gone, or my life-saving sixth sense on high alert. One item glowed certain; danger was present. A malevolent aura filled the immediate area.  
 
    I edged from the tub, chose the shotgun, and crawled against the bathroom doorjamb. The bed blocked the limited-light view—moon and starlight snuck in around the closed curtain edges—but the door’s upper section was visible. I waited, senses hyper-alert. Boots on gravel approached, two sets, slow and cautious. Then silence. A concrete sidewalk ran along the motel’s room doors and they’d accessed that silent pad. I knew damn well who they were. Two Spetsnaz operators, here to finish a job. Finish a job with ice-cold execution. 
 
    The next sound sat on discernible’s edge. The door handle quarter-turned until the lock mechanism halted it. Then, quiet as a church mouse, it returned to its original state. Next came a brass-on-brass slide as a key worked its way into the keyhole. Unwanted entry and gun blasts and gore and death were seconds away.  
 
    I’d left the shotgun without a shell chambered. For a reason. There exist universal sounds on this good earth. A jet airplane taking off, a baby’s cry, waves hitting a rocky coast. And the sound of a pump shotgun chambering a round. 
 
    I racked a shell loaded with double-aught buckshot. The loud click-clack froze the environment, its message clear. Enter and die. Absolute silence for five seconds, followed by the key’s slide from the door handle. Message received with absolute clarity. Now, discretion was the better part of their valor. Attempted murder on this night was off the table. 
 
    Boots-on-gravel retreated into the distance. A vehicle started and drove off. And I snatched a pillow off the bed, placed it under my head, and slept on the floor with the shotgun cradled. Helluva way to live. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    A signature sound woke me. A Zippo lighter’s distinctive clack outside my room announced Marcus’s arrival. Dawn’s first light peeked around curtain edges, the shotgun remained nestled in the crook of my arm, and bruised ribs barked as I sat up. Morning in Montello. 
 
    “Be with you in a minute,” I said, poking my head out the door.  
 
    He wore his Stetson, cotton canvas ranch coat, jeans, and boots. Tall and slender with hints of white hair below the hat’s brim, Marcus collected fallen locust limbs and branches, tossing them into the motel firepit. He’d set up his own folding chair nearby, and two stainless-steel thermoses leaned against the firepit exterior stones. Marcus Johnson—former Delta team lead, a rare black rancher among Montana’s wilds, and more than a precious friend. A blood brother. 
 
    “Take your time. Heaven knows you require beauty sleep.” 
 
    Man, it was great seeing him again. While time’s passing highlighted a few more wrinkles for us both, it also strengthened our personal bond as we became wiser and more attuned to what was important in life. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later and after a quick shower, I joined him. A fire blazed in the morning chill as the town and highway remained silent. 
 
     “I’ve brought coffee,” he said from his chair. “And an appropriate mug for you.” 
 
    He handed over the thick porcelain mug and unscrewed a thermos lid. The mug bore the slogan “In my defense, I was left unsupervised.” 
 
    “Your subtle messaging is always a treat. Have you ruined the coffee with additives?” 
 
    “I have mine, you have yours.” 
 
    Unlike his sweetened and flavored coffee, the thermos contents he poured for me were hot and straight and black. 
 
    “Thanks, bud. It’s great to see you.” 
 
    “You, too,” he said. “You’ve picked quite the spot as an operational base.” 
 
    “Said the man from Fishtail.” 
 
    “Fishtail has character. This place is sad.” 
 
    He had a point.  
 
    “Did you get any sleep?” 
 
    “Four or five hours. I’m good to go. Does that bar serve food?” 
 
    “Eggs and sausage in the a.m. Steaks and burgers at night. How’s the cattle business?” 
 
    “They are fat and happy. Prices are solid. It’s a good year. How’s the James Bond business?” 
 
    “Always an adventure. There was a minor event in the morn’s wee hours.” 
 
    I detailed the uninvited visit from the Spetsnaz operators. 
 
    “I’d say we’re at an escalation point.” He sipped coffee and puffed the cigar. “They were here to kill you, son. Let’s not crawfish around that reality.” 
 
    A large SUV approached, its roar carrying some distance. It screamed through town, slammed the brakes, and went into a guided one-eighty spin on the highway’s centerline. The tires smoked as black tracks painted gray pavement. 
 
    “Now, there’s another reality you should accept,” Marcus said. “I asked Catch to join us.” 
 
    I couldn’t deliver an appropriate reply. Juan Antonio Diego Hernandez. Catch. Wild man, blood brother, unshackled soul. And the best shot our Delta team had ever encountered. 
 
    “This is big open country,” Marcus continued as he pushed himself from the chair. “We may require long-range sniping, so don’t get all bent I’ve included him. Especially after your experience last night. It is a prudent move.” 
 
    Still situated in the highway’s middle, the SUV’s driver door opened, and a bear of a man exited. With close-cropped black hair and an immense bushy beard, he stood, stretched, and extended both arms outward. The battle cry started and continued as he performed a slow turn for all Montello to appreciate. Then back in the vehicle, tires screeching again, and a launch into the motel parking lot. I wore a mile-wide smile and shook my head. 
 
    “Marcus, I’ve never been in a place in my life when it wasn’t a joy seeing Catch. For whatever reason.” 
 
    He slid from the SUV and came at me, rolling and rumbling and firing mobile critiques. 
 
    “Look at you! Uglier than ever and still a poster boy for the wussification of America.” 
 
    I held up both hands, laughing. 
 
    “Ribs, my brother. I’ve got sore ribs.” 
 
    “There it is! Always something, you wuss.” 
 
    He snatched me up at the waist and lifted me over his head. We looked like history’s worst figure-skating team as his bright white teeth shone through the midnight beard, and I wiggled midair. The ribs hollered loud and long. 
 
    “Put me down, you moron!” 
 
    “You weigh as much as a popcorn fart. You’re not eating regular.” 
 
    “And you’re still a menace to society and anything peaceful in the world. Put my ass down!” 
 
    He did. His handshake with Marcus was firm and sincere and expected. While Catch, Bo, and I might grapple and hug and fool around, we exchanged dignified handshakes with Marcus. The lone exception was the aftermath of a recent battle in Sudan, which should have killed us all. It was a battle that had ended the bounty on our heads. 
 
    “So, our boy has stepped into it again,” Catch said to Marcus, tossing a head gesture toward me. “What else is new?” 
 
    “Spetsnaz operators attempted a hit on him last night,” Marcus said. “Here at the motel.” 
 
    “That right?” Catch asked me. 
 
    I detailed the story as Catch plucked my mug from the firepit stones and downed it with one gulp.  
 
    “You heard them on the gravel, walking away?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “While you held a loaded shotgun?” 
 
    “I know where this is going.” 
 
    “Next time, you dumbass, crack the door and while their backs are toward you cut ’em down with buckshot. Adios, amigos. How many of these sons-a-bitches are there?” 
 
    “A dozen. The first two that visited and wanted a dance aren’t moving well. The two last night are still in fine fettle because I wouldn’t blow them away and go back to bed. Even in Montello.” 
 
    “You blow them away, drag their butts into the desert, and let the coyotes manage the rest. Then go back to bed. No muss, no fuss. I mean, look at this place.” He performed a slow turn. “Who the hell would say anything?” 
 
    Man, I loved the guy. Simple solutions from a man who viewed life with little nuance or subtlety. Good and bad, right and wrong. I often wished I had the same stark mindset. Marcus finished his coffee while we stood together in Nevada’s cool dawn and chatted. The setting fostered a unique atmosphere among us. Casual, heartfelt, no real judgment. There was something about knowing you’d lay down your life for someone and they for you. A bond unique, unspoken, welded tight. 
 
    “Let’s mosey over to the bar. I’ve heard either the owner or their first customer drive up,” Marcus said. “We could use more coffee and some decent sustenance. I imagine between you two, the jerky and peanut supplies out West have taken a hit. Are you headed in there like that?” 
 
    He pointed toward the Glock holstered at my waist. 
 
    “It’s an open carry state. They take it serious out here in the boonies. In an hour, I won’t be the only one packing at breakfast.” 
 
    “Then standby one.” 
 
    Marcus headed for his SUV. He’d strap on his sidearm of choice, a German Heckler & Koch in .45 caliber. 
 
    “What about me?” Catch asked. “Do you two mullets expect me to walk around naked among armed miscreants? I brought my long-range rifle, not some OK Corral peashooter.” 
 
    “I’ve got an extra H&K for you, Catch,” Marcus said over his shoulder. “Don’t get your panties in a wad.”  
 
    “I can do one better, bud. How does a .500 magnum revolver sound?” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “No shit. Hold on while I get it.” 
 
    As I headed for the room, Catch called to Marcus. 
 
    “Never mind, Marcus. Case brought a real pistol.” 
 
    Several minutes later, we appeared as either three armed desperados or men prepared for a Montello breakfast. Take your pick. At five pounds, the .500 would be a pain to hang at your side, but it fit Catch. Both in size and implication. 
 
    Martha the owner greeted us with a cigarette dangling from her mouth, one hand with three mugs and the other toting a coffeepot. 
 
    “Anyone want cream?” she asked as we filled a corner table. There were no other customers. “There’s sugar and sweetener on the table.” 
 
    “Please,” Marcus responded. 
 
    “Where are you fellows from? I’ve asked Case,” she said and pointed toward me, the cig now between her fingers. “He said East Coast, which is all I need to know.” 
 
    “Montana,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Too cold. How about you?” 
 
    “Oregon.” 
 
    “Too wet. Now you fellows can have your eggs any way you want as long as its fried or scrambled. I’ve got toast, hash browns, and sausage. What’ll you have?” 
 
    “Six eggs, scrambled,” Catch said. “Four slices of toast. Hash browns. How big are your sausages?” 
 
    “Stick up your thumb.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    “You have gorilla fingers, partner. The sausages aren’t that big.” 
 
    “Then I’ll have six.” 
 
    “You win customer of the month. And you, tall, dark, and lanky?” 
 
    She lifted her chin toward Marcus, smiling. He placed his order, and I followed suit.  
 
    “You fellows get up and help yourself to more coffee when needed. I’m in the kitchen.” 
 
    She walked away, humming an indecipherable tune. 
 
    “Speaking of too wet,” I said, “how’s life in Portland?” 
 
    “Your momma will be happy. I asked Willa to marry me. She said yes.” 
 
    Catch wore a big smile with the announcement. I’d stayed a day or two with Catch and Willa in Portland and liked her. A lot. She owned a metalworking shop and allowed Catch to work there. A no-nonsense woman, she was the perfect counterbalance for the wild man from eastern Oregon’s sagebrush country.  
 
    “Outstanding!” I said and slapped him on the shoulder. “She’s a fine woman.” 
 
    “It’s about time,” Marcus said, chuckling. 
 
    We clacked coffee mugs as an early morning toast.  
 
    “What did you tell her regarding hauling it out here with no notice?” I asked. “And how’d you get here so fast? It’s gotta be a twelve-hour drive.” 
 
    “Made it in ten. I’ve got a new radar detector. As for Willa, I told her I was on a scouting trip for the deer season opener.” 
 
    “Did she buy it?” I asked. 
 
    “She grabbed my fine beard and asked me if I was lying. I said yes, and she shook her head and called me a lowlife skunk. Then we made love. What a woman.” 
 
    “That she is. You’re a lucky man.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it. Anyway, we haven’t set a date yet. When we do, I expect to see you both. It will be an epic party, gentlemen. Epic.” 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Marcus said, still smiling. “I look forward to meeting Willa. Anyone who puts up with you must be pretty amazing.” 
 
    A statement worthy of another coffee toast. As the mugs clanged, Martha called from the kitchen behind the bar.  
 
    “Stop banging those mugs! They’re American-made and cost three bucks each.” 
 
    We laughed, Catch and I exchanged shoulder shots, and Marcus brought us back to business. Serious business. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “This is the situation. Case can walk away or complete his job. A job that’s over once you interview and inspect the Canadian site. Which you could do today. Is that right?” 
 
    “Pretty much covers it. And you can take ‘walk away’ off the table.” 
 
    “And those two last night?” Catch asked, locking eyes with Marcus. “And the SOB that tried whacking him in his vehicle?” He shifted attention toward me. “You’re lucky to be still upright. I know for a fact you were driving too slow when that happened. I mean, what the hell? Were you sightseeing?” 
 
    “We cover his back so he can complete the mission. We are not here to go in with guns blazing. Is that clear?” Marcus asked Catch. 
 
    “We’ve got Russkie operators on our turf. You don’t see me over there sending lead downrange.” 
 
    “Only because you haven’t been offered the opportunity. Our mission is protection. Period. And protection doesn’t always entail trigger pulls.” 
 
    “So you’re fine and dandy with Spetsnaz muscle here in the States for some foreign billionaire who enjoys stomping on the competition. Is that what I’m hearing?” 
 
    “I am neither fine nor dandy with the situation. You know that. You also know there’s not a thing we can do about it. What we can do is provide protection for twenty-four hours. Then get the hell out of Dodge.” 
 
    “Bud, I appreciate the sentiment,” I said, squeezing Catch’s arm. “But Marcus is right. And I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you both showing up here. I’m not walking away, but I was sure stuck moving forward. The key thing is, I don’t want either of you hurt.” 
 
    “Hurt?” Catch asked. “I’ll put the hurting on them.” He pulled the .500, stared at it, and smiled. “I wonder how big a hole this puppy makes.” 
 
    “Stop talking holes,” Marcus said. “Let’s develop an ops plan for the day. One that fulfills the mission without gunfire.” 
 
    Catch twisted his torso and sighted the hand cannon toward the room’s ceiling. 
 
    “Don’t shoot the cook,” Martha said, balancing three plates as she approached. “Anyone want hot sauce?” 
 
    Catch holstered the weapon, we ate, and Marcus kept us on track. 
 
    “Let’s focus on the gravel road,” he said. “Empty miles with plenty of sniper spots. Let’s get you in there and back out.” He opened an unused paper napkin and produced a pen. “Show me where their guardhouse is in relation to the road.” 
 
    I sketched it out. Both Marcus and Catch pointed and asked questions as I drew.  
 
    “Do they have a visual on traffic bound for the Canadians?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “It’s only a hundred yards or so down their entrance road. So yeah, if they’re paying attention, they have a visual on traffic.” 
 
    “Good. It’s an opportunity to assess their intent.” 
 
    “I’m not following you,” I said. 
 
    “I do,” Catch said. “You’re the bait, little buddy! Sweet.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. I’m missing the sweetness with this plan.” 
 
    “We will be proactive,” Marcus said. “They may not have any long-range plans for you. Long-range as in sniper shots. They may have backed off after last night’s attempt. I need to know how much they plan on escalating this situation. Otherwise, we are flying blind.” 
 
    I got it. Which didn’t help reduce the pucker factor.  
 
    “They’ll recognize your SUV,” Catch said. “Stop at their entrance and take a pee. Make sure they have a positive ID.” 
 
    “That’s not how I would wish to receive a fatal bullet. The eulogy from you guys would be ha-ha funny for everyone except me.” 
 
    “The point is,” Marcus said, “we want them recognizing you making tracks for the Canadians. If they scramble and send shooters into the terrain for your return trip, we know what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “What if they’re already positioned?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll find out,” Catch said. “Past their site’s entrance, I’ll bail out of Marcus’s rig and hike into their turf. Deep into their turf and circle behind potential sniper spots. I do have expertise in this area. If they’re already positioned, I’ll remove them. While you and Marcus wait. Easy peasy.” 
 
    “Hold off on any removals. I mean it. Do you have your satellite phone?” Marcus asked Catch. 
 
    He slid the phone from his pocket and waggled it for us. 
 
    “Good,” Marcus continued. “Then we have comms. If they don’t set up for an ambush, you can wait for our return trip and continue communicating. If it’s quiet, we’ll pick you up and mission accomplished.” 
 
    “You on board with that, bait-boy?” Catch asked. 
 
    With anyone else on the planet, I wouldn’t be. But having Catch as my guardian angel was as close as I’d come to a sure thing. For a fact. 
 
    “Yeah. On board.” 
 
    “Alright,” Marcus said. “Let’s talk worst-case scenario.” He pulled a cigar from the ranch coat’s inside pocket and lifted it toward Martha. She cleaned beer glasses behind the bar. “Do you mind if I smoke this in here?” 
 
    “You can smoke jimson weed for all I care.” She turned off the water, dried her hands, and held up a small paper receipt. “Who’s paying?” 
 
    The wooden chair squawked against the plank floor as I stood and paid, giving her a twenty-buck tip. Martha was the real deal, and I’ve always appreciated those types. While I paid, two more customers filtered in. Locals, they plucked their own mugs from a stack and used the second coffeepot to fill them. We exchanged pleasant nods, the day had begun, routines followed.  
 
    As for the plan Marcus and Catch proposed, it appeared viable. They filled me with gratitude for their concern and commitment—I’d had enough of KDB’s crap. Bolivia was a much different dynamic. Locals murdered, brutal thuggery applied without constraint. A different playing field from where we now sat. Yeah, it was an isolated chunk of US turf, but the rules of engagement were different. Here, KDB’s physical harm intimidation remained limited toward a solo player. The CEO and chief bottle washer of Case Lee, Inc.  
 
    The indications were, even without sussing Exponent’s operations, that both sites contained legit and lucrative rare earth deposits. Fine. Get after it, folks. And play by the rules. Let me do my job, leave me alone, and I’m outta here. With Marcus and Catch as backup, I held hope for a plain vanilla day. But my gut said things could get ugly. 
 
    The big question was Catch’s trigger finger. A missed shot wasn’t a concern. Not with Catch. But full-blown escalation balanced on his right index finger. Full-blown battle. Deadly events within US law enforcement’s realm. When I returned, grabbing a coffeepot on the way, it was clear Marcus had the same concern. 
 
    “Let’s talk best- and worst-case scenarios,” Marcus said. “Best case—we visit the Canadians, there are no shooters hidden among the terrain, and we head back to Montello. We wash our hands of the entire deal, Case fulfills his contract, and we disperse. Right?” 
 
    “Roger that,” I said. 
 
    “Worst case. They plant a shooter or two. Catch has them covered. One or both raise their rifles as Case’s vehicle approaches. What then?” 
 
    “I blow their butts away.” 
 
    There wasn’t a helluva lot to add. We sat silent as each mulled other options. At least Marcus and I did. Catch had kept it simple, and he wouldn’t waffle from his position. Fifteen seconds later and with grim nods, Marcus and I arrived at Catch’s proposed action plan. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Now we’ve got a dead body or two sprawled out in Elko County, Nevada. What then?” 
 
    “There is one upside for them being Spetsnaz,” Marcus said. “They won’t run to the law. They’ll seek vengeance, man-to-man, and come after us.” 
 
    Another pause as we sipped coffee. Marcus’s Zippo clacked again, relighting the cigar. Hauling ass was an option. Run away. Perhaps it was the smart move. Leave the entire mess in the rearview mirror. A part of me voted for a hasty exit. A larger part, the had-enough part, said screw that noise. They’d tried intimidation, a severe beating, and last night a stealthy hit job. Initiated and executed with Russian operators. On my home turf.  
 
    “I’m not running.” 
 
    Catch punched my arm and said, “Alright. The wussification hasn’t embedded. Welcome back.” 
 
    Marcus remained silent a few more seconds, then said, “Alright. Let’s play that out.” 
 
    “You and I have left more than a few expired birth certificates sprinkled across the US landscape,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Understood,” Marcus said. “But as lonely as this little burg is, it is a far cry from wilderness. Outside the window is an actual town with an actual highway. Folks won’t ignore gunplay and dead men. Then what?” 
 
    “Hell, let’s go after them,” Catch said. “At their site.” 
 
    “There are dozens of mining workers living there, bud,” I said. “Witnesses out the wazoo.” 
 
    “Then let’s lure them into the wilds,” he said. “Handle business out there.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Marcus said. “There are a dozen operators. Three of us.” 
 
    “Only ten or eleven after I take out the sniper. I like the odds,” Catch said.  
 
    “I don’t.” I wouldn’t have my blood brothers endanger themselves like that. No way, Jose. “Stow the desert shootout. I mean it.” 
 
    “You wuss. Fine. Montello’s dusty streets it is. How long do we wait for them?” 
 
    “This has gone off the rails,” Marcus said. “Listen up. Worst-case scenario. Catch cleans one or two operators. Afterward, he stations at an overlook and keeps us informed on activities. Then we’ll know what we’re dealing with. At that point, once we have valid intel, we assess and plan. Meanwhile, let’s hope for a best-case scenario. Roger?” 
 
    “Roger,” I said.  
 
    Catch didn’t respond, disgruntled at the lack of a direct-action plan.  
 
    “Catch?” Marcus asked. “Single steps. Assess. Act. Repeat. You on board?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I’m on board. Let’s do this. If everything stays calm, are you finished for sure?” he asked me. 
 
    “Finished for sure.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go tear up a town while we’re all together. How far is Vegas?” 
 
    “Seven hours.” 
 
    “Reno?” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Excellent. We can make it in four. Now, tell me about Bolivia. Marcus said you led a revolution down there. How cool is that!” 
 
    For my money, Marcus had outlined the best options. As usual. Fingers crossed, the day would pass without incident and we could all slip away in peace. But crossed fingers were weak mojo for this situation. I’d been into the belly of this beast, and killing was on the table. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    One step at a time. Catch crashed on my bed for three hours while Marcus and I added more firewood into the pit and talked familiar subjects, voices low, the atmosphere as good as it gets. When the bear left hibernation, we hit the road. Marcus drove with Catch. I led with my vehicle. We traversed the first long gravel stretch at regular speeds. I slowed as we neared KDB’s entrance road and kept the dust plume to a minimum. 
 
    We pulled off the road a quarter-mile from their turnoff and exited. Under the bright Nevada sun, we retrieved our long rifles. They were checked and chambered for action. Catch had brought his Remington .300 Win Mag M24 sniper rifle with a Marauder night-vision scope. The weapon system he now loaded could, in the hands of someone like Catch, reach out and touch someone at a thousand yards. 
 
    “I’ll hike overland and position for a clean look at their guard shack,” I said. “I’ll call when ready.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Marcus said.  
 
    Two hundred yards later, I slid into a steep dry wash and eased my way toward KDB’s entrance road. The gulley played out, and I kept low against rock outcrops, weaving forward, never offering my profile against the sky. The breeze was light, the day warmed, chukars clucked from nearby rimrock. I covered the final twenty yards belly-flat. At one hundred yards distance, protected with rocks and thick sagebrush, I used my riflescope and checked the guard shack. Two Spetsnaz pulled guard duty, the same as before. One sat with feet propped on another chair. The other stood and leaned against the structure, smoking. All quiet on the Western Front. Bluetooth ear mic in place, I dialed Marcus. 
 
    “You’re good to go.”  
 
    “Roger. Once he finished cussing at his earpiece, Catch dialed in, so we have three-way comms.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Catch said. 
 
    We kept our satellite phone call active for continuous communications. Ten minutes later, both guards exited the shack with binoculars and sighted toward the distance. Marcus and Catch hadn’t made the intersection yet, but their dust plume was visible long before the vehicle was. I heard Marcus’s SUV rattle as it slowed and rolled past KDB’s entrance. Both guards eyeballed his vehicle, and its occupants, without excitement. Once Marcus had passed, a guard used a handheld radio and reported the vehicle’s passing. Then they both assumed their previous positions and relaxed, bored. I belly-crawled backward until I’d gained better cover and more distance.  
 
    “You guys don’t merit much excitement,” I said. “They checked your vehicle, reported it, and returned to boredom city.” 
 
    “Good,” Marcus replied. “I’ll pull over a mile down the road, and Catch will deploy.” 
 
    “You mean release the kraken,” Catch said. “I’ll sign off this call until there’s something worth reporting.” 
 
    He’d work a half-mile into the rock outcrops and sagebrush and gullies. Then scour the surrounding turf and seek in-place snipers. If all clear, he’d position with a guard shack view and observe their reaction as I rolled past. 
 
    I reversed my initial course and made it back to the vehicle. During brief spells when the breeze wasn’t working through the sagebrush, I could hear KDB’s heavy equipment in the distance. So far, this was a clean ops. Weird, but clean. Marcus waited at his SUV while Catch did his thing. Two battle brothers who’d hauled it here because I’d gotten my ass in a crack. All so I could access Exponent’s site, talk with their manager, check things out, and leave. And all because I wouldn’t walk away from this mess. The entire thing was freakin’ ridiculous.  
 
    What a long, strange trip it had been. From the Chaco to Nevada. I’d facilitated a small revolt, blown up vehicles, killed men. With honest sincerity, I’d backed off the throttle for the stateside work. But my Bolivian actions followed me, made me a target. Simko played for keeps, and I sat in his crosshairs, stateside or not.  
 
    Underlying the current ops and left unspoken were brittle feelings toward bullies and heavy-handed intimidation. Victor Simko, lead bully. A billionaire throwing his weight around left a foul taste in all our mouths. A component of his weight were the Spetsnaz operators. Foreign special ops acting with impunity on our turf. Little discussed among us, it no doubt grated on Marcus and Catch as much as it did me. 
 
    But all that was white noise. What overrode everything was the simple fact that enemies had come after me with deadly intent. And that singular reality, more than all the rest combined, had triggered my friends to action. They had my back, as always. Neither cared about the job or Simko or anything other than I was in danger. In danger because I was bullheaded and wouldn’t walk away. I was beyond fortunate having their brotherhood.  
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Catch rejoined the call. 
 
    “No bogies. Maybe Case intimidated them into submission.” 
 
    “Maybe it was my winning ways and bright smile.” 
 
    “Maybe you two should shut up. Catch, cover the guard shack and let us know when you are in position.” 
 
    “He hasn’t had his fiber this morning,” Catch said. 
 
    “Either that, or it’s grumblings to cover his age-related ailments.” 
 
    “Don’t think for one second I can’t still kick both your asses. Everyone shut up until Catch has the guard shack covered.” 
 
    We did. Thirty minutes later, Catch checked in. 
 
    “I’ve got them. Two bored and idle Russkies. It’s party time, Case. Show them your ass as you pass.” 
 
    I drove at normal speeds the half-mile, my dust plume evident. 
 
    “Movement,” Catch said. “They both see dust and have binoculars ready.” 
 
    Approaching the entrance intersection, I let off the speed, eased past, and stared their way. 
 
    “Why, you are popular,” Catch said. “The two got all excited, squawked on the handheld, and are talking among themselves with some hand-waving.” 
 
    “Case, join me, and we’ll roll on to the Canadians. Catch, stay put and monitor activities.” 
 
    Both Catch and I returned two taps against our ear mics as affirmatives. I passed Marcus and continued on. He joined me, staying a couple hundred yards behind, and avoided my dust. When we arrived at Exponent’s site the same woman I’d met earlier, Mercy, sat under the shade tent. I stopped, Marcus pulled in behind me, and Mercy approached. Someone had beaten the living hell out of her. One black eye, split lip, and swollen jaw. She still wore a smile. Marcus and I exited our vehicles and met her. 
 
    After introductions, I asked, “Did Deputy Willis do that?” 
 
    “For the last time.” She slid a hammerless S&W .38 pistol from her back pocket. “I will shoot the SOB if he tries it again.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mercy. I talked with him yesterday but made sure not to mention you. I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It’s part of the deal in mining country. Plugging that bastard five times in the chest the next time he tries is also part of the deal. Are you here for Sam?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I told him you had dropped in and would come back. When I said Case, he knew the name.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he may have heard about some work I did at another mining site. You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m sure. I’ll radio and let Sam know you’re coming his way.” 
 
    Unlike KDB’s operations, Exponent sat silent. Protecting his people, Sam Everson had shut it down until they settled matters. On the way toward his office trailer, the three-way line activated. Catch, reporting in. 
 
    “Your popularity knows no bounds, little buddy. They’ve sent two men out, both armed with scoped rifles. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “I’m here to make you happy, bud.” 
 
    “I’ll stay on their tail. Don’t you worry. I’ve got your back.” 
 
    Oh, man. Flip the escalation switch and watch events go sideways. I had minimal personal concern. My high desert guardian would take them out if needed. Which would also sound the starter pistol for further conflict. This had gotten out of hand. 
 
    Sam Everson met us with a wary smile. He was middle-aged, fit, and tanned.  
 
    “There was a lot of scuttlebutt flying around headquarters regarding you,” he said. “Such as, who the heck is this guy?” 
 
    “Simple private investigator, Sam.” 
 
    “We understood things were less than simple on the Chaco.” 
 
    “It looks like you’ve got similar issues here.” 
 
    “Have a seat. Coffee?” 
 
    He poured three cups. Sam and Marcus hit it off, both being cigar smokers. I asked if we could move it outside if they were both firing up. We did. 
 
    “Help me understand,” Sam said as we gathered under the trailer’s overhang. “Who do you work for?” 
 
    “I never know. It might be one of your silent partners,” I said, tossing Sam a bone. “The Brits, maybe, although they had a representative on the Chaco.” 
 
    “You live in a strange world.” 
 
    “A damn fine assessment,” Marcus said. “One I’ve repeated often.” 
 
    “Those silent partners,” I said. “Any idea who they are besides the British?” 
 
    “Well, I’m like you in that regard. The answer is far above my pay grade. So, no. You guys want a tour?” 
 
    We did. Sam drove us around the site in his vehicle. We stopped at grinding and milling and processing areas. He explained individual functions and equipment and workflows, taking clear pride in his operations. At each stop, Marcus would wander and check machinery, a tie back to his ranching occupation where tractors and dozers and hay cutters and balers were a rancher’s stock-in-trade.  
 
    Catch called us during an early stop. 
 
    “There was a dust trail that never made it to me. The vehicle must have turned into Simko’s place. Me and the two Russkies are a good mile away from there.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “Anything new on the shooters?” 
 
    “Nope. The three of us are hiding in wait. You want me to take them out?” 
 
    “No, we do not,” Marcus replied. “Stand by.” 
 
    “Who was that?” Sam asked when Catch signed off.  
 
    “A friend,” I said. 
 
    “What was the shooter reference?” 
 
    “A couple of KDB’s guys who’ve been taking shots at your vehicles. Our friend is watching them.” 
 
    Sam Everson eyeballed Marcus and me, shook his head, said nothing, and continued the tour. 
 
    “This is clearly a rich area for rare earth materials,” I said at the next stop.  
 
    “It’s a good one. A really good one. I have managed gold, silver, and copper mining operations. The whole rare earths thing is new for me. It is funny how tiny bits of benign-looking dirt are worth more than gold. Welcome to the computer age, I suppose.” 
 
    We completed the tour and collected under the office trailer overhang when Catch called again. 
 
    “There are fresh developments, hot off the press. I didn’t think this would be activity central while you two kicked the tires at a mining site. Life is good.” 
 
    “Do you plan on informing us?” Marcus asked. “Or do we wait and play desert Jeopardy?” 
 
    “How about Russkie snipers for four hundred?” 
 
    “How about you hope I stop on the way back to pick your crazy ass up?” 
 
    “Man, you’re getting grumpier every year. The two hitters jabbered on their handheld radios for a minute, then packed it up and headed back toward the camp.” 
 
    Marcus and I exchanged uncertain looks. 
 
    “But that’s not all,” Catch said, and went silent. 
 
    After fifteen seconds, Marcus said, “I swear, Catch. You wear me down to a nub.” 
 
    “The dust trail showed up again and passed below me. A tricked-out SUV with Elko County Sheriff on the door. He’s headed your way.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” I asked. 
 
    “A cop.” 
 
    We exchanged a few more choice words, and Catch signed off. Sam, standing nearby, lifted one eyebrow our way. 
 
    “You’ve got a visitor coming,” I said. “County sheriff vehicle. Odds are it’s Reggie Willis.” 
 
    “I don’t see much point in that,” Sam said. “He’s been nothing but useless.” 
 
    I wrapped up my interview. 
 
    “KDB is blowing and going,” I said. “How’s their position?” 
 
    “We haven’t assayed their site, but I imagine it’s very much like ours. Two successful and similar operations not too far apart.” 
 
    “There’s one similarity that’s missing. They are working. You’re not.” 
 
    He kicked at sandy dirt and frowned. 
 
    “We have challenges. But we also have a plan.” 
 
    “Do you mind sharing it?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t under normal circumstances. But after what you did in Bolivia, we owe you one.” 
 
    He went on to explain that head office had committed to a political tack. Play the game, same as Simko. Hire their own lobbyist, hand out campaign contributions, leverage any and all government relationships. 
 
    “Your competitor owns that strategy, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Look, it’s a viable approach. It is the only approach, now. Unless you have a private dynamite cache.” 
 
    He smiled. I perceived he only halfway joked. I liked this guy. Sam Everson came across as a straight shooter, and one who pressed for a more aggressive approach with the head office. I asked a few more clarifying questions regarding his workforce numbers, timelines, and product transport. It would be eight months before they were at full production… if they started operations again. A big if. I mentioned a few items that might help his efforts. 
 
    “I talked with the county law. Sheriff Garza. He seems like a solid individual.” 
 
    “I called him once, and he put me in touch with that deputy, Willis,” Sam said. “Like I said, useless. I don’t enjoy jumping to conclusions, but I have a feeling the deputy is on Simko’s payroll.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve met with him, too. And you’re right. But Garza may shake things up in that regard. Just an FYI.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “There’s also a minor matter regarding site security. Your setup is pretty typical, from what I understand. Your competitor has a unique approach. They’ve hired former special ops guys from Russia. They’re called Spetsnaz. And they play for keeps. That’s more than an FYI, Sam. That’s a giant red flag snapping in the wind.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The county vehicle made its way toward us, parked, and Sheriff Manuel Garza stepped out. He approached, nodded my way, said, “Mr. Lee,” and asked Marcus and Sam, “Which of you two is the site manager?” 
 
    Sam Everson introduced himself. They shook hands. 
 
    “Mr. Everson, from now on you deal with me. Deputy Willis has decided to explore other career options. Are we clear on that?” 
 
    Translation: Garza had fired Deputy Willis. Sam smiled and nodded agreement. 
 
    “Can we talk in private?” Garza asked. 
 
    They stepped into the office trailer. Marcus and I waited. The Zippo clacked, a cigar fired. 
 
    “This may work out better than we could have dreamed,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Looks that way.” 
 
    We both enjoyed the tour and chatted about the mining operations. 
 
    “Most of the kit here is Canadian manufacture. There’s also some British equipment,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “What may surprise you is a decent amount is Israeli manufactured. I’ve never run into their equipment before. Pumps, electric motors, hydraulic rams. It’s impressive stuff.” 
 
    “I’d be less surprised than you’d think.” 
 
    The breeze picked up, the sun high in the sky. An acrid sagebrush tang carried with the wind, and cumulus clouds drifted overhead. Several stark mountains poked skyward ten and twenty miles distant. Not mountain ranges as much as jagged inhospitable islands surrounded with rugged, rocky terrain. I could see how this big-sky country could get into a person’s blood. 
 
    Garza and Sam exited the trailer. 
 
    “You follow me, Mr. Everson. We’ll get there a little early, which is the way I prefer it. I’ll buy you a soda pop.” 
 
    “I’d like these two guys with me.” 
 
    Garza stopped, turned, eyeballed us, and asked Sam, “Why?” 
 
    “I guess because Antonov will have his entourage at the meeting. I’d like mine. You fellows don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    “What the hell are you two talking about?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Sheriff Garza has put together a Montello meeting so we can straighten all this out,” Sam said. 
 
    “That’s not quite right, Mr. Everson. I’ve put together a meeting to read the riot act for all parties concerned.” 
 
    “We’ll be your entourage,” I said.  
 
    “We will?” Marcus asked with all the enthusiasm of a man with a pending root canal appointment. 
 
    “No worries, Sam,” I said. “We’ll follow you and the sheriff.” 
 
    As Marcus and I walked toward our vehicles, he said, “I swear, son. Leave it to you to fail to notice the large flashing exit sign. Entourage?” 
 
    “Don’t you want to meet these SOBs?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I do. They tried putting me in a hospital and tried whacking me and set up an ambush this morning so they could finish the job. So yeah, I want to eyeball these asshats.” 
 
    Four vehicles rolled south, Garza in the lead. The wind now blew hard enough west-to-east so our convoy wasn’t eating each other’s dust trails. Marcus activated the party line, called Catch, and informed him there’d be a pickup in twenty or thirty minutes. A mile from KDB’s entrance road, I spotted the bear sprawled across a large boulder beside the road. He was butt naked, on his back, catching rays. The sheriff slowed, rolled past him, and stopped. I hit the brakes and leapt out to mitigate a Garza/Catch interaction. Marcus didn’t deign to leave his vehicle, still pissed over the entourage thing. Finding Catch naked on a boulder was business as usual for him. 
 
    As I approached, Garza asked, “Sir, are you alright?” 
 
    “Oh, man,” Catch said, eyes closed, face skyward. “A full-body sun bath. Maximum exposure, baby.” 
 
    “C’mon, Catch. We’ve got to roll into Montello. Big meeting on the books.” 
 
    “With who?” 
 
    “Spetsnaz.” 
 
    “Cool!” 
 
    He rolled off the boulder and began dressing.  
 
    “Another member of the entourage?” Garza asked me. 
 
    “I suppose you could say that.” 
 
    “I suppose I will say that. Sir, while you’re covering your magnificence with clothing, do you mind telling me where you are from?” 
 
    “Portland. We don’t get these desert days there.” 
 
    “I guess you don’t. And your other friend, Mr. Lee? Where might he live?” 
 
    “Fishtail.” 
 
    “Fishtail. Is that a census-designated place in the contiguous United States?” 
 
    “It is. Montana.” 
 
    “Montana. Right. And you live on a boat. Somewhere along the East Coast. Why, it all makes perfect sense.” 
 
    “I admit it sounds a tad peculiar when you say it.” 
 
    “Imagine that. And now, the entourage has assembled in my county. I couldn’t be more pleased. Are there any more?” 
 
    “This is it.” 
 
    “For the moment,” Catch said, tucking his shirt.  
 
    I had a small clue what Catch referenced, and didn’t ask. The less chitchat around Garza, the better. It was peculiar the way Garza didn’t ask for names, just home locations. Perhaps he figured he’d never see us again, and it didn’t matter. Or maybe he suspected we’d all lie about our names, including me. Hard to say. 
 
    Catch carried his rifle to Marcus’s SUV and deposited it across the back seat. Garza remained silent. He didn’t remain silent when Catch pulled the massive .500 out and strapped the holster around his waist. 
 
    “That’s quite the hogleg,” Garza said. “But I’ve got some bad news for you, Mr. Portland. Here in Elko County, we’re running short on rabid elephants to use that thing on.” 
 
    Catch returned a wide smile, bright white teeth shining through the thick black bristle, and climbed in beside Marcus. Garza turned and locked eyes with me. I shrugged. Garza shook his head, tossed a “Shit” toward the world in general, and climbed back into his vehicle. We were off. 
 
    I wasn’t privy to the Marcus and Catch conversation during the drive, but I was certain it involved multiple commands from Marcus regarding engagement with Spetsnaz operators in the county sheriff’s presence. 
 
    As we rolled into Montello, it wasn’t a challenge noticing a single-horse trailer hooked to an old pickup at the motel. Alongside the trailer, tied with a halter and eating hay, was a donkey. I started laughing with a mile-wide smile as I parked, filled with pure joy knowing my best friend, Bo Dickerson, had joined us. Joined the entourage. Catch must have called him. Marcus wouldn’t have, unless a situation called for desperate measures. 
 
    Bo was nowhere around. I stood next to my vehicle while Marcus and Catch wandered over. Sheriff Garza and Sam Everson held a brief conversation, and Sam headed into the bar. Garza leaned against his SUV, arms crossed, and watched us. 
 
    “Dammit, Catch,” Marcus said, firing another cigar. 
 
    “You never know when we might could use Bo,” Catch said. “Besides, I haven’t seen him in a while. Cool burro.” 
 
    “She goes by Jezebel,” Bo said from five feet behind us. “Because of her shameless nature.” 
 
    We almost jumped out of our skin. Bo had performed the usual, donned his cloak of invisibility, and arrived at our backs. We never understood how he did it. At least we remained in awe. His enemies never got the chance. 
 
    I spun around and captured my best friend with a wide smile, wild eyes, and wilder red hair lifting with the breeze. I returned a massive grin and a firm hug. He’d shaved his scraggly beard, wore a dusty off-white peasant shirt, and hung a woven New Guinea bilum bag over a shoulder. As a body-butter aficionado, he smelled of lavender and lemon. 
 
    “How is my favorite goober?” he asked. 
 
    “Doing great unless I think how JJ will chew my butt from here to Arkansas.” 
 
    His FBI girlfriend had laid down the law regarding Bo’s engagement with my conflicts. 
 
    “Rest easy, my Georgia peach. She’s ventured off for a weeklong conference in DC. Besides, these lonely mountain sentinels have called me. There be riches out here.” 
 
    Catch wrapped his arms around us both in a bear hug. 
 
    “You look good, hippie-boy. Not as pretty as me, but better without the chin hairs. How’s life with a federal cop?” 
 
    “It flows, diverges, coalesces. Tell me tales of the Pacific Northwest and your robust love life.” 
 
    “Plenty robust, for sure. I’m getting married.” 
 
    “Poor Willa.” 
 
    “I know. Can you believe? Hey, we’ve got Spetsnaz operators to tangle with here.” 
 
    “I see you are prepared,” Bo said, lifting a chin toward the .500 pistol. “I fear your weapon might kill on both ends.” 
 
    Spoken by a man who used his Bundeswehr combat knife as much as a firearm. 
 
    “Good Lord, Bo,” Marcus said, extending a hand. “You are flat going to give me a heart attack with the silent sneak routine. And not for the first time.” 
 
    Catch released us, Bo shook hands, and even Marcus cracked a smile at our former Delta spearpoint. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you,” Marcus said. “Catch neglected to inform me. Catch has also failed to clarify that we’re not tangling with anyone if we can help it.” 
 
    “Let us cease expectations, fearless leader. Yield and accept as the universe steers. As for entanglement, if it is whisked into the mixture, I’m in.” 
 
    Marcus nodded toward Bo and eyeballed me with the standard expression, which translated as “Keep an eye on him.” 
 
     Sheriff Garza strolled over. Bo smiled, leaned in, and squinted at Garza’s chest. 
 
    “Cool badge.” 
 
    “Thanks. I take it you and your burro round out the entourage.” 
 
    “Jezebel is a coquettish creature. Steady of foot and follows well on a lead rope, but not a natural joiner.” 
 
    “Then it is just the four of you.” 
 
    Bo turned and inspected his ex-Delta teammates before replying, his smile borderline angelic. 
 
    “Four rough-and-ready men nestled somewhere between ordinary and sublime.” 
 
    “I’m sure. If you don’t mind me asking, where do you hail from?” 
 
    “Where the cosmic winds blow.” 
 
    “How is mail delivery at that address?” 
 
    “Damn fine question,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Mental dispatches, my friends. Open portals that allow the universe space to whisper.” 
 
    “Sure. Good to know,” Garza said. He addressed our group. “Now that Exponent Mining’s crack squad has assembled, I’ll lay down some ground rules. This is a meeting between KDB and Exponent. The meeting’s purpose is to slam the door shut on whatever bullshit has been taking place between the two. Is that clear?” 
 
    We nodded in the affirmative. 
 
    “I understand former Russian special forces comprise the KDB entourage. I’ve received this information from an inside source.” 
 
    Garza stared my way. I returned a smile. 
 
    “Having visited their site,” he continued, “I can believe it. They don’t appear any too friendly. Now, I’m not happy with foreign security personnel in my county. But they assured me they have the proper paperwork.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it right,” Catch said. 
 
    “I am not here for any political discussions. I’m here to stop the conflict. Everyone clear on that?” 
 
    “A sound approach,” Marcus said. 
 
    “I’m so glad you concur so you can return to Fishtail pleased. Which brings me to my final point.” He crossed his arms and lowered his voice. “I was in the Marine Corps. I understand who you people are. Our military’s knife-between-the-teeth crowd. Well, stow that horseshit. If you can’t get through a week without mixing it up, do it in another county. Sheriff Bolster in White Pine County could use some excitement. Better yet, head to another state. Am I clear on that?” 
 
    “Love is the binding agent,” Bo said. “Plus, this vignette has such a western feel. I require a pistol on my hip. Otherwise the celestial casting director is liable to exclude me.” 
 
    Garza pointed a finger toward him, opened and closed his mouth, waved the index finger toward us all, then turned and headed into the bar. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “I don’t fault the man’s approach,” Marcus said. “It’s a solid plan. One with a wide back door.” 
 
    “They set Case up for an ambush,” Catch said. “We plan on letting that stand?” 
 
    “Yes. We hold a position with an escape hatch. They won’t follow our exit from the great state of Nevada.” 
 
    “Hope you’re right, Marcus,” I said. “But after Bolivia, I’ve got a bad feeling Simko wants his pound of flesh. I don’t think they will let me slide.” 
 
    “Then why did we come back here? Other than to pick up our vehicles and scoot.” 
 
    “Because, again, I want to eyeball these bastards. Let them know they failed.” 
 
    “Let them know it won’t do to come after our brother,” Catch said. 
 
    “It wouldn’t bother me one bit if we failed at delivering that message,” Marcus said. “And what if they come after us?” 
 
    Marcus locked eyes with us, me first. He received the same look, the same answer, from each of us. He returned a grim nod, albeit one with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Alright. If that’s the case, the four of us will handle it. Where’s White Pine County?” 
 
    “South. But if they come after us, I’ve got a better spot up north,” I said. “It straddles the Utah border.” 
 
    “You’ve thought this out,” he said. 
 
    “Deadly intent in my direction will do that.” 
 
    “This place have a name?” Catch asked. 
 
    “China Jim Mountain.” 
 
    “Lights, camera, action, baby,” he said, and punched Bo’s arm. 
 
    “I’ll repeat the sheriff’s words. Stow that crap,” Marcus said. “Let’s go play the role of good-guy muscle. A role, I might add, we never signed up for. Then we leave. If they follow our caravan, I will not tolerate deadly intentions.” 
 
    “Elaborate on your lack of tolerance, Wyatt Earp,” Bo said. 
 
    Marcus’s Zippo clacked as he fired a half-smoked cigar and said, “If they mean us harm, we answer with lethal resolve. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”  
 
    Inside the bar, Garza and Martha were in deep discussion. Sam Everson sat at the largest table on one side of the room. We joined him, turned our chairs, and faced the room’s center. Aside from Martha and Garza, we were the lone occupants. Opposite us, across the room, was another group of tables. Garza sat on a barstool, the red Naugahyde cushion split in several places with white cushion material showing through.  
 
    “I appreciate you guys being here,” Sam said. “It helps balance things out.” 
 
    “No worries,” I said. “With any luck this should settle down KDB’s activities. In more ways than one.” 
 
    Martha wandered over and asked if we’d like something to drink.  
 
    “I’ll have coffee,” Marcus said. 
 
    Sam, Catch, and I ordered diet sodas. Bo ordered boiling water and explained he’d brought his own tea. While Bo dug in his bilum bag and produced tea and a small honey jar, Martha laid down her own personal rules. 
 
    “The sheriff has explained this is a meeting. A meeting between you boys and those foreigners. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Catch said. 
 
    “Then let me set something straight. There will be no shooting and no knife fights. I’m the one who has to clean up the blood and guts. Then there are the holes in the walls that need patching. I won’t tolerate it.” 
 
    Multiple vehicles slowed as they entered Montello, followed with tires crunching gravel at the bar’s front facade. Catch, a man who’d saved our lives multiple times by eliminating surprises, rose and headed out the door. I stood and followed. Marcus remained silent while Bo talked gold mining with Sam. 
 
    They had shown up in force. Five KDB vehicles, all SUVs, parked in backwards formation across the building’s length. Doors opened, and they poured out. Catch pulled the .500, arms crossed, the pistol bright against his chest. The sight created a momentary pause among the Russians as Catch delivered his unspoken ground rules.  
 
    The KDB manager, Antonov, barked a command, and twelve Spetsnaz operators headed toward the door. They each packed a holstered pistol. One had his arm in a sling. Another displayed a swollen face. I shared unblinking stares with them both. The first one opened the door a few steps from us, and they filed in, Antonov in the middle. He stopped abreast of me and we locked eyes.  
 
    With his right thumb, he delivered a throat-cutting gesture. I remained expressionless. Catch, without uncrossing his arms, pulled back the hammer and cocked the massive revolver. The crisp metallic click was unmistakable, as was the message. Antonov broke eye contact, glanced toward Catch, and strolled inside. The rest of his troop followed. 
 
    There was no ambiguity on the table. Antonov was being a good soldier, following an order. The order from Simko was crystal clear. Eliminate Case Lee. Eliminate the man responsible for ruining Simko’s Bolivia plans. A man who, logic would indicate, was here for the same purpose. A false assumption, far into left field. It didn’t matter. Simko wanted the impediment removed. Antonov and his operators would comply. Son of a bitch. 
 
    Catch holstered his weapon, and we entered, joining Marcus, Bo, and Sam at our table. The Russians sat in a wedge formation across the room, covering their flanks. Antonov sat alone at a small table at the wedge’s point, nearest us. Garza left his barstool and stood between the two groups. 
 
    “You fellows want something to drink?” he asked the Russians. “Coffee or soda? No booze allowed.” 
 
    Antonov shook his head, speaking for the twelve operators.  
 
    “Fine,” Garza said. “This meeting will be short and sweet.” He focused on Antonov. “Can you understand me?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Then I will start with the basics. The state of Nevada wants your operations to be successful. There are a great many jobs involved, along with sizeable state tax collections. Both operations are a big deal. The state of Nevada and Elko County wants you both to succeed.” 
 
    He paused and looked toward Sam. 
 
    “Have I made myself clear, Mr. Everson?” 
 
    “Quite clear, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Mr. Antonov? Did you understand what I just said?” 
 
    Antonov fished a smoke and lighter from his front pocket and lit it, shrugging as response. 
 
    “That won’t do, Mr. Antonov. I require your acknowledgment of what I just said.” 
 
    Antonov, his expression uninterested, nodded back. 
 
    Garza wasn’t pleased and paused before continuing. 
 
    “Now, I understand someone has fired shots.” He shifted position and stood among the Spetsnaz operators. “That stops now. If I hear that anyone is shooting a weapon, they better have a damn good reason. Right now, I can’t think of a single one.” He scanned the operators. “No more. I’m not sure what a Russian jail is like, but if I hear word of gunshots, you will find out what the Elko County jail is all about.” 
 
    He paused, an implied message sent as his right hand rested on the holstered pistol’s grip. Dead silence as he scanned each operator’s face. Then he left the Russian phalanx and strolled toward our table, halting a few steps away. Bo added more honey to his tea and stirred, the metal-on-porcelain tink the room’s only sound. 
 
    “No gunshots from any interested parties.” He locked eyes with us. “And no mysterious disappearances, deaths, or explosions. A certain US military outfit specializes in mysterious happenings. I do not like mysteries. Take all that crap off the table.” 
 
    “Sheriff,” Marcus said. “Our intent is to depart your county, and your state, right after this meeting.” 
 
    “That, sir, suits the shit out of me.” 
 
    Garza turned and again occupied the room’s center. Martha displayed a deadpan expression, kept her elbows on the bar top, and smoked. Antonov lifted a finger and pointed toward Catch. 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “El Conquistador, you buttwipe.” 
 
    Martha snorted, and the ashtray rattled while she stamped out her smoke. Garza took in Catch, let loose an exaggerated exhale, and continued. 
 
    “Both operations share a road. The road will be kept clear. I understand boulders have rolled onto the fifteen-mile stretch between the two camps. It stops now. Are we clear on that?” 
 
    Garza stared at Antonov. He returned the eye lock. 
 
    “No more gunshots, no more interference with operations, no more harassment. All of it, every damn bit, ends now. If I hear about such activities, I will make arrests. And I’ll start with you,” Garza said, pointing a finger toward Antonov.  
 
    “We work for Andris Simko. Andris Simko is friends with governor,” Antonov said, arms crossed, eyes hooded. 
 
    A blood flush crept up Garza’s neck. He strolled toward Antonov, placed two fists on the tabletop, and leaned across, inches from Antonov’s face. I could hear the sheriff breathe. 
 
    “Andris Simko can kiss my ass. The governor can kiss my ass. This is Elko County, Nevada. In Elko County, I am the law. Is that clear?” 
 
    Antonov, arms still crossed, declined to answer. The two maintained their positions for ten silent seconds until Garza straightened up and returned to the room’s center. His neck flush remained. 
 
    “Alright. Mr. Everson, you call me if there are any issues.” He turned toward the Russian contingent. “Antonov, you do the same. My expectation is both operations will ramp up without further issues. Now, I want KDB to leave.” He pointed toward the door. “Exponent, stay. I want a private chat.” 
 
    A few Russian murmurings preceded their rise from the tables. They filed out the door, Antonov last. Before he stepped outside, the large Russian turned. His contemptuous half-smile fell first on Garza, then us, and back on Garza. 
 
    “Impediments. Yes, I understand this word. Impediments.” 
 
    He turned and walked out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    “What the hell did he mean? Impediments?” Garza asked, holding his empty diet soda can toward Martha as a request for another. 
 
    “I can shed some light on that,” I said. “Simko used the term when we met. Simko said his job was removing impediments so his people could get on with what he wanted. He then classified me as an impediment. Welcome to the club, Sheriff.” 
 
    “It won’t do to take this lightly,” Marcus said. “It is a cut-and-dried threat.” 
 
    “I don’t intimidate easy.” 
 
    “They aren’t talking intimidation, Sheriff,” I said. “They are talking killing.” 
 
    Garza let the implication sink in. 
 
    “How can you be sure?” he asked. 
 
    “They went after me,” I said. 
 
    “Your windshield incident reflected a fifty-fifty proposition as far as killing goes.” 
 
    “They came back last night while I slept. They weren’t there to chat about baseball scores.” 
 
    Garza popped the tab on his soda and took a swig. The red flush along his neck remained. 
 
    “Before you arrived at KDB’s site today, they saw me pass their entrance,” I continued. “And set up two shooters along the road for my return trip.” 
 
     Garza stared into the big lost and weighed implications. Then he glanced at Catch. 
 
    “That would explain El Conquistador’s naked presence along the road with the well-equipped rifle.” 
 
    “You are engaging in the nude now?” Bo asked Catch. “I like it. A primal element, fitting.” 
 
    “It’s a thing of beauty and a joy to behold,” Catch said, patting Bo’s shoulder. 
 
    Garza viewed Bo and Catch, muttered, “Sweet Jesus,” and settled on me and Marcus. 
 
    “I’ll deal with the Russians. This is my county. If they come after me, I will meet them with hot fire,” he said. “Guaranteed.” 
 
    “It won’t happen like that.” Garza stared my way and waited. “At least two operators are expert marksmen. They could take you out at five hundred yards along an empty stretch of highway. And from what I can tell, there’s no shortage of empty highway in your county.” 
 
    He eyeballed us and settled on Sam. 
 
    “Have they threatened you, Mr. Everson?” 
 
    “No. At least, not yet.” 
 
    Garza took another swig and perched at the bar. He stared toward the floor for several seconds. Martha lit another smoke. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “This is my mess to deal with. You four are leaving, right?” 
 
    “That was the plan,” Marcus said. “Current events have altered things.” 
 
    “They’re waiting outside for us,” I said. “They’ll follow us and finish this.” 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” Marcus said. “It hasn’t played out yet.” 
 
    “My gut says they will.”  
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Garza said. “You, Mr. Lee, figure they will follow you and your friends out of town. Then what?” 
 
    “We clean house.” 
 
    A long, silent pause filled our space. Facts on the table, outcomes assured. 
 
    “We have a broad ops plan,” Marcus added. “It’s better if we don’t elaborate.” 
 
    Garza remained silent, clearly weighing a lawman’s loathing of a gun battle against removing an intractable, and lethal, issue. Marcus attempted to ease his mind. 
 
    “If it happens, Sheriff—a major TBD at this point—it would be the best thing for you. You won’t have to watch your back.” 
 
    “I disagree with the TBD. You hear any tires rolling out there?” I asked. 
 
    Martha clomped from behind the bar and headed for the door. She exited and returned less than ten seconds later. 
 
    “They are standing around playing with their guns,” she said and returned to her observation station. 
 
    “Rifles?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Rifles.” She poured herself more black coffee, lit another smoke, and said, “I wish you people would shit or get off the pot. I’ve got a business to run here.” 
 
    Garza removed his Resistol, ran a hand through his hair, and returned the hat. 
 
    “I could call the state highway patrol. They would have a dozen men here within the hour.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t remove the target on your back,” I said. “Or the one on mine. There’s only one way to make that happen.” 
 
    Garza struggled with crossing his personal Rubicon. Mired in an imported situation, dealing with thugs who believed themselves immune from the law, actions driven through a billionaire renowned for such tactics. With killing thick in the air. A heavy sigh, another headshake, and he pulled the trigger. 
 
    “Listen up. Here’s my official line. There will be no fighting, no killing. I’m a peace officer.” 
 
    We nodded in return. Garza turned and addressed Martha. 
 
    “Go out back and have another smoke. Now.” 
 
    She grabbed her smokes, muttered a complaint under her breath, and worked her way through the kitchen. Garza waited until we heard the back door slam shut. 
 
    “If this plays out like you expect, I’ve got two important points. First, not in Elko County. Second, they number a dozen. Thirteen counting Antonov. Against you four.” 
 
    “We’ve got the poor bastards right where we want them,” Catch said. 
 
    We nodded concurrence, including Marcus. He’d grunted at Martha’s playing-with-rifles-outside comment, and acceptance had sunk in. Garza surveyed us a last time. 
 
    “Make me feel a little better with a promise. Promise me I’ll never see any of you ever again.” 
 
    “Guaranteed,” I said. 
 
    “Bo, go trailer your donkey. It will show our intent toward departure,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Jezebel does love a road trip.” 
 
    He stood and slipped out the front door. We heard him speak toward the assembled Spetsnaz operators as he padded across the bar’s front porch. 
 
    “Howdy, boys. Let’s insert the voodoo in the hoodoo!” 
 
    “There’s something wrong with that man,” Garza said. 
 
    “You aren’t the first person to declare that,” Marcus added. “Let’s plan next steps.” 
 
    “Fine. Here’s how I want this happening,” Garza said. “Mr. Everson, you will follow me out of town. You will spend the night in an Elko hotel.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Plenty of reasons. Trust me.” 
 
    Sam Everson, wide-eyed, had an inkling of what was transpiring. But it was so alien for his world, so bizarre, that he’d failed to internalize the immediate reality. This was a good thing. He wasn’t on the need-to-know list. Garza wasn’t either, but our intent and future actions were crystal clear for the lawman. 
 
    “And if a few start off and follow you?” I asked. 
 
    “Mr. Everson, if that happens, I want you to speed around me and haul it toward Elko. Things will get violent, damn fast.” 
 
    Garza addressed us four. His eyes flashed as he pounded a self-respect stake into his desert turf. 
 
    “As for me, don’t you men worry. I can handle a carload of those sons of bitches.” 
 
    Nods all around, chairs scraped against plank flooring, several twenty-dollar bills tossed on the table, compensating Martha. Garza delivered a final comment. 
 
    “White Pine County is a hundred miles south. The Utah border is twenty miles east. Sabe?” 
 
    “Got it, Sheriff. Good luck,” I said.  
 
    No handshakes but sincere nods all around. Outside, we gathered around Garza and Sam, walking with them toward their vehicles. The Russians stood around the open doors of their SUVs, rifles slung, and remained deadpan, observant, silent. Antonov had donned a holstered pistol. 
 
    Garza and Sam fired their engines, backed out, and rolled south on the highway. The Russians didn’t budge and watched their departure. Three hundred yards down the road they stopped, Garza in the lead. He stepped from his vehicle and stared toward Marcus, Catch, and me. A light breeze blew, and a dog barked somewhere among the Montello trailers. The highway remained empty and silent. Sheriff Manuel Garza removed his Resistol and ran a hand through his dark hair. Then, with the cowboy hat planted back in place, he shot a grim nod our way. He entered his sheriff’s vehicle and took off. Sam followed. 
 
    We crunched along the bar’s gravel parking area past the assembled KDB contingent, exchanging stony stares. They watched, waited, and assumed a highway hit brewed in the immediate somewhere outside Montello. 
 
    “Let’s get on a gravel road ASAP,” Marcus said. “It will force a single file and prevent any high-speed action.” 
 
    Marcus had let this play out, and once conflict became inevitable, he exhibited full commitment. These cats remained to eliminate problems. Us. Impediments for removal. We’d take all our vehicles, and it was a challenge driving and aiming at the same time. With several Spetsnaz operators within their vehicles, they weren’t handicapped with our issue. A single-track Bureau of Land Management road leveled the moving playing field. 
 
    “Roger that. We’ll lead them by the nose.” 
 
    Catch opened his SUV’s rear door and began sliding the sniper rifle from its soft sheath. 
 
    “Let’s don’t show any cards, Catch,” I said. “They don’t know what our arsenal is. Let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    He paused, nodded, and slid the weapon back into its protective cover. Marcus asked him if he’d checked out the enemy’s armament. 
 
    “AK-74 assault rifles. Select fire, and I imagine full auto is their preference. If we’re headed into the boonies, that won’t do them much good. Their scopes are likely 1X to 4X. I don’t know what Russkie peashooter they have holstered, and it doesn’t matter. How long is this drive?” 
 
    “An hour,” I said. “It gets gnarly thirty minutes in when we head uphill.” 
 
    “Good. Take the high ground, force them to spread out, pick the bastards off.” 
 
    Marcus conversed with Bo. I wandered over, keeping an eye on the Russians. They remained silent observers. Marcus handed Bo a small radio and mic earpiece. His other hand held three more. 
 
    “I have an extra Colt. Take it,” Marcus said. 
 
    Marcus, like me, preferred the Colt 901 in .308 caliber. And, as usual, he’d brought an extra. Marcus Johnson wasn’t a man prone to lacking firepower when it became fight time. 
 
    “No thanks, bwana. I’m good,” Bo said. 
 
    He slid the pickup seat forward, and the storage area behind it displayed an MK18 assault rifle with a thirty-shot magazine. Small and light with a ten-inch barrel, it defined a CQB weapon. Close-quarters battle. A tight-situation rifle, best suited for jungles and close-in encounters. 
 
    “The tactics call for a longer-range weapon,” Marcus said. 
 
    Bo lifted and placed his weapon onto the passenger seat. 
 
    “It’s a fine day for a skirmish. I hope Jezebel doesn’t mind the noise.” 
 
    “Bo, you aren’t listening, as usual. Take the Colt.” 
 
    “It’s a modus operandi matter, amigo.” 
 
    “We’re not attacking. We will take defensive positions and pick them off. No crazy shit with this ops.” 
 
    “A solid scheme. For you three.” He straightened up and patted Marcus’s side. “As for me, have you forgotten my personal forte?” 
 
    Marcus sighed, returned a side pat, and said, “I haven’t forgotten. You excel at crazy shit. But there’s thirteen of them. Consider that.” 
 
    “Do consider it, Bo,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, I have.” Bo lifted his untucked peasant shirt’s hem and displayed his sheathed Bundeswehr combat knife. “I would ask that you save a few for me.” 
 
    Bo turned, edged close, and placed a hand over my heart. The finest warrior we had encountered, our team spearhead, fearless beyond measure. The last person on earth you’d want coming after you. He whispered, eyes wild and bright. 
 
    “Cry havoc, my Georgia peach. And let slip the dogs of war.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    I led, followed by Marcus, Catch, and Bo. Bo insisted he pull drag. 
 
    “The trailer will kick up extra dust. And provide them a view of Jezebel’s posterior the entire way. It’s the little things in life, my brothers.” 
 
    We pulled out slow, headed north on the highway, and watched the enemy fill their vehicles, calm and collected. Several exchanged fist bumps, excited for the impending action. Marcus asked for a radio check. We’d inserted his mic earpieces and activated the radios. Each responded in the affirmative. A short mile later, a left turn onto a Bureau of Land Management single-track gravel road set us smack-dab into the surreal. 
 
    The weird factor cranked up. A nine-vehicle train. The four of us in four vehicles. Thirteen Russians contained in five. One large dust cloud hanging in the late afternoon as we wound our way north. This wasn’t the Chaco or another isolated foreign landscape. But it might as well have been. You’d be hard pressed to find a more remote chunk of US turf.  
 
    Terrain aside, it was the whole battery of actions and decisions and directives leading to this point that made it so surreal. After the Chaco action, Simko wanted me dead. His unbridled hubris demanded it happen regardless of place or time. Aberrant behavior, no doubt. Behavior magnified through his minions. These cats would attempt stone-cold murder even after the local lawman had issued an explicit warning. A directive slapped on the table under the law’s full weight. They didn’t give a damn. And cared less who we were, although they would soon find out. 
 
    After forty minutes we approached China Jim Mountain. The terrain rose, and we wove through large boulder fields. The Spetsnaz operators would have pulled their GPS devices, tracked our route, and figured where the killing field lay. I had a rough idea but waited until we’d eyeballed the area and picked a spot best suited for our defense. Where they’d come after us and pay a heavy price. Marcus spoke through our earpieces. 
 
    “How much longer?” 
 
    “Another twenty minutes or so. Let’s look for our Alamo.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “Our tailing compadres have dropped back,” Bo said. “Perhaps it was the view.” 
 
    Another half-dozen sharp turns later, weaving up a switchback, I paused and checked their position. They now trailed us a quarter-mile back.  
 
    “They have left our dust, selecting appropriate attack points,” Marcus said. “Smart.” 
 
    “Marcus, the fact they want to tangle with us plops them in the dumbass column,” Catch said. “There’s nothing smart about these SOBs.” 
 
    The landscape changed. Ravines held trees and green growth. The air cooled as we progressed, stunted bunchgrasses appeared alongside us as tires crunched gravel and shadows lengthened. Large boulders lay sprinkled below massive leaning rock slabs, the geology marked by brown, gray, and red layers. Rugged, rugged terrain. My fear was the change in geology would help obscure their approach, their attack.  
 
    China Jim was seven thousand feet high. In every direction, miles away, were more mountains. Besides our and our enemy’s dust trails, there was no other human activity as far as the eye could see. Around a gradual turn an elk herd grazed, watched us, and wandered off into a copse of trees, waiting out our passing. Music came over our earpieces. My rough guess was Andean flute music. 
 
    “Bo, turn off the music,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Can that crap, hippie-boy.” 
 
    The music stopped. The terrain became more vertical, and steep ravines knifed up the slopes.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s pick a spot.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Marcus said. “Our issue is flank protection. Look for a place that mitigates the issue.” 
 
    I tapped the earpiece/mic twice as affirmation. The switchbacks became tighter, the enemy’s caravan visible below, still a quarter-mile behind. Three more turns, and we came onto a plateau area. Ahead, the road continued and lost elevation before it disappeared over the plateau’s edge. We’d arrived at the track’s highest point. To the right, the enemy wove their way uphill. On our left, a half-mile away, was a cirque. An amphitheater-like valley below the mountain’s peak. Rock walls contained the three-sided area, some steep, hundreds of yards high. Sections of the walls held small flat spots where a few trees struggled against the environment. Trees and desert shrubs within the small steep ravines fared better. Between us and the cirque’s farthest wall, a boulder-strewn section. 
 
    “This will do,” Marcus said.  
 
    “I like it,” Catch added. 
 
    “There’s evidence of a track,” Bo said. “The three who lack musical appreciation, pull over. Jezebel and I shall lead.” 
 
    We did. For tracking, following trails, we paled compared to Bo. As he edged past me on the narrow road, he flashed a broad smile and winked. An elk hunter or rock climber may have used the track he spotted sometime in the past. As Bo wove among the vehicle-sized boulders, I’d peek past him, seeking the trail’s evidence. I couldn’t find it.   
 
     The enemy would soon enough arrive at the spot where we’d left the road. Not an issue as the large boulders hid our progress. High odds they’d park where the trail started and pursue us on foot. Fifteen minutes later we came to the cirque’s farthest reaches, against the interior wall. Steeped in shadow, the entire area measured five hundred yards across, wall-to-wall. The rock faces weren’t smooth—far from it. Besides the ravines and flat spots, there were other fissures and overhangs and stone spires. Desert browns and grays bathed the entire area, interrupted by green splotches where vegetation had taken hold. Our battlefield. 
 
    We parked at the wall’s base, bailed out, and retrieved rifles and extra ammo magazines. 
 
    “We move quick. They’re coming,” Marcus said. “I’ll take point, Catch to my right, Case on my left.” 
 
    “I’m point,” I said. “My fight, and no argument and no discussion on the matter.” 
 
    One would ascend in front of where we stood. Two others on the point man’s left and right, farther up, forming a three-person wedge shape. The two on the outside would cover our flanks. The point man would take the brunt of the attack. That would be me, and I would not expose Marcus or any other brother to such danger.  
 
    Marcus and I locked eyes until he nodded acceptance. We gathered tight before our individual climbs. 
 
    “Intent and focus, my brothers,” Bo said. “Aim true, be stalwart of heart.” 
 
    “If we pop enough of them, they may withdraw,” Marcus said. “Sunset isn’t far away. That road disappears over the plateau and, according to my GPS, crosses into Utah a mile later. We’ll take that route.” 
 
    “To hell with that,” Catch said. “They want a fight. Fine. Kill them all.” 
 
    “We’ll see how it plays out,” Marcus said, adjusting his webbed belt that held extra ammo mags. “Catch, you’re on Case’s right. I’ll take the left flank. Let’s scoot. Climbing presents our maximum exposure. Bo, give us an idea where you’ll be.” 
 
    He’d disappeared. Performed his spooky invisible act. Within thirty feet, behind head-high boulders, he moved, hunted. That he would attack the enemy from within their positions handed us a tremendous advantage. We didn’t comment on his disappearance, having experienced it many times. We exchanged grim expressions and fist bumps and headed out with a been-there done-this lived-through-it attitude.  
 
    The rapid climb focused on speed. My rifle was slung over a shoulder, and progress was swift with hand- and footholds abundant. I checked Marcus and Catch. They too had no scaling issues. 
 
    Things had escalated with such rapidity it was like riding a whirlwind. There was no unwritten rule expressing I couldn’t have swallowed my pride and headed for the Ace of Spades, but an internal firewall refused to allow it. The KDB and Exponent conflict had become a sideshow. This was personal. 
 
    Engaging my brothers added dangerous worry. Men would soon die, the action minutes away. God forbid a teammate bought the farm. Marcus had monitored a backdoor strategy, a graceful exit, after I’d completed the tour and interview at Exponent’s site. But Marcus didn’t shy away from a battle. And I suspected Simko and his Spetsnaz henchmen on US turf only buttressed his resolve.  
 
    I glanced downhill, far in the distance, and captured brief glimpses of the enemy. They had parked a thousand yards away, near the amphitheater’s open entrance. There was no doubt they’d watched us climb, so scratch any element of surprise. Not good. 
 
    I wouldn’t lay claim that Catch itched for a fight. For all his bluster and hard-charging attitude, he had a strong live-and-let-live attitude. But if you challenged him or, worse, threatened him or a loved one, then all bets were off. He’d kick your ass in a heartbeat. Or blow you away with a matter-of-fact demeanor most found disturbing. It was a fearsome attitude, and with our current situation, an attitude you’d damn sure want on your side. 
 
    Bo took part because, well, it was another adventure. A death-dealing adventure, for sure, but he didn’t view the world as we did. An understatement for the ages. 
 
    But it all still came back to me. They’d arrived, prepared for the worst, because I was threatened, outnumbered, and—as they each knew—not prone to show my back side at conflict. I didn’t deserve such friends, and I’d bite any bullet for any of them this day or any other. For this reason, more than any other, I flipped the switch.  
 
    The kill switch. I paused my climb for a moment and abandoned all thoughts, ties, and associations with the past or future. The immediate reigned, commitment absolute. It was live or die time, and death wasn’t an option for my friends. Or me. The switch thrown, I became all fight. 
 
    We had each chosen the more gradual forty-five-degree slopes. It was solid footing, little scree, and I wove across the face until reaching a small area with a bush-filled flat spot and a nearby tree-filled ravine. I’d station at the flat spot and, if things got too hot, move into the trees where the ravine’s tight confines offered extra protection. Belly-flat, I scoped the enemy.  
 
    Geared up, eleven Spetsnaz operators moved in our direction. The large boulders hid them, although I’d catch glimpses as they deployed. Best guess—three made their way toward Catch on my right, three toward Marcus on my left, and five down the center. Toward me. At some point, one of the three clusters would run into Bo. Too bad for them. 
 
    Antonov leaned back against a vehicle, arms crossed. A ringside seat for the big fight. The operator who’d tangled with me and left with a dislocated shoulder remained behind, his arm in a sling. He pressed across an SUV’s hood, binoculars against his eyes, scanning. The spotter. If equipped with communication devices like ours, his spotting abilities spelled bad news. 
 
    Bo would tangle up close and personal. Marcus and I were distance-restricted. Three or four hundred yards out, we would have a decent hit ratio, although moving targets lowered the odds. Our best opportunities lay within three hundred yards. Catch wasn’t so hindered. His weapon, combined with his innate ability, pushed the kill zone to eight or nine hundred yards, although such a distance required a stationary target. The vast distance separating us from the vehicles and two men left behind kept them absent from the fray. Although you never knew with Catch. 
 
    I found and rolled two bowling-ball-sized rocks at my front, eight inches apart. The gap would be my firing hole. Shade covered the cirque wall’s highest reaches as the sun lowered. I checked my team’s progress, and Marcus spoke through the earpiece. 
 
    “Positioned?” 
 
    “Roger that. Best estimate, three your way, three toward Catch, five down the center. Antonov at the vehicles. Along with a spotter.” 
 
    “Roger that. Talk to us, Catch.” 
 
    He did. His powerful rifle boomed within our rounded canyon. I watched Antonov’s head flop backward as he slid along the SUV’s side. A bright-red trail smeared against the vehicle’s body as he fell. An amazing shot, and the official kickoff for the battle at China Jim Mountain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    The spotter saw the bullet’s effect before he heard the rifle’s boom and dropped behind his protective vehicle. If he kept moving between vehicles and popped up just long enough to spot for his teammates, even Catch couldn’t take him down while battle raged. The shot also prompted two other actions.  
 
    I glanced toward Catch’s position, unable to see him, but glimpsed a tawny mountain lion hauling it over the canyon’s top, exit stage right. And a rapid scoping for the enemy’s positions showed they were now very aware of Catch’s abilities. The advancing Spetsnaz displayed a tactical change. They no longer loped between large protective boulders. They hauled ass. 
 
    The enemy first focused on Catch, assisted by the spotter who would appear behind a vehicle with binoculars, scope, and drop back down. I had no doubt he radioed intel for his team. Three Spetsnaz advanced using fire and maneuver. One would peek from behind a boulder and rip automatic fire at Catch’s position while the other two advanced toward closer-in boulders. A forward-positioned man would then take over the wall-of-lead firing. Reload, repeat. At four hundred yards, their automatic fire lacked accuracy but kept Catch occupied.  
 
    I attempted mitigation firing, slowing their advance. Until my position attracted the same attack plan. Five men, one blasting lead toward me while four advanced from boulder to boulder. Bullets thwacked rock wall behind me, and more than a few ricochets whined off the large rocks protecting my firing sight. These guys were good, not an unexpected reality. Marcus’s position soon received the same treatment. 
 
    I shifted aim toward the gang focused my way and snapped several shots as they advanced. Without luck. It was whack-a-mole time, and they flew between protective cover, still three hundred yards out. I quit firing and waited for their closer approach. 
 
    “Preserve ammo,” Marcus said. “They’re vulnerable at two hundred yards.” 
 
    “Roger that. How’re you doing, Catch?” 
 
    His voice was tight, focused. 
 
    “It’s active. Waiting for mistakes.” 
 
    He didn’t wait long. The tight distinct rip of Bo’s MK18, a three-shot burst, came from behind the group attacking Catch. One enemy down. I shifted view, focusing on Bo’s position. One of the remaining two Spetsnaz turned and checked what the hell was going on behind him, an act exposing his head. Catch’s rifle boomed, and a pink mist haloed the spot. Two down. 
 
    “You got this, brother bear?” Bo asked, his voice calm and conversational. 
 
    “You’re damn right I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Our favorite goober wins this melee’s popularity contest. I believe I’ll wander over there.” 
 
    The five advancing my way would soon enough discover a deadly ghost stalked their rear. I focused on their advance as they came within two hundred yards. The cirque became darker as the sun, long gone from our battlefield, approached the horizon. My adrenaline meter redlined, breath and aim-points steady. Nothing existed except target acquisition and a trigger squeeze.  
 
    As one dashed between protective boulders, my shot winged him and sent him spinning to the ground. He attempted to rise when a follow-up shot put him down for good. Three down, eight attackers left. Plus the spotter. 
 
    Their advance, fire and maneuver, continued toward Marcus and me. The cirque echoed gunfire as the sound became a rolling series of sharp cracks. Bullets zinged around me, ricochet whines sounding from the two stones at my front and the rock wall at my back. Marcus received the same heat.  
 
    Strangeness entered the scene. Bo’s assault rifle ripped three separate bursts. The team assaulting my position were too spread out to present three targets. A fourth tight burst echoed. 
 
    “A tactical retreat, my brothers,” Bo said a few seconds later. “They sensed my attack. My battle vibe may have been too powerful.” 
 
    “It’s the spotter, Bo,” I said. “He caught your movement.” 
 
    I shot a quick glance toward their parked vehicles. On the rough road, far behind the enemies’ SUV cluster, a dust cloud approached. Another vehicle. 
 
    “And we’ve got more company headed our way,” I added. 
 
    “Friendlies?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “No telling. You alright, Bo?” 
 
    “One met his maker. My other shots were defensive. It has prolonged matters, but fear not.” 
 
    Seven Spetsnaz attackers remained. A weird battle silence entered the arena. A strange quiet, no shots fired, the confined battle area now holding eleven combatants. They’d lost four, a serious attrition rate. Realization settled in that they had no great hope of success by continuing their current tactics. These were pros. We’d have performed the same assessment. And changed tactics. I had no confidence they’d retreat. Nor did I want them to. This would play out until the bitter end with no quarter asked. Or given. 
 
    Marcus confirmed head count.  
 
    “One,” I said. 
 
    “Same,” Catch growled, disappointed. “Plus one buttwipe.” 
 
    He meant Antonov. 
 
    “Counting coup. I like it. Two for me,” Bo said. 
 
    Marcus, who’d had less opportunity, hadn’t brought one down.  
 
    “You think they’re waiting for darkness?” Catch asked.  
 
    “No,” Marcus said. “They’ll lose the use of their spotter if they do.” 
 
    We had another thirty minutes of fading daylight and thirty of twilight before full darkness set in. Marcus was right. They wouldn’t wait around.  
 
    “The recent addition pulled off the road and into the sagebrush a quarter mile behind the enemy’s vehicles,” Catch said. “I doubt they’re friendlies. But they don’t appear eager to engage.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on them,” Marcus said as several Spetsnaz popped up and cut loose with full-auto blasts our way. 
 
    “Might be a little busy,” Catch replied. 
 
    He and Marcus both fired single shots at the half-second exposed enemy. No hits. 
 
    “They’re on the move, my brothers.” 
 
    Bo’s statement reflected their tactical change. I placed myself in their boots. The frontal assault had paid too high a price. Flanking us within the cirque offered no better odds. We held the high ground. Which left two viable options. Retreat, which wouldn’t happen, or shift position toward either side of the cirque’s mouth. Then climb. Get above us on the mountain. Take the high ground. We were screwed, blued, and tattooed if they went that route. We waited for Bo’s scouting report. It didn’t take long. 
 
    “Three remain in front. One for each unfortunate brother hunkered down on the wall.” 
 
    “Roger that, Bo. What else?” I asked.  
 
    “Brothers pinned as butterflies under glass.” 
 
    I continued pressing my best friend, knowing Marcus seethed at Bo’s communications. 
 
    “Gotcha. Three bogies. Butterflies under glass. Which leaves four bogies unaccounted for.” 
 
    Silence. Bo skirted from boulder to boulder, same as the enemy. He would track and report out when he’d determined their intent. And pop one or two if the opportunity presented. Us three, pinned, knew better than to press for more immediate intel. The automatic fire our way became sporadic and unfocused. The three positioned operators at our front wouldn’t offer us a decent shot at them, exposing themselves long enough for a three- or five-shot burst at our positions. Bullets struck farther away from me, their aim less accurate. They exhibited two clear goals—keep us pinned down while not receiving a bullet. Catch, Marcus, and I held our fire until they clarified their overall strategy. Five minutes later we received the bad news as short gunfire bursts continued coming our way. 
 
    “Two by two they came.” 
 
    Marcus couldn’t contain himself. 
 
    “Dammit, Bo. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “They move with great rapidity and ill intent, master and commander.” 
 
    “At some point you’d better hope I don’t start shooting at you.” 
 
    “Tell us, Bo,” I said.  
 
    “They exited our playground, split up, and ascend the mountain.” 
 
    Shit. They would keep us pinned down while the other four gained the high ground. We were dead meat if they made the cirque’s rim uncontested. One solution screamed loud. Flip the tactical switch from defense to offense. Go after the bastards. 
 
    “Which two are you taking?” I asked Bo. 
 
    “The eastern contingent.” 
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    Two climbed with the goal of positioning above Marcus. Bo would track and kill them. I had zero doubts. Marcus would shed his irritation at Bo’s peculiar battlefield communications and also hold utter confidence. We’d both experienced it too many times past. 
 
    “I’ve got the others,” I continued, effectively claiming responsibility for the two working their way up the cirque’s west rim. If I failed to deal with them, Catch was a sitting duck. “There’s a steep ravine alongside me that looks like it makes the top. I could use some cover fire.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” Marcus said. “Let us know when.” 
 
    “Roger on the cover fire,” Catch said. “I’ll take the one at your front. Watch your butt, bud.” 
 
    The ravine was fifteen paces away from my flat spot. It was only ten yards across and filled with brush and small cedars. Once I had my tail piled in there, it would protect me from the pop-up-and-shoot tactics from the three below us. They’d have a tough time following my ascent through the vegetation with their short sighting time. It was getting there, making the fifteen flying steps, that ratcheted up the pucker factor. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Marcus ripped fire from my left, Catch’s rifle boomed, then boomed twice more. I scrambled upright and hauled ass, flinging myself into the greenery. Crashed through a small cedar’s limbs and submerged into the brush. The ear mic was knocked out, and a limb gouged under my left eye. I retrieved the mic and felt for the face wound. It covered my fingers in blood. Gotta go, gotta move. Those two cats to the west would fly uphill. It was a death-dealing race to the top. I started a hands-and-feet scramble upward, the rifle slung across my back. A bullet burst struck behind me, at my landing spot. Then things got ugly. 
 
    The next round of hot lead came from two different directions, both too damn close. Marcus and Catch fired again, covering. Bullets slammed through foliage, whined off nearby rocks. I shrugged off a sharp burning across my right shoulder and kept scrambling, breath harsh. The next burst from below, fifteen seconds later, was again on target. There was no way in hell they could have popped up, taken time sighting either me or brush movement, and fired without catching a bullet from Marcus or Catch. It was the spotter, feeding my location to the three Spetsnaz below as I climbed. Son of a bitch. 
 
    “The spotter is tracking me.” 
 
    “Hang in there,” Catch said. “I’ll send a couple downrange.” 
 
    A desperate ploy, but my teammates knew I was in deep shit. The spotter moved between their SUVs, laid the binoculars on the hood, sighted, and ducked back down. Even if Catch caught him in the act, he had less than a few seconds to acquire the target. A cantaloupe-sized target at a thousand yards. A full-bodied and stationary Antonov was one thing. This was a bridge too far, even for Catch. 
 
    The .300 Win Mag boomed, followed several seconds later with a “Shit!” through the earpiece. A second attempt elicited the same response. I felt the intense graze across my shoulder, the furrow shallow, blood dribbling. I sucked it up and prepped for another uphill scramble knowing movement, when spotted, would bring guided sheets of fire. But the two to the west would fire down on Catch in short order. Gotta go, gotta move. Fingers grabbed small brush, toes dug in. Then weirdness entered the picture. 
 
    “Some dude is working his way toward the spotter’s back,” Catch said. “He’s running boulder to boulder.” 
 
    No time, no distractions, gotta move. 
 
    “Cover me!” 
 
    I blocked out Catch’s news and took off. My hands clawed, feet shoving me upward. Explosive exhales through my nostrils, expecting the next volley to nail me. Marcus and Catch cut loose again with covering fire, but not before the enemy unleashed accurate rips of close-spaced bullets. A couple whipped past my head, their angry high-pitched buzz inches away. Ricochet whines surrounded me. Twenty yards up the sixty-degree slope I halted, buried under a cedar. I dug in fingers and toes for the next sprint, sucking wind, heart hammering. I considered my targets, the two operators climbing above Catch. Gotta move, gotta scramble.  
 
    “Cover!” 
 
    “That unknown player just delivered the spotter a lead sandwich,” Catch said. 
 
    A pistol’s tight retorts rolled into the cirque as Catch finished speaking. A single shot, followed with three more in succession. What the hell? 
 
    “Terminal?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “I’d say so. He aimed those last three shots at the ground where the dumb bastard fell.” 
 
    No time for consideration, no time for contemplating the big “Who?”  
 
    “Alright. Tactical change. I’m going to head up at a steady pace, no sprint scrambles. Stay in the foliage and under the tree limbs. Make the top on this push.” I continued sucking air and eyeballed upward. “Could use cover fire when needed, but those three below won’t trace me without the spotter.” 
 
    A thunderous crack sounded as I quit speaking. 
 
    “You mean those two below,” Catch said. “The SOB nearest me just peeked when he shouldn’t have.” 
 
    I tapped my earpiece twice as confirmation and started uphill. Hands and feet where the brush was thickest, forearms and knees when it thinned. I made steady progress as Marcus and Catch fired cover shots when opportunity presented. The ravine’s lip, barren rock, became visible. The topside waited, the terrain unknown, two Spetsnaz on the prowl. Two dead men. They just didn’t know it yet.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    “Over the top.” 
 
    I would be at my most exposed the final thirty feet, the wall nearing vertical, the vegetation gone. 
 
    “Roger” came back twice. 
 
    Boot toes jammed into cracks, handholds at awkward positions, I climbed. I hated these moments, standing out like a moth on a mirror. It wasn’t just the two remaining below that created a major pucker factor. Four bogies either approached the cirque’s cusp or were already there. If the latter, I’d get blown off the wall. 
 
    The two below spotted me as automatic fire peppered nearby rock wall. It was short-lived as Marcus and Catch released a series of shots, raining down protective cover. Then the top. I hauled myself over the lip and crab-walked five paces, seeking a boulder’s protection. Ahead, the mountain’s final slope. Surrounding me was a moonscape of small rocks, medium stones, and large boulders. Minimal vegetation, the surface windswept. A quarter-mile away stood China Jim’s peak. Rifle unslung, I began the hunt, harsh breath easing, aware the enemy below had communicated my ascent. As I hunted, others hunted me. Twilight approached.  
 
    I could survey the cirque’s entire rim, but stones and boulders prevented further exploration. Downhill over my left shoulder, and with sufficient diligence, I could see Catch. He’d found a shooting position at the base of a mini-crease, the flooring flat, vegetation dense. I could just make out his prone position among the bushes. On my right and down a steeper slope, Marcus. He’d positioned similar to my former spot, with an array of sizeable stones across his flat spot’s edge. Both were vulnerable as hell from above, and mild panic set in. There were four killers along the rim seeking an opportunity to pick them off. I remained static, flipped on my scope’s night vision capability, and performed a constant one-eighty scan. Twilight became daylight with the scope’s light enhancement. High odds the enemy had the same capabilities.  
 
    Five minutes later, a three-shot burst toward my right. Bo. Now there were three Spetsnaz operators left on top. Bo’s MK18 came equipped with iron sights only—no scope, no night vision. It didn’t concern me. If full-on darkness arrived, he’d hunt with his combat knife.  
 
    Within a minute of Bo’s shots, Catch’s rifle sounded, the noise signature unmistakable as it echoed and rumbled down the cirque. Forty-five seconds later, Marcus fired once, then twice. I never stopped seeking the enemy in my midst.  
 
    “We’re clean here,” Marcus said. His voice came through the earpiece calm and matter-of-fact. 
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    I couldn’t hide the relief in my voice. 
 
    “Dumb bastard number one poked his head out,” Catch said. “Adios, hombre. The second dumb bastard decided the odds sucked and made a run for it. Marcus cut him down.” 
 
    Absolute trust dictated actions. I trusted Bo’s pursuit of his remaining enemy on my right, above Marcus. So I focused toward my left. There were too many stones and boulders, too many hiding spots for an effective one-eighty scan. My position had one redeeming aspect—the barren five-yard strip along the rim I’d crab-walked across. A ribbon of open space and the only access for a downward firing location toward Marcus and Catch. Bo would hunt the ribbon on his half. I poured all my energies and focus at the rim semicircle on my left. 
 
    Stars by the bushelful began peeking out, the breeze minimal. Wonder about the friendly who’d taken down the spotter crept in, and I shoved it aside. It was a disservice to my teammates. They remained exposed, and anything less than one hundred percent focus wouldn’t do. 
 
    “How do we look from up there?” Catch asked. 
 
    “You stand out like a diamond in a goat’s ass,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, but does my manly vigor still shine through from a distance?” 
 
    “I don’t like our position,” Marcus said. “Catch, let’s head downhill at a fast clip. We’ll at least present a moving target while we add distance. Right now, my back side gets itchy waiting for a bullet.” 
 
    “You want any help up there?” Catch asked me. 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Aim true. I know you’ve got my back. Marcus, I’ll meet you at the vehicles,” Catch replied. 
 
    I heard loose rocks tumble behind me as they began their downward movement. I wasn’t the only one who’d picked up the sound. Two hundred yards away, a belly-flat figure inched his way from behind a boulder onto the barren rim. The night-vision scope collected and amplified twilight’s last ambient glow. On my knees and leaning against a boulder for a steady aim, I focused the crosshairs on the operator’s upper side. Catch would have taken a headshot. I wasn’t Catch and wanted assurance I’d deliver a decent hit. Exhaled half a breath, held it, and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The rifle’s sharp crack sounded across the now-silent battlefield. My target flinched, rolled, and received a second bullet. Just to be sure. 
 
    “Thanks, bud.” 
 
    Catch’s response accompanied his continued downhill slide as rocks tumbled before him, complete confidence in my ability on full display. I didn’t share his insouciance. There was at least one more, maybe two. Bo’s MK hadn’t sounded again since I’d made the top. And now my rifle’s sound signature had ID’d my position. I shifted location with a hunched-over dash, finding a smaller boulder as a hunting blind. The remaining Spetsnaz operators now knew my general location, so I stretched flat and nestled against the boulder, still focused on the rim’s left side.  
 
    I had no fear except for my brothers, and pressure to execute my duty was shunted aside. Do your job, Lee. It’s not complicated. With my face inches from the ground, I sighted through the scope and sought the enemy, every strand of being tuned and focused. Ten minutes passed, then twenty as full-on darkness arrived.  
 
    “We made our vehicles,” Marcus announced. 
 
    “I’m stretched across my ride’s hood, scoping the rim. Just in case,” Catch added. 
 
    I acknowledged their declarations with two quick ear mic taps. A quarter-moon and a million stars provided sufficient ambient light as the crosshairs swept slowly across the rim, seeking movement or anomalies. Somewhere in the night, adversaries performed the same lethal slow-motion dance, fingers on triggers. The adrenaline meter remained redlined, breath steady, seek and destroy the moment’s focal point. 
 
    “When you stare into the abyss, the abyss stares back at you.” 
 
    Bo, two paces behind me. 
 
    “It seemed an appropriate moment for a Nietzsche quote,” he added, his voice at a normal speaking volume. 
 
    I lowered my face onto the stony ground as an ocean of relief washed over me. A mile-wide smile with eyes closed and breathed-in dirt my immediate moment’s mandate.  
 
    “What the hell is hippie-boy talking about?” Catch asked. 
 
    “We’re clear up here,” I said. “It’s over.” 
 
    I lifted my head and twisted for a backward glance. Bo squatted on his haunches, the MK slung across his back. His right hand twirled the fighting knife’s point on the hard surface. The bright night sky highlighted wild hair strands and flashing white teeth. 
 
    “We’ve talked about you giving me a heart attack, Bo.” 
 
    “Those who are easily shocked should be shocked more often.” 
 
    “More Nietzsche?” 
 
    “Mae West. Oh, to have rendezvoused with her back in the day.” 
 
    Somewhere in the night, out on China Jim Mountain’s moonscape slopes, two Spetsnaz operators had met Bo and now lay dead from knife wounds. It was well and truly over.  
 
    “You two get down here,” Marcus said. “This isn’t the time for lingering.” 
 
    We did. The rim’s bare ribbon provided a speedy path as we circled the cirque and made our way down. As we descended, our vehicle collection glinted under the moon and starlight. Much farther out, the Spetsnaz vehicles were visible. And farther yet, the unknown vehicle’s headlights appeared and moved in our direction. I passed the information on to Marcus and Catch. 
 
    “Keep me updated on their progress,” Marcus said. 
 
    As we continued our hike down, the mystery vehicle stopped at the KDB vehicles and waited, headlights still on. When Bo and I reached our rides, I shared the information.  
 
    “I don’t like it,” Marcus said. “An unknown in a strange situation.” 
 
    “They gotta be friendlies,” Catch said. “One of them took out the spotter.” 
 
    “They don’t have to be jack,” Marcus replied. “We’ll stop before we arrive at their position and approach on foot.” 
 
    Smiles all around, a few rude comments passed, but nothing celebratory. We had to scoot and put miles between us and thirteen dead men scattered across the area. Marcus exhibited a rare moment of acknowledgement when he approached Bo from the rear, slung an arm across his chest, pulled him tight, and whispered in his ear, “I swear, Bo. I swear.” 
 
    The turnaround was too tight for Jezebel’s trailer, so we unhitched it and horsed it around toward an exit angle. Then rehitched it to Bo’s pickup. He led the way out, a slow weave, headlights off, creaks and rattles sounding from all our vehicles. The air cooled, a night chill began, and four ex-Delta operators, well past their prime, exited another battlefield, victorious. No grand exultations, no high-fives. A mission performed, the enemy dispatched. There was no great internalized joy among us, either. We seldom celebrated death. Survival, sure, but rarely killing. The enemy had brought the fight to us at China Jim Mountain. We’d finished it. End of story. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    We halted at a tight curve, a hundred yards from KDB’s vehicles and the stranger’s lit-up SUV. An array of boulders separated us. Earpiece mics checked, weapons locked and loaded. We spread out and approached bright headlights, fingers on triggers. One sat on their vehicle’s hood, back rested against the windshield. The headlights created too much glare for a positive ID. The other stood at the driver’s side open door, the interior lights on, smoking a pipe.  
 
    “We are greatly outnumbered and outgunned, gentlemen. If a white flag were available, I would be frenetically waving it.” 
 
    Chambers, the British spook. Oh, man.  
 
    “Your partner wasn’t outgunned blowing that spotter away,” Catch said, his tone more of a growl. “We need to see some hands.” 
 
    Chambers sighed and raised his. His partner slid off the hood and strode into the headlights. Esma Mansur, hair tied back in a tight ponytail, a ball cap pressed on her head. And a long, long way from Bolivia. She stood with hands on hips. 
 
    “A woman,” Catch said. “How ’bout that?”  
 
    “They’re friendlies,” I said. “Sorta.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Spooks.” 
 
    We lowered our weapons, Marcus muttered, “Shithouse mouse, Case,” and Bo added, “Clandestine intrigue. An appropriate icing for this cake.” 
 
    The six of us gathered in the headlights. 
 
    “You’re the Brit spook we met in New Guinea,” Catch said. “The one who believed we didn’t stand a chance against that gaggle of Spetsnaz operators, as I recall.” 
 
    “It would appear, sir, they are your sweet spot in the realm of conflict.” 
 
    “Hi, Esma.” 
 
    “Hi, Case Lee.” 
 
    “Do me a favor.” 
 
    “I will certainly try.” 
 
    “Tell Mossad not to hire me again. Ever.” 
 
    She shrugged. I addressed Chambers. 
 
    “How long were you two in Montello?” 
 
    “Long enough, sport. The trailer we rented was less than one might expect in the way of accommodations. That said, I was unaware Montello housed an artist community. Our neighbor was quite fond of smocks. And wine.” 
 
    “An MD 20/20 connoisseur?” 
 
    “One and the same.” 
 
    “Did you bug my room?” 
 
    He shrugged as response. 
 
    “Did you bug the bar?” 
 
    “The sheriff’s soliloquy was worthy of a screenplay. Simply marvelous. It transported me into the world of John Wayne.” 
 
    “Our favorite goober leads an interesting life, does he not?” Bo asked Catch. 
 
    “Interesting isn’t the word I’d use.” 
 
    “That’s enough grab ass. Let’s patch Case and make tracks,” Marcus said as he turned and headed back toward our vehicles. 
 
    Marcus produced a field first aid kit and donned a headlamp. I stripped off my shirt, causing the coagulated wound to bleed again. Bo wandered over and lent a hand. 
 
    “It’s not serious. Broke the skin, and it will leave a scar, but we’ve both had worse,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Another totem, my brother,” Bo said. “A line plowed, seeds planted.” 
 
    “We have all had enough damn totems,” Marcus said. “I’ll stop the bleeding. We can do a more thorough job when we stop for the night.” 
 
    “Thanks, Marcus.” 
 
    “Are you capable of associating your chosen career with these wounds? Or do you see them as disassociated events?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t ask for them.” 
 
    “That is not the point, and you know it. Do me a favor and wrap your head around the fact that one day in some godforsaken location you’re going to catch a bullet where it matters.” 
 
    “Nine lives.” 
 
    “And you’re on number eleven. And you’re an idiot. There, that will hold for a few hours.”  
 
    I donned a clean shirt and addressed Chambers. 
 
    “Are you following us out of here?”  
 
    “Lead on, sport. We are but passersby.” 
 
    I headed up the train. The pitted road became worse as we entered Utah. Two hours and thirty miles later, I stopped a couple miles short of an isolated hardtop highway. During the entire trip we hadn’t seen a single house light, vehicle headlight, or campfire. Magnificent isolation, and just what the doctor ordered.  
 
    “Let’s bivouac here until daylight,” Marcus said as we gathered. “Then we hit the hardtop and split up.” 
 
    We gathered firewood from a nearby cedar grove, opened back hatches, grabbed folding chairs, and produced ready-food and liquor. Marcus repacked my upper shoulder wound. Bo tied Jezebel to the trailer and fed and watered her. 
 
    “Why do you have a burro?” Esma asked him. 
 
    “Companionship and conversation. She takes the long view, a perspective I appreciate.” 
 
    He smiled while Esma stared back, unsure.  
 
    “Don’t even try to figure it out, lady,” Catch said, strolling past. 
 
    We arranged chairs, and the aftermath’s exhaustion set in. I was whupped, the relief valve wide open. As the fire blazed, a coyote pack howled nearby. 
 
    “I owe you this,” Chambers said as he produced a bottle of Grey Goose. “Allow us to celebrate a job well done.” 
 
    “Horseshit,” Catch said from across the fire. “His job had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “A blood brother in need, for sure,” Bo added, gnawing on dried meat. 
 
    Marcus poured himself a stiff bourbon, sipped, pointed his glass toward the two spooks, and addressed me. 
 
    “What’s their play in all this?” 
 
    I delivered the basics but kept it at a high level. Marcus had shot and killed a Mossad agent who’d held a gun on me in California’s mountains. I’d enlisted his help when an Amazon gig threatened the US. Mossad hadn’t connected the Marcus Johnson dots, and I wouldn’t toss out any bread crumbs for them to follow. 
 
    “Exponent is a Canadian operation,” I said. “British mining interests are a silent partner. So are the Israelis, although, as usual, they stay buried deep.” 
 
    “What the hell is Mossad doing in Bolivia?” Catch asked. 
 
    “Ask her.” 
 
    Esma delivered a blank stare toward Catch, a visual “No comment,” clear. 
 
    “Protecting their national interests, bud,” I added. “I ID’d her as a spook but didn’t make the Mossad connection.” 
 
    Catch shook his head, sucked down a quarter-glass of Marcus’s whiskey, and addressed Esma.  
 
    “You’re a good-looking spook,” Catch said. 
 
    “I suppose that is a compliment.” 
 
    “Suppose anything you want. Do you make a habit of plugging dead bodies on the ground?” 
 
    “From what I saw on the Chaco, yes,” I said. 
 
    “So says the subtle Mr. Dynamite,” Chambers added, puffing his pipe. 
 
    “Here’s a tip, Ms. Spook,” Catch said. “Once a man is dead, several more bullets don’t make him deader. It would save your outfit ammo costs.” 
 
    “Job exuberance, my brothers. We shouldn’t fault enthusiasm,” Bo said. 
 
    “I suppose,” Catch said. “Anyway, we appreciate you taking the spotter out. I couldn’t draw a bead on the bastard.” 
 
    “I was glad to contribute,” Esma replied. “But I am curious. I failed to hear the shots directed at two of the Russians. It was not until we viewed you two hiking along the canyon’s rim that we realized it was over. What happened to those two?” 
 
    Bo pulled a small pipe, container of weed, and sang a few lines from “Goodnight, Irene.” As he packed the pipe, he smiled toward Chambers, a fellow pipe smoker. 
 
    “Would you enjoy a blend?” he asked, offering Chambers the small container. 
 
    “A kind and gracious offer, but no, thank you. Speaking of exuberance, you chaps exhibit more than your fair share. Is there any concern over the carnage left at the mountain?” 
 
    “Coyotes,” Marcus said. “And cougars.” 
 
    “And carrion for buzzards,” Bo added as he exhaled smoke. 
 
    “And time,” I added. “Except for the possible discovery by a hunter—not a high-odds likelihood—there will be nothing but bones and rusted weaponry by next summer. Russian weaponry, which will add beaucoup confusion. It’s all good.”  
 
    Marcus tossed more wood on the fire, sparks flew, and we circulated liquor bottles. After all the trauma, death, and weirdness I required closure, a “The End,” for the job. At a minimum, Chambers and Esma owed me, and my teammates, answers. 
 
    “What happens now?” I asked. “Regarding the mining operations?” 
 
    “I rather imagine there will be a general reset,” Chambers said. “Signs indicate KDB won’t return to the Chaco. As for here, I would suggest operations will normalize. The sheriff’s stated goal of two successful endeavors may well come to fruition.” 
 
    “You’re saying they’ll play well together?” I asked. 
 
    “Perhaps not in the spirit of love and harmony. But at the end of the day, both are businesses. Both wish to make money.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve got a gut feeling Andris Simko won’t sit this one out.” 
 
    In the firelight, the shared look and tight smiles between Chambers and Esma told a threatening and perhaps terminal tale. 
 
    Marcus snorted his disgust at their expressions and spookville’s inner workings. Bo added a “My, my,” joined with a wide smile. Catch addressed his brothers, saying, “Check out their Cheshire cat routine. Man, I don’t miss mingling with spooks. Not one damn bit.” 
 
    “Right,” Chambers said and drained his drink. “We do not wish to wear out our welcome. Well done, gentlemen, regardless of the motivation. Well done. We had best be off.” 
 
    I pushed up from my folding chair and circled the campfire, extending my hand toward Chambers. We shook. 
 
    “When next we meet, white sand beach and umbrella drinks,” I said. “See if you can arrange it, Chambers.” 
 
    “Will do, sport. All the best.” 
 
    He turned and climbed behind the steering wheel, smiling and delivering a military salute toward my teammates. They didn’t respond, their expressions deadpan. I approached Esma with hand extended. She took mine with both of hers and displayed a wry smile. 
 
    “I meant what I said about not contracting me again.” 
 
    “I will pass your request on.” 
 
    “It’s been a strange ride, Esma.” 
 
    “You are an interesting man, Case Lee. Come see me next time you are in Santa Cruz.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to happen.” 
 
    “You never know. Take care of yourself, Case.” 
 
    She joined Chambers in their vehicle. Marcus, Catch, and Bo failed to express any goodbyes other than three briefly raised glasses. Not unexpected. While the glass-raising salute acknowledged their contribution—Esma’s in particular—my blood brothers were plenty happy seeing the spooks vacate our location. Red taillights faded in the distance as an MI6 and Mossad agent slipped back into the shadows.  
 
    I settled back into the chair after pouring another Grey Goose. We remained silent, each lost in private thoughts. 
 
     “Thank God none of you were injured,” I said as my boot toe rearranged firewood. “And thank God I have you three as brothers. I can’t tell you how appreciative I am.” 
 
    “Back at you,” Catch said. “There’s something about exercising old skill sets. The metalworking shop gets old.” 
 
    “Everything gets old,” Marcus said. “It’s how you look at it. It gets old chopping ice on water tanks for the cattle all winter. But it’s part of the overall deal. Part of life.” 
 
    “Which may lead to an answer,” Bo said as Catch handed him the bourbon bottle. Bo took a long swallow. 
 
    “I’ve got serious doubts about that,” Catch said. 
 
    “The less enlightened among us may wonder why our Georgia peach does what he does. He has learned to apply a loose hand on the tiller as the cosmic winds offer opportunity. Fresh opportunity, seldom old.” 
 
    Marcus grunted. But Bo had a helluva point. My jobs never got old. Yeah, the being away, uprooted with regularity, was tiresome. Tiresome but tinged with excitement. I could do without the gunfire and life-threatening situations, but even those fed a larger desire. A desire I hesitated to acknowledge. A desire to hang it out there and see what happens.  
 
    Marcus tossed more tree limbs on the fire. Sparks shot skyward, the night now borderline cold. 
 
    “Case has a woman now,” Catch said. “Things might change.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” Marcus added. 
 
    “Don’t want to make this about me. But you’re right. I’m wrestling with how to manage a relationship given these jobs. Plus, CC made a few passing references regarding my mobile lifestyle. It stung.” 
 
    “From the mouth of babes,” Bo said. 
 
    “Amen,” returned from me and Marcus. 
 
    We wandered through personal connections, divorced from the battle. We’d get to it, but for now we required a grounding in the normal world. A firefight mental digestion while speaking of other things. Happy to be alive things. A decompression period or simple relief or avoidance until the bloodletting settled into the rearview mirror. Hard to say. 
 
    “You three are coming to Portland, right?” Catch asked. “Willa will have her crowd attend the wedding. I’ve gotta have a counterbalance.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her crowd?” I asked.  
 
    “Flower child crapola, which I can take in small doses. Collectively, man, I don’t know. I’ve gotta have some wild and woolly tossed in the mix. That would be you three.” 
 
    “I didn’t notice much flower child in Willa,” I said.  
 
    “And how cool is that? It’s one reason I love her. But her crowd is another story. Feelings, feelings, and more feelings. I’ve refrained from any ‘Suck it up, Buttercup’ statements. But it’ll reach critical mass at the wedding. That’s where you three come in.” 
 
    “My wild and woolly days are behind me,” Marcus said.  
 
    “Go tell that to the Spetsnaz operators you plugged,” Catch replied. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Catch said. “Anyone have anything to eat?” 
 
    “I have some delicious goat jerky you are more than welcome to, brother bear.” 
 
    “Again, does anyone have anything to eat?” 
 
    I tossed him two protein bars and addressed Marcus. 
 
    “How’s Miriam? Is it still on-again-off-again?”  
 
    “It is off more than on.” 
 
    Miriam was Marcus’s sometimes girlfriend. She lived in Livingston, a hundred miles from Fishtail. 
 
    “I like her. Is it the distance?” 
 
    “She claims I’m too levelheaded and cannot provide a fun factor. I am unclear what that means.” He extended a long leg and repositioned burning wood with his boot. “Or why levelheadedness is a downside.” 
 
    “You could always seek romance in Beehive. Or Nye. Or Dean.” 
 
    Each was a wide spot in the road near Fishtail. 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “The cosmos swirls, my brothers.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Catch said. 
 
    “It swirls, and flings serendipity and tragedy and love. Capture the love, cow whisperer, and accept serendipity.” 
 
    “I don’t whisper to cows.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Bo asked. 
 
    Marcus smiled, sipped bourbon, and said, “Maybe a little.” 
 
    “A major ass-chewing would have been flung my way if you’d gotten hurt, Bo,” I said. “JJ would have lit up my phone for a week, one detailed dossier per day on Case Lee’s failings as a human being.” 
 
    “Languages of love,” he said, taking another hit. “I believe Jezebel and I will sojourn back into Nevada. Gold and silver radiate potent auras within those mountains.” 
 
    “Head south first,” I said. “Cut back into Nevada near the Arizona border. You may remember we’ve left a major footprint in Elko County.”  
 
    “What is it with you and spooks?” Catch asked, edging the conversation back toward the firefight. 
 
    “Check out his work environment,” Marcus said. “A day at his office pretty much guarantees it.” 
 
    “I’ve absorbed advice from some guy named Bo. Be in it but not of it.” 
 
    “A sound ecumenical approach,” Bo said. 
 
    “A weird-ass way to live,” Catch replied, followed with an “Amen” from Marcus. 
 
    “True confession,” I said, sighing. “I was played like a fiddle. Thumped like a freakin’ kettle drum. It bugs the hell out of me. Again.” 
 
    It did. Mossad and MI6 both, in retrospect, manipulated—played on—my personal makeup. It’s what spooks do. Having ignored Jules’s one big thing, I was too stupid to see it.  
 
    “The same thing as in New Guinea,” Catch said. “They’re experts at that crap.” 
 
    “And this comes as a big surprise?” Marcus asked. “After we spent years working with them?” 
 
    I could name other recent instances where I’d been played, but avoided pouring salt into old wounds. 
 
    “At least the Mossad spook taking out the spotter helped,” Catch said.  
 
    “It improved our odds, no doubt,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Yeah. Improved. But we still had the bastards by the shorthairs,” Catch said, emphatic. 
 
    Catch and Marcus drew on bourbon while I sipped Grey Goose. Jezebel shook in her halter as the lead-line slapped against the trailer.  
 
    “Do you reckon they figured on wiping us out and going on with business as usual?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Antonov would have rotated them, brought in a new batch,” I said. “Swept things clean.” 
 
    “They knew, after the battle’s onset, what they were up against,” he said. “Even after they lost several men, they kept coming. Why? Money?” 
 
    “Dumbassery,” Catch said.  
 
    “But why?” Marcus asked. “Why put your life on the line?” 
 
    “We know why,” Bo said. 
 
    He was right. We did. A nugget of contorted logic all warriors carried. Not sane or rational, but there. And we each knew it. Acknowledgment and silent musings joined with long stares at the fire or into the stars.  
 
    “Before dawn,” Marcus said, breaking the silence, “we depart at fifteen-minute intervals. Hit the hardtop and scatter.” 
 
    We remained around the campfire for another hour, then climbed into our vehicles and caught some shut-eye. Our conversations reflected a precious bond, powerful and strong and true. Critiques and jokes and personal pokes aplenty. But no judgment. None. Only acceptance of each other as who we were. And a blanket of love wrapped so tight it ached to think of our departure.

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the rental SUV’s bullet holes as strange unknowable occurrences with the young lady at the car rental company. She claimed they were a first for her. I claimed they were for me, too. Seated at an airport bar, I called Mom and Jess. 
 
    “How’s the world’s greatest mom?” 
 
    “Relieved knowing you are in the US. Not that Nevada is civilized, mind you. I’ve been thinking, son of mine.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “About meeting Jessica. Is this event near the horizon, or will she remain a mystery?” 
 
    “Near the horizon, promise. Oh, Catch is getting married.” 
 
    “Praise God. Where and when will this event take place?” 
 
    “Portland, Oregon. As for the when, they haven’t worked it out yet.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “Should I call Juan and light a fire under him?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t. He and Willa will come up with a date. You and CC are coming. Peter, too, if he’d like.” 
 
    “That place is as far away from Charleston as you could get except for Alaska. Where I’ll never set foot.” 
 
    “They have these things called airplanes, now.” 
 
    “Hush. And let me know as soon as you find out. This will take some preparation.” 
 
    “How’s CC?” 
 
    “She’s at school. Tinker is moping around the house waiting for her, as usual. I’m so happy for Juan. Less so for that poor woman, but she must know by now what she’s getting into. When will we see you next?” 
 
    “Couple of weeks. I plan on heading south with the Ace.” 
 
    We both signed off with heartfelt expressions of love.  
 
    Jess, as expected, was still at her Oregon job.  
 
    “I’m becoming a wine expert,” she said. “The pinot noir grape, in particular. I can now bore you to tears when we get together.” 
 
    “We could try the Cliff Notes version.” 
 
    “No way. And no eye rolls while I discuss the harvest and the crush.” 
 
    “What’s a crush?” 
 
    “It’s when they crush the grapes and make grape juice. It happens in September. The first of many factoids coming your way.” 
 
    “Do they wash their feet first?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. We’re talking flavor profiles, bub.” 
 
    I raised a finger and ordered another beer. 
 
    “What I’m hearing is it’ll be another week or so before you head home,” I said. 
 
    “A fair assessment, super sleuth. Did you finish up in Nevada?” 
 
    “Yep. Easy peasy. Since it will be a while before we see each other, I think I’ll take the Ace south.” 
 
    She didn’t buy the sidestep tango.  
 
    “Easy peasy? I will soon hear all about it, the tale layered with obfuscation and avoidance. I cannot tell you how much that turns me on.” 
 
    “Would an Airbnb in the Blue Ridge Mountains turn you on?” 
 
    “Is that an offer?” 
 
    “It is indeed.” 
 
    “Done and done, cowboy. Give me a few days in Charlotte to straighten a few things out, and then I’ll be there with bells on.” 
 
    “A negligee would also work.” 
 
    We signed off. My Norfolk, Virginia, flight was on time, so I downed the beer and headed off for a post-engagement visit with the Clubhouse in Chesapeake. Jules had confirmed an early meeting for the next day. At an airport specialty shop, I purchased a bag of gourmet English licorice. I spent the night in a seedy cash-only Chesapeake motel. Engaging with MI6 and Mossad kept me on edge. Plus, this was Clubhouse turf, and you never knew who lurked in Jules’s orbit. 
 
    My Glock and cell phone covered with dropped-off laundry—the elderly Filipino woman remained expressionless, as usual—I scaled the stairs. Every third step squeaked, a Clubhouse early warning system. I flashed back to Bo’s one visit with Jules. He’d bounded up the stairs without a sound. 
 
    “My mining engineer’s return,” Jules said, staring down the shotgun’s double barrels. “Filled, one would hope, with tales of intrigue and adventure.”  
 
    Once I’d performed the requisite pirouette, pockets inside-out, arms extended with a roll of Benjamins in one hand and the licorice in the other, she used the shotgun as a pointer and indicated a chair. 
 
    “Sit, dear boy. Sit. It is said, beware of Greeks bearing gifts. You may have a dollop or two of Hellenic blood, but I shall risk it. What have you brought me?” 
 
    I tossed the licorice bag on her desk and sat. As a heron inspecting a potential aquatic meal, she cocked her head and focused on the candy.  
 
    “It’s English,” I said.  
 
    “An absolute treasure. I should frame it.” 
 
    “I’d suggest you eat it.” 
 
    “Wise words, best heeded.” 
 
    A clawlike thumb and forefinger dragged the bag toward the desktop-embedded Ka-Bar knife. Using both hands, she split the bag open against the blade. Several pieces spilled out, and she shifted those into an array before her. She dug out a kitchen match and fired a new cigar. 
 
    “You’re not going to try them?” 
 
    “In due time. The visual appeal is so great I shall first relish the presentation. Now, tell me about Bolivia. Leave nothing out.” 
 
    I did. There was no point holding back from Jules. If she desired, she’d uncover events and motivations and outcomes through her spiderweb network. She might have already done so, and now used me as confirmation or as a benchmark for my personal perspective bias. I’d never know. 
 
    “Quite the Simón Bolívar act, dear,” she said as I wrapped up. “I was unaware you carried such revolutionary fervor.” 
 
    “I got caught up in events. A borderline stupid thing to do. But I couldn’t walk away from wanton murder. Not when I could do something about it.” 
 
    “And do something you did. In spades. A facet of your makeup this wretched creature finds so appealing. That, and the gifts you bring.” 
 
    She plucked a licorice, small and multicolored and sandwich-like, and popped it home. She leaned back with her eye closed, sucked, chewed, and emitted small groans. I remained silent, aware it would be a minute or more before we resumed business.  
 
    “Heaven,” she said, straightening up. “I am curious as to the Bolivian fixer’s activities. They so seldom choose sides. It tends to be bad for business.” 
 
    “She’s a Mossad agent.” 
 
    She raised the eyebrow over her good eye. Fresh news or an act, take your pick.  
 
    “Indeed?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Which would unveil another Exponent Mining silent partner.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How interesting.” 
 
    “Is it?” I asked, raising my own eyebrow with a glance at the desktop abacus. 
 
    Irritated, she slam-shifted two black balls along an abacus wooden rail. If she already knew Esma was with Mossad, it was part of an act. A clandestine fog enhanced with her mysterious accounting system that not a single Clubhouse client understood. Nor ever argued with. 
 
    “Now describe your more recent travails and successes. I have yet to hear of a Nevada pitchfork and machete uprising, so one must assume your endeavors were less flavored with insurgency.” 
 
    She smiled often during my tale and buttressed my suspicion that the entire Nevada affair had played out like a Hollywood western. 
 
    “Sheriff Manuel Garza,” she said once I’d finished. “A rare breed. It raises the spirits knowing such lawmen exist, albeit on a county stage.” 
 
    “Yeah, a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    “And tell me how Messrs. Dickerson, Hernandez, and Johnson fare these days. I do miss Mr. Dickerson. A bright quasar among a too-often bland skyscape.” 
 
    Bo and Jules had hit it off, big time. 
 
    “Bo is still Bo. He’s doing well. He and JJ are still together.” 
 
    “And your other two colleagues?” 
 
    “Marcus is fine. He says the cattle business is good. Catch is getting married. I’ve met her. A great woman.” 
 
    She held up another candy and inspected it, smiling. Before she took a taste, the smile dropped, and she cast an eagle eye my way. 
 
    “All evidence suggests the four of you still constitute a formidable team. Bravo. If I may sprinkle a bit of grit in life’s lubrication, you four might consider tempering your more violent inclinations. I am aware it is not in your natures to do so, but time takes a toll. I wish each of you a long and storied life. Especially you, dear boy.” 
 
    “I don’t ask for the violence, Jules.” 
 
    “No? Consider your refusals of hasty exits when hazardous conflict rears its ugly head.” 
 
    “There’s good and bad, right and wrong in life.” 
 
    “Is there?” 
 
    She inserted the candy. Her smile returned.  
 
    “English, you say. They have long been marvelous confectioners.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like them. It was a roll of the dice getting a strange brand.” 
 
    “Sevens and elevens, dear, to be sure.” She chewed a while, with occasional sucks, savoring the treat. “May I suggest an overlooked aspect regarding your recent confrontation?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I rather imagine the expired gentlemen had cell phones. They can track the location of those. Your Mr. Simko will leave no stone unturned.” 
 
    Damn. She was right as rain. We’d forgotten to collect those.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. As usual. But MI6 and Mossad have plans for Victor Simko.” 
 
    She swallowed, raised one eyebrow, and waited. 
 
    “Before they left us, I brought up the subject of Simko. Chambers and Esma Mansur exchanged knowing stares. Simko may not be long for this world.” 
 
    She shifted three abacus balls without prompting, and said, “One would be better off not assuming such an immediate demise. Such high value assets are best worked.” 
 
    A backward flip deep dive into spookville’s pool. Time to leave. 
 
    “Gotta go, Jules. I’ll see you before the next job.” 
 
    I stood. The electronic door lock didn’t clack open. Jules fired a kitchen match and relit her cigar. 
 
    “Does your relationship with Ms. Rossi remain on sound footing?” 
 
    “It does. I think. Anyway, we’re moving forward.” 
 
    “Excellent. Such news brightens my day. On a business item, it would appear the ledger, once again, places me in the credit column for your account. Would you prefer cash or future intelligence?” 
 
    “Intel, for sure. I couldn’t perform these jobs without your help. Sometimes I wonder if I lean on you too much.” 
 
    “Do not allow a frail appearance to disguise my unyielding support for you, Case Lee. I am strong of back, and you are never a burden.” The door clacked open. “Godspeed, dear boy. We shall meet anon. Further adventures await.” 
 
    “I have no doubt they do, Jules.” I flashed a wide smile. “No doubt at all.”  
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    I’ve lived and worked all over the world, traipsing through places like the Amazon, Congo, and Papua New Guinea. And I make a point of capturing unique sights, sounds, and personalities that are incorporated into each of my novels. 
 
      
 
    The Suriname Job 
 
    I worked a contract in that tiny South American country when revolution broke out. Armored vehicles in the streets, gunfire—the whole nine yards. There’s a standard protocol in many countries when woken by automatic gunfire. Slide out of bed, take a pillow, and nestle on the floor while contemplating whether a coup has taken place or the national soccer team just won a game. In Suriname, it was a coup.  
 
    There was work to do, and that meant traveling across Suriname while the fighting took place. Ugly stuff. But the people were great—a strange and unique mixture of Dutch, Asian Indians, Javanese, and Africans. The result of back in the day when the Dutch were a global colonial power. 
 
    Revolutions and coups attract strange players. Spies, mercenaries, “advisors.” I did require the services of a helicopter, and one merc who’d arrived with his chopper was willing to perform side gigs when not flying incumbent military folks around. And yes, just as in The Suriname Job, I had to seek him out in Paramaribo’s best bordello. Not my finest moment. 
 
      
 
    The New Guinea Job 
 
    What a strange place. A massive jungle-covered island with 14,000 foot mountains. As tribal a culture as you’ll find. Over 800 living languages (languages, not dialects) making it the most linguistically diverse place on earth. Headhunting an active and proud tradition until very recently (I strongly suspect it still goes on). 
 
    I lived and worked deep in the bush—up a tributary of the Fly River. Amazing flora and fauna. Shadowed rain forest jungle, snakes and insects aplenty, peculiar ostrich-like creatures with fluorescent blue heads, massive crocs. Jurassic Park stuff. And leeches. Man, I hated those bloody leeches. Millions of them. 
 
    And remarkable characters. In The New Guinea Job, the tribesman Luke Mugumwup was a real person, and a pleasure to be around. The tribal tattoos and ritual scarification across his body lent a badass appearance, for sure. But a rock-solid individual to work with. Unless he became upset. Then all bets were off. 
 
    I toned down the boat driver, Babe Cox. Hard to believe. But the actual guy was a unique and nasty and unforgettable piece of work. His speech pattern consisted of continual f-bombs with the occasional adjective, noun, and verb tossed in. And you could smell the dude from thirty feet.  
 
      
 
    The Caribbean Job 
 
    Flashbacks of the time I spent working in that glorious part of the world came easy. The Bahamas, American Virgin Islands, Jamaica, San Andres, Providencia—a trip down memory lane capturing the feel of those islands for this novel. And the people! What marvelous folks. I figured the tale’s intrigue and action against such an idyllic background would make for a unique reading experience. 
 
    And pirates. The real deal. I was forced into dealing with them while attempting work contracts. Much of the Caribbean has an active smuggler and pirate trade—well-hidden and never posted in tourist blurbs. Talk about interesting characters! There is a weird code of conduct among them, but I was never clear on the rules of the road. It made for an interesting work environment.  
 
    One of the more prevalent memories of those times involved cash. Wads of Benjamins—$100 bills. The pirate and smuggler clans, as you can well imagine, don’t take credit cards or issue receipts. Cash on the barrelhead. Benjamins the preferred currency. It made for inventive bookkeeping entries. 
 
      
 
    The Amazon Job 
 
    I was fortunate to have had a long contract in Brazil, splitting my time between an office in Rio de Janeiro and base camps deep within the Amazon wilderness. The people—remarkable. The environments even more so. Rio is an amazing albeit dangerous place, with favelas or slums crammed across the hills overlooking the city. You have to remain on your toes while enjoying the amazing sights and sounds and culture of Copacabana, Ipanema, and Leblon.  
 
    The Amazon rainforest is jaw-dropping in its scope and scale. 20% of the earth’s fresh water flows down the Amazon River with thousands of smaller rivers and tributaries feeding it. The Amazon rainforest is three million square miles, and during flood season is covered with ten to twenty feet of water.  
 
    The wildlife is, of course, amazing. After a long field day, I'd often take one of the small base camp skiffs and fish for tucunaré (peacock bass). I’d figured out their preferred watery environments. And learned where the piranhas were less plentiful (although it’s worth noting those fierce little chompers are both easy to catch and quite tasty—karmic justice, perhaps). So I was fishing a remote lagoon a mile or so from the base camp. Lily pads, tannic water, dusk and isolation. Howler monkeys broke into a verbal ruckus among the treetops circling the lagoon. When those raucous critters took a break—dead quiet.  
 
    Then soft blowhole exhales no more than five feet away. Scared the bejeesus out of me. It was two botos. Rare Amazon river dolphins. Pinkish-white, curious and content to check out the new addition to their lagoon. We shared the space a full four or five minutes until they eased away. A magic moment, etched forever. 
 
      
 
    The Hawaii Job 
 
    I’ve always relished visits to the Big Island. What’s not to like? Gorgeous beaches, rugged coastlines, a 14,000 foot mountain, and terrain that varies from lowland scrub to tropical vegetation to grasslands to alpine turf. And, of course, an active volcano. How could I not put Case Lee smack-dab in the middle of an active lava flow? 
 
    Then there is the vastness of North Africa and its Sahara Desert. The Sahara is about the size of the lower 48 US states. I’m talking vast and empty and scattered with isolated bands of tribes and nomadic herders. The cultural chasms are enormous as well, and something I’ve had to deal with in the past. 
 
      
 
    The Orcas Island Job 
 
    The San Juan Islands are spectacular. Located off the coast of Washington State and close to Canada’s Vancouver Island (and the city of Victoria), each island is a mixture of tree-covered hills and carved-out fields. The small towns are a delight, and while I perhaps over-emphasized the rain in this novel, it is by and large a misty rain and a far cry from a deluge. The summers are spectacular, and the sea life awe-inspiring. Orcas Island—the one I’m most familiar with—was a perfect setting for Case to mix it up with the bad guys. There is a primal feel about the place which provided an excellent backdrop for his adventures. 
 
    Victoria is such a cool Canadian city and, if you get a chance, do order a Victoria Shaft cocktail when you’re there. The harbor water taxis and on-foot nature of the town made for a great fit with a Case Lee scene or three.  
 
      
 
    The Nevada Job 
 
    The big lonely of America’s West has a special allure. It’s not to everyone’s taste, but I relish not seeing another vehicle for long stretches of stark terrain. Distant desert mountains jutting above rugged expanses with alone-time the order of the day has a strong appeal for me. Much of Nevada delivers this opportunity, big time. I’ve spent a fair amount of time there mucking about, fishing at a special high-desert lake, and sitting with dear friends around campfires as the bottle is passed around.  
 
    The Chaco region of Bolivia is also a unique place. From dry and brittle plains to narrow mountain spines, you really are on your own. I’ll never forget climbing one such mountain ridge and discovering a completely different ecology. Lush plants and trees replaced thorny brush, and small springs provided water for wildlife. I had sat down to take a break during one of these climbs when a troop of monkeys descended from treetops and wandered over to take a drink at a small spring. It was one of those magic moments, never forgotten. 
 
      
 
    About Me 
 
    I live in the Intermountain West, where wide-open spaces give a person perspective and room to think. I relish great books, fine trout streams, family, old friends, and good dogs. 
 
    You can visit me at https://vincemilam.com to learn about new releases and insider info. I can also be visited on Facebook at Vince Milam Author. 
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